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1. The Oldest Citizens of
North America

" The vast and rich lands of the North and
South American Continents were not uninhabited
before Columbus’ time. The earlier residents,
people who had been there for thousands of years,
were people Columbus mistakenly called
“Indians”. He, of course, thought he had landed
in the Indies of the Far East. To this day, the old-
est citizens of the New World are still referred to
as “Indians” or sometimes, to distinguish them
from the people of India, as “American Indians. ”

The ancestors of all the American Indians
once lived in Siberia. Thousands of years ago some
of the Siberian tribespeople began to cross over to
Alaska on a natural causeway that then connected
the Asian and North American continents. These
migrants were probably looking for new hunting
grounds or for refuge from pursuing enemies, The
crossings, a few people at a time, went on for cen-
turies, then ceased when the land bridge disap-
peared. Generation after generation the descen-
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dants of the arrivals from Asia moved southward
and spread out. Their numbers greatly increased.
By 1492 there were probably a million people living
in North America north of Mexico, about 3 million
in Mexico and Central America, and perhaps as
many as 20 million in South America.

The Stone Age forebears of these people
brought little with them from Asia. But over the
centuries the first Americans developed a wide
range of living patterns. When the Europeans ar-
rived, there existed in America a great variety of
languages and ways of life. Indian cultures ranged
from the simple to the complex, from those of
primitive hunting tribes to those of elaborately or-
ganized empires with civilizations superior in some
respects to those of contemporary Europe. If, af-
ter landing in northeastern North America about
the year 1000,the Norsemen had managed to make
their way to Central America, they would have
been amazed at what they saw. At a time when
Norway itself was still a fairly crude, wild coun-
try, here were well-cultivated fields and bustling
cities with beautifully carved stone pyramids and
temples. These were some of the accomplishments
of the Mayas, who also had accurate astronomical
tables, a well-developed numbering system, and a
kind of hiercglyphic writing.
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Certainly the Spaniards were impressed when,
in the sixteenth century, they came upon the Aztec
empire in Mexico and the Inca empire centering in
Peru. (By this time Mayan civilization had greatly
declined. ) Here, too, were remarkable stone
buildings, great treasures of gold and silver, and
finely made works of art. The Spaniards were hor-
rified, however, by Aztec and Inca religious beliefs
and practices, which they considered heathenish
and which, in the case of the Aztecs, included hu-
man sacrifices. Both of the empires had resulted
from military conquest, and both remained military
despotisms. The Spaniards quickly conquered
them. Though the conquerors were few, they had
the advantage of guns, horses, and steel armor.

Between: the tenth and sixteenth centuries,
the Indians had not advanced their technologies as
fast and far as the Europeans had. Even the most
highly civilized of the Indians lagged a long way
behind in the development of tools and machines.
They lacked draft animals such as horses and
oxen. As of 1492, none of the peoples anywhere in
America were using wheeled vehicles or machines.

The Indians whom' the early English colonists
encountered along the Atlantic coast of North
America were quite widely scattered. Altogether,
those in the area to ‘be occupied by the thirteen
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colonies numbered no more than 150,000-less thzn
the population of the single small city of Spring-
field, Massachusetts, today. They spoke different
languages, most of which belonged to one or an-
other of three linguistic stocks. The largest group
of tribes, as classified by language type, was the
Algonkian. Speakers of Algonkian language were
located in various places from Canada south to Vir-
ginia. Next in numbers were those speaking an
Iroquoian tongue, who centered in New York and
formed a wedge between the northern and southern
Algonkians. The Iroquois included the “five na-
tious” (Seneca, Cayuga, Onondaga, Oneida, and
Mohawk), and also, far to the south, the Chero-
kees and the Tuscaroras. Still farther south lived
the tribes of the third largest language group, the
Muskogean.

Most of the eastern woodland Indians carried
on a rather simple form of agriculture. They made
clearings by cutting into trees to kill them and by
setting fires in the forest. Among the dead and
blackened trunks they planted pumpkins, squash,
bexns, and corn-crops they had learned of indirect-
ly from the Indians of Central America. A tribe
abandoned its clearing and made a new one when
the yields feli, or when the accumulated filth of the
village became too deep to endure. As a rule, the
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tribe supplemented its farming by gathering wild
fruits and by hunting wild game. It also made its
own baskets, pottery, stone tools, bows and ar-
rows, and other such items. Trade with neighbor-
ing tribes brought in additional goods and also raw
materials such as seashells, soapstone, copper,
and gems.

The Indians of the eastern woodlands didn”t
develop a political organization comparable with
that of the Aztecs or the Incas. The nearest thing
to it was the Ir(?quois League, the Five Nations.
Each member tribe sent chiefs to represent it on a
confederation council, over which a great chief, or
sachem, presided. Other tribes had their own sep-
arate and rudimentary governments, often inelud-
. ing chieftains of several related bands, one of
whomn acted as head chief. Intertribal wars were
f;equent. The Iroquios were especially warlike.
During the seventeeth century, after obtaining
guns from the Dutch, they succeded in conquering
and collecting tribute from, or else driving off,
~most of the “neighboring Indians.

The divisidns and rivalries among the Indians
weakened them when it came to resisting the ad-
vance of the Europeans. One tribe was tempted to
cuitivate the friendship of the whites as allies a-
gainst another tribe, or against other whites. Nev-
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