
The earliest settlers of America 

     The reason behind and the way the first people arrived in America remains a mystery.  

Many scientists think that they may have crossed a land bridge that connected Asia and North 

America thousands of years ago. They may have come by boat from Asia or Europe.  Possibly 

they followed mammoths or other animals or were hunting seals and whales along the coast. 

Over time these people settled in America and became the first “native Americans.” When 

Europeans arrived in the new continent, they found Native people living there. The Europeans 

wondered where these people had come from and how they settled in the new continent. 

Some believed that the Native Americans had come from Atlantis, an island that was 

supposed to have sunk beneath the waves of the Atlantic Ocean.  

     The story of the first Americans is still being studied by archaeologists who learn about the 

past from artifacts, things left behind by early people, such as stone tools, weapons, baskets, 

and carvings. Their discoveries show that many early people may have crossed a land that 

later sank into the sea. It was not the mythical Atlantis, however, but a strip of land called 

Beringia that once connected Asia and  America. 

Crossing the Land Bridge:  During the ice age, the earth was covered with large ice sheets. 

Much of the water from the oceans was frozen into these sheets, or glaciers. For that reason 

the sea levels were much lower than they are today. The most recent Ice Age began 100,000 

years ago and ended about 12,000 years ago. During this period many scientists think the 

lower sea level exposed a wide strip of land between Asia and North America. This land 

bridge would have run from Siberia in north-eastern Asia to present-day Alaska, the 

westernmost part of the Americas.  One popular scientific theory states that the first 

Americans were people from Asia who crossed over Beringia (the land bridge) during the last 

Ice Age. These early people reached the Americas thousands of years ago. 

     The early Americans were nomads, people who moved from place to place. They gathered 

wild grains and fruits but depended on hunting for much of their food. While traveling in 

search of food and animals to hunt, they crossed Beringia into what is now Alaska and 

Canada. The crossing of the land bridge was a migration, a movement of a large number of 

people into a new homeland which didn’t happen in a single journey. As the centuries passed, 

many groups of people traveled from Asia either on foot across the land bridge or in boats. 

They spread out across the Americas, going as far east as the Atlantic Ocean and as far south 

of  America. 

     The early Americans were skilled at hunting tiger, the woolly mammoth, and the 

mastodon. The hunters used pieces of stone and bone to hunt.  A single mammoth provided 

tons of meat, enough to feed a group of people for months. The hunters and their families 

used every part of the animal. They made the skin into clothing, carved the bones into 

weapons and tools, and may have used the long ribs to build shelters. About 15,000 years ago 

the earth’s temperatures began to rise. The Ice Age was drawing to an end as the great 

glaciers melted, and the oceans rose. The Americas were cut off from Asia. At the same time, 

the hunters of America faced a new challenge. The mammoths and other large animals began 

to die out, either from being overhunted or because of changes in the environment. The early  



Americans looked for  new sources of food. They hunted smaller game, such as deer, birds, 

and rodents. Those who lived along rivers or near the seacoast learned to catch fish with nets 

and traps. They continued to gather wild berries and grains. 

     About 9,000 years ago, people living in present-day Mexico made a discovery that would 

shape the lives of Native Americans for thousands of years. They learned to plant and raise an 

early form of corn called maize. Their harvests of maize provided a stable source of food. 

They didn’t have to move from place to place in order to find food. Early Americans in 

Mexico also experimented with other kinds of seeds. They planted pumpkins, beans, and 

squashes. The population grew along with the growing food supply and started to form 

stationary communities. Scientists have found traces of early villages that date from about 

5,000 years ago.  

     Sometime after the early settlements in Mexico, people began farming in what is now the 

south-western United States. Not all the early peoples in the Americas farmed, however. 

Some remained nomadic hunters, and others relied on fishing or trading instead of agriculture. 

The Growth of the skill of Farming allowed people to spend time on activities other than 

finding food. The people of ancient Mexico began to improve their lives in other ways. They 

built permanent shelters of clay, brick, stone, or wood. They made pottery and cloth and 

decorated these goods with dyes made from roots and herbs. They also began to develop more 

complex forms of government. Agriculture changed the lives of these early people and led to 

a new culture, or way of life. Rather than move from place to place in search of food, they 

formed communities and developed common customs, beliefs, and ways of protecting 

themselves. Over time, the many different groups of people living in the Americas developed 

their own cultures.  

The First Americans :    Many Native American cultures rose, flourished, and disappeared in 

North America long before Europeans arrived in the 1500s. Among the most advanced of 

these early cultures were the Hohokam and Anasazi of the Southwest and the Mound Builders 

of the Ohio River valley. 

