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1. The First Americans

BEHEMA

CHAPTER ONE

The Discovery and

Exploration of America

=)

1. The First Americans

The history of the United States is usually
called “American history” , because it goes back
to a period long before the United States was
officially formed.

The first people known to have lived in the
Western Hemisphere were American Indians. Most
scientists believe these people wandered into North
America from Asia at least 15,000 years ago. At
the time, ice covered much of the northern half of
the earth and sea level was very low. As a result, a
piece of underwater land was exposed to form a
kind of bridge linking Siberia and Alaska. Some
Asian hunters, following the animals that they
hunted, must have wandered across what is now
the Bering Strait to America. By the time the first
Europeans reached North America there were
already Indians living nearly all parts of North and
South America where human being could live.

About 20 million Indians lived in North
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Chapter One The Discovery and Exploration of America

America when Columb/t/xs reached the New World.
They belonged tg- hundreds of tribes, spoke
different languages and had different ways of life.
Most of them lived in small villages. Men hunted,
fished, and made war, and women took care of the
crops, mostly maize (corn), beans, potatoes, and
pumpkins, or gathered food in the woods. They
had no cattle, sheep, goats, or pigs, because there
were many wild animals for food. They had no
horses or oxen used to plow fields and carry heavy
loads. They never developed vehicles with wheels,
because they had no horses or oxen to pull them.
Some tribes wandered about hunting and gathering
food and never established permanent homes.
These North American Indians all lived in family
groups, but were loyal to large tribes of relatives.
Some tribes formed alliances for the purposes of
keeping peace among neighbours and making war
on enemies.

Some Indian tribes of North America were
friendly to the early European settlers and helped
them survive in the wilderness of the New World.
But as more and more Europeans arrived and took
more and more land to make new homes, they
became a threat to the Indian way of life, and
Indians and whites became enemies. The Indians
suffered a lot because they had been isolated from
the Old World for thousands of years. People of the
Old World had learned to use iron and raise
domestic animals. Europeans had acquired gun-
powder, paper, and the compass from the Chinese.
The Indians of North America, on the other hand,
had none of these. In their fighting against
European conquerors with horses and guns, they
were doomed to defeat.
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2. The Discovery of America
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2. The Discovery of America

It is probable that the first Europeans who
landed on North America were the Vikings. The
Vikings lived in Scandinavia, a region of Europe
that includes what are now Denmark, Norway, and
Sweden. These people were bold and loved adven-
tures. Some of them sailed across the North At-
lantic to settle the islands of Iceland and Green-
land. From there, a few daring people are believed
to have sailed to what is now Newfoundland,
Canada about 1,000 years ago. They explored the
place and established a settlement, but the settle-
ment lasted only a few years and their voyages
were soon forgotten.

In 1453 the Ottoman Turks captured Con-
stantinople (now Istanbul, Turkey), an important
center for trade between Europe and Asia. The
Turks closed the overland trade routes to Asia as
well as the sea route through the Persian Gulf. Eu-
ropean merchants had to find a new sea route to the
Far East, a place of spices, silk, china and other
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Chapter One The Discovery and Exploration of America

..........................

valuable goods. In 1492, Christopher Columbus set
sail from Spain, trying to reach Asia by sailing
west across the Atlantic Ocean.

Columbus was a sailor from Genoa, Italy. The
Spanish king and queen provided him with money
so that he could make his voyage. Like most
educated people of his day, he knew that the world
is round, but he thought it was small, and Europe,
Africa and Asia made up the whole earth. He knew
little about the Atlantic Ocean, and nothing about
the American continent or the Pacific Ocean.
When Columbus reached land in October 1492, he
believed he had arrived in the Far East, a part of
Asia known as the Indies. So he gave the natives a
name “Indians”. Actually, he landed on San
Salvador, one of the islands just east of the North
American mainland. Within the next 50 years,
explorers, soldiers, and settlers from several
European countries had flocked to America.

Columbus may never have realized that he
reached a New World. Another Italian explorer,
Amerigo Vespucci, however, claimed to have
explored what is now the American mainland in
1497 and believed he had reached a “New
World” . Since he was the first person to refer to
the lands he had visited as a “New World” , a
German geographer suggested in 1507 that the land
be named America. Soon, this name was used
throughout Europe. But most people now still
honored Columbus as the discoverer of America.
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