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1. Climate changes allowed
Paleo-Indians to begin the first
migration to the Americas.

2. Early societies existed in
Mesoamerica and South
America.
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The Big Idea

Native American societies
developed across Mesoamerica
and South America.

Key Terms and People
Bering Land Bridge, p. 6
Paleo-Indians, p. 6
migration, p. 6
hunter-gatherers, p. 6
environments, p. 7

culture, p. 7
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TAKING NOTES

Use the graphic organizer online
to take notes on the migrations of
people to the Americas and the
earliest American cultures and
their locations.

6 CHAPTER1

The Earliest

Americans

If YOU were there...

You are living in North America about 10,000 years ago, close to the
end of the Ice Age. For weeks, your group has been following a herd
of elk across a marshy landscape. This trip has taken you far from your
usual hunting grounds. The air is warmer here. There are thick grasses
and bushes full of berries. You decide to camp here for the summer
and perhaps stay a while.

How would settling here change your way of life?

BUILDING BACKGROUND The first settlers to the Americas
probably came in small groups from Asia. Over thousands of years,
they moved into nearly every region of North and South America.
Inthe Americas, these people encountered, and adapted to, many
different climates and types of land.

First Migration to the Americas

Many scientists believe that the first people arrived in North America
during the last Ice Age. At the start of the Ice Age, Earth’s climate
became intensely cold. Large amounts of water froze into huge, mov-
ing sheets of ice called glaciers. As a result, ocean levels dropped more
than 300 feet lower than they are today. When the sea level fell, a
land bridge between northeastern Asia and present-day Alaska was
exposed. Geographers call this strip of land the Bering Land Bridge.
Although no one knows exactly when or how people crossed into
North America, evidence suggests that people called Paleo-Indians
crossed this bridge into Alaska between 38,000 and 10,000 BC.

This migration—a movement of people or animals from one
region to another—took place over a long time. It is believed that
Paleo-Indians traveled south into Canada, the United States, and
Mexico following herds of animals. Over time, their descendants
went as far as the southern tip of South America. These people were
hunter-gatherers, people who hunted animals and gathered wild
plants for food.
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Early Mesoamerican and
South American Societies

Some of the earliest American cultures arose
in Mesoamerica, a region that includes the
southern part of what is now Mexico and the
northern parts of Central America.

Olmec and Maya

Around 1200 BC the Olmec developed the
earliest known civilization in Mesoamerica.
The Olmec are known for their use of stone in
architecture and sculpture. They built the first
pyramids in the Americas, and they created
sculptures of huge stone heads. When their
civilization ended around 400 BC, trade had
spread Olmec culture throughout the region.

Like the Olmec, the Maya grew maize
and other crops and lived in small villages.
These villages traded goods with each other,
and by about AD 200, the Maya were build-
ing large cities.

Maya cities had pyramids, large stone
temples, palaces, and bridges. The Maya
also paved large plazas for public gatherings
and built canals to control the flow of water
through the cities.

In the 900s Maya civilization began to
collapse. Historians are still not sure what
caused this great civilization’s decline.

Aztec

The Aztec were fierce warriors, and their superior
military ability was key to their success. Around
the mid-1100s AD, the Aztec migrated south to
central Mexico. They conquered many towns,
made alliances to build their empire, and con-
trolled a huge trade network.

In AD 1325, the Aztec founded their capi-
tal, Tenochtitlan (tay-nawch-teet-L.AnN), on an
island in Lake Texcoco. It became the greatest
city in the Americas and one of the world’s larg-
est cities. The city’s island location made travel
and trade difficult, so the Aztec built raised
roads to connect the island to the shore.

Trade and tribute paid by conquered peo-
ple in the form of cotton, gold, and food made
the Aztec rich. By the early 1500s, they ruled
the most powerful state in Mesoamerica.

Inca

The Inca began as a small tribe in the Andes
Mountains of South America. They named
their capital city Cuzco (koo-skoh). In the

The ancient Maya city of Palenque was a ma-
jor power on the border between the Maya
highlands and lowlands. Its great temples
and plazas were typical of the Classic Age of
Maya civilization.
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SUMMARY AND PREVIEW Eaily people \ MIEHHEERHEIMATS

migrated into North and *| 1. Location Which early civilization was
located in Mesoamerica?

2. Human-Environment Interaction Why do
you think Peru was settled after Mexico?

\

tion you will learn about Native American
cultures in North America.
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Reviewing Ideas, Terms, and People

1. a. Recall What was the Ice Age?
b. Summarize Why were early peoples able to use
the Bering Land Bridge?
¢. Predict Why do you think early peoples in the
Americas migrated south?

2. a. ldentify What is the earliest known civilization in
the Americas, and where was it located?
b. Analyze How did the Aztec build such a
powerful, rich state?
¢. Draw Conclusions Which of the four civilizations
discussed do you think was the most highly
developed?

Critical Thinking

3. Categorizing Review your notes on the migration
of early peoples and their societies. Then copy the
table below and use it to identify the accomplish-
ments of early American civilizations.

Rise Significant Accomplishments
Olmec
Maya
Aztec
Inca
.ocus oN WRITING

4. Understanding Ancient Peoples Use the descrip-
tions of the earliest Americans found in this section
to list some similarities and differences between the
lives of ancient peoples and your life today.
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