 The Hohokam The dry, hot desert of present-day Arizona was home to the Hohokam people. 

They may have come from Mexico about 300 B.C. The Hohokam culture flourished from 

about A.D.300 to A.D. 1300 in an area bordered by the Gila and Salt River valleys. The 

Hohokam people were experts at squeezing every drop of available water from the sun-baked 

soil. Their way of life depended on the irrigation channels they dug to carry river water into 

their fields. Moreover, the Hohokam left behind pottery, carved stone, and shells etched with 

acid.  

The Anasazi The Anasazi lived around the same time as the Hohokam, roughly A.D. 1 to 

A.D. 1300, in the area known as the Four Corners (the meeting place of the present-day states 

of Utah, Colorado, Arizona, and New Mexico). There they built great stone dwellings that the 

Spanish explorers later called pueblos , or villages. Pueblo Bonito, one of the most impressive 

of the Anasazi pueblos, can still be seen in New Mexico. The huge semicircular structure of 

stone and sun-dried earth resembles an apartment building.  Archaeologists have found traces 

of a complex road system linking Pueblo Bonito with other villages. This suggests that Pueblo 



Bonito was an important trade or religious center for the Anasazi. The Anasazi also built 

dwellings in the walls of steep cliffs. Cliff dwellings were easy to defend and offered 

protection from winter weather.  In about 1300 the Anasazi began leaving the pueblos and 

cliff dwellings to settle in smaller communities. Their large villages may have been 

abandoned because of droughts during which their crops dried up. 

The Mound Builders:  They have been found as far north as the Great Lakes and as far south 

as Florida. Archaeologists think that the first mounds were built about 1000 B.C. They were 

not the work of a single group but of many different peoples, who are referred to as the 

Mound Builders. They built thousands of mounds of earth that look very much like the stone 

pyramids of the Maya and the Aztec. Some of the mounds contained burial chambers. Some 

were topped with temples, as in the Mayan and Aztec cultures.  . Among the earliest Mound 

Builders were the Adenan hunters and gatherers who flourished in the Ohio Valley by 800 

B.C. They were followed by the Hopewell people, who lived between 200 B.C. and A.D. 500. 

Farmers and traders, the Hopewell built huge burial mounds in the shape of birds, bears, and 

snakes. One of them, the Great Serpent Mound, looks like a giant snake winding across the 

ground. Archaeologists have found freshwater pearls, shells, cloth, and copper in the mounds. 

The objects indicate a prevalent pattern of trade. 

THE FIRST EUROPEANS      We usually read that Christopher Columbus was the first to 

discover America. We have seen that the Asian ancestors of the first Americans 

“Amerindians” arrived in America long before Columbus. Centuries after 1492, stories and 

legends told about other adventurous seamen who reached the new world long before 

Columbus. The first Europeans to arrive in North America — at least the first for whom there 

is solid evidence — were Norse (Vikings). In the 1960s, Archaeologists discovered traces of 

Viking settlements in both Newfoundland and New England. The Saga of Leif Ericson tells 

how he explored the eastern coast of North America in about the year AD1000. He named the 

land where he landed “Vinland the Good” as he found vines with grapes on them. However, 

they went back because of the dangers of the northern seas and the hostility of the local 

Amerindians.  

     The lasting European occupation was, indeed, a Spanish one. After the return of Columbus 

to Spain, thousands of treasure hungry Spanish adventurers crossed the Atlantic Ocean 

looking for Gold. The lust for gold led Hernan Cortes to conquer the Aztecs (a wealthy city). 

Between 1539 and 1543 Hernando De Soto and Francisco Coronado explored much of the 

Southern part of what is now the United States. De Soto landed in Florida, discovered the 

Mississippi river and travelled to Texas and Oklahoma. Coronado discovered the Colorado 

River. The journeys of such men gave Spain the claim to large amount of land in North 

America.  

     Other European nations envied the growing wealth of Spain.  In 1497, just five years after 

Christopher Columbus landed in the Caribbean looking for a western route to Asia, an Italian 

sailor named John Cabot arrived in Newfoundland on a mission for the British king, 

HenryVII. Cabot followed the route Columbus crossed and reached the rocky coast of 

Newfoundland. Cabot’s journey was later to provide the basis for British claims to the east 



coast of North America. The French King, Francis I, also sent an Italian sailor named 

Giovanni Verrazano so as to find lands rich in gold and new sea road to Asia. 

 


