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“the end of the last Ice Age, the fd lmk e o .
‘once again separating the Western Hemisphere from Asia.

THE FIRST AMERICANS

THE SETTLING OF THE AMERICAS

The residents of the Americas were no more a single group than Europeans

or Africans. They spoke hundreds of different languages and lived in
numerous kinds of societies. Most, however, were descended from bands of
hunters and fishers who had crossed the Bering Strait via a land bridge at
various times between 15,000 and 60,000 years ago—the exact dates are
hotly debated by archaeologists. Others may have arrived by seafmmm
or Pacific islands. Around 14,000 years ago, when glaczm an to melt at
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the Pacific coastline in small boats, others making their way
‘down a narrow, glacier-free corridor along the eastern base
gfthe Rocky Mountains and onto the northern Great Plains.
“There they found and hunted a stunning array of huge
mammals, so-called megafauna. These animals included
ls mammoths that were twice as heavy as elephants, giant
; bison, sloths that were taller than giraffes, several kinds of
camels, and terrifying, 8-foot-long lions. Within a few thou-
sand years the descendants of these Siberians, people whom
iced the bOUndari 4 Columbus would wishfully dub “Indians had spread
tland along a |0, throughout the length and breadth of the Americas.
dered down that Ping "This first colonization of the Americas
ar as | can jud ? Man coincided with, and perhaps acceler-
Eiithe g€, in ated, profound changes in the natu-
wall aboyt ral world. The last Ice Age literally
' melted away as warmer global
temperatures freed the great res-
ervoirs of water once locked in
glaciers. A rise in sea levels in-
undated the Bering Strait, sub-
merging the land bridge, and
creating new lakes and river
systems. The emergence of new
ecosystems—climates, water-
ways, and land environments
in which humans interacted
with other animals and plants—
made for ever greater diversity.
The first human inhabitants of
- the Americas had fed, clothed,
~ warmed, and armed themselves in
- part by hunting megafauna, and some combination of
- overhunting and climate change resulted in the extinction
~ of most of these giants by the end of the Ice Age. As glaciers
~ receded and human populations increased, the first Amer-
~ icans had to adapt to changing conditions. They adjusted
by hunting smaller animals with new, more specialized
kinds of stone tools and by learning to exploit particular
- places more efficiently.
S0 it was that between 10,000 and 2,500 years
ago distinctive regional cultures developed
, among the peoples of the Americas. Those
~ who remained in the Great Plains turned to hunting the
much smaller descendants of the now-extinct giant bison;
* those in the deserts of the Great Basin survived on small
- game, seeds, and edible plants; those in the Pacific North-
~ west relied mainlyon fishing;and those east of the Mississippi,
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This land was wide enough for animals, including mammoths and the human hunters
who followed them, to cross. But when the glaciers melted, oceans rose, and what
anthropologists now refer to as the Bering Land Bridge disappeared under what
is now the Bering Sea. Any further human migration had to be by boat, which would
explain the rapid expansion of human communities from Alaska to the southern tip of
South America.

The Land Bridge, Clovis Culture, and Recent Discoveries

Most anthropologists used to believe that the first immigrants to the Americas were
the Clovis people who might have come to North America around 13,000 years
ago. The Clovis people took their name from a site near what is now Clovis, New
Mexico, where a trove of 13,000-year-old arrow and spear points was found in 1929.
Thé points, which were fluted so they could be attached to spears, were obvious
signs of human activity and were the oldest human artifacts found in the Americas
up to that time.

Recent excavations in central Texas, however, found primitive spear tips that
are at least 15,500 years old, much older and less sophisticated than those found at
Clovis. Archaeologists have discovered similar evidence at many sites elsewhere in
the Americas. Because no Clovis-like spear tips have ever been found in Siberia, most
anthropologists now believe that the Clovis spear point was an invention that early
Americans developed long after they had lost contact with Asia.

Newer anthropological evidence also suggests that not all of the first peoples of the
Americas walked to get there. Other peoples may have crossed the oceans thousands
of years before the first Europeans ever set foot in the Western Hemisphere. Whenever
and however the first inhabitants of the Americas came, their descendants adapted
to their new lands, spread out across the Americas, and created a wide range of lan-
guages and civilizations. By 14,000 years ago, various peoples were living in every part
of North and South America.
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to some 20 million people
t with Europeans — and the

Andes Mountains, with a population of perhaps 12 mil-
lion. In North America, a secondary trickle of migra-
tion pushed eastward, across the Rockies and into the
Mississippi Valley and the eastern woodlands.

Around 6000 B.C., some Native American peoples
in present-day Mexico and Peru began raising domes-
ticated crops. Mesoamericans cultivated maize into a
nutritious plant with a higher yield per acre than
wheat, barley, or rye, the staple cereals of Europe. In
Peru they also bred the potato, a root crop of unsur-
passed nutritional value. The resulting agricultural sur-
pluses encouraged population growth and laid the
foundation for wealthy, urban societies in Mexico and
Peru, and later in the Mississippi Valley and the south-
eastern woodlands of North America (Map 1.2).
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Mesoamerica and the Andes, the two great empires

of the Americas—
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