
Chapter 1 
The First Americans 

Section 1

Early Peoples



How did the first people 
arrive?

By A.D. 1500, millions of Native 
Americans lived on the 
continents of North & South 
America. 

One theory was that these 
people came from Atlantis, an 
island sunk beneath the waves 
of the Atlantic ocean. 



The story of the first Americans is still being pieced together by 
experts in archaeology.

Archaeologists learn about things from the past from artifacts left 
behind by early people, such tools, weapons, baskets, & carvings.



Ice Ages
Periods of very cold 

temperatures where the 
earth was covered with 

large sheets of ice.

The most recent Ice Age 
began 100,000 years ago 
and ended 12, 000 years 

ago.

Oceans froze & sea levels 
lowered.



Second theory :

The people crossed  Beringia, a frozen land bridge that joined Asia 
to the Americas.

During the last Ice Age, 100,000 years ago, as the ocean water frozen, 
it lowered the sea level, exposing a land strip running from Siberia in 
Asia to present-day Alaska. 



Early Americans were nomads, people who were hunter-gatherers & moved 
from place to place.

As they searched for animals to hunt, they crossed Beringia.

As the centuries passed, the migration of people from Asia to the Americas 
continued. 



Hunted large game-
Saber toothed 
tigers, 
woolly mammoths, 
& mastodons.



Uses for big game 
animal bones: 
shelters, tools, 
weapons.



End of the Ice Age

About 15,000 years ago, the earth’s temperature began to rise.

Glaciers melted, oceans rose, & Beringia submerged again.

The Americas were cut off from Asia.



Big-game began to die out.
Other sources of food had to be found.

New source of food: smaller game- Deer, birds, & rodents
Hunters learned to fish but still gathered wild berries & grains. 



Important discovery 

About 9,000 years ago, people living in 
present-day Mexico learned to plant and raise 
an early form of corn called Maize.

Soon learned to plant other kinds of seeds 
such as pumpkin, bean, and squash.

Farming was born and communities were 
formed! 

Agriculture changed people’s lives and led to a 
new culture. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/File:Zea_mays_fraise_MHNT.BOT.2011.18.21.jpg
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/File:Zea_mays_fraise_MHNT.BOT.2011.18.21.jpg
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/File:Dent_Corn_'Oaxacan_Green'_(Zea_mays)_MHNT_2.jpg
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/File:Dent_Corn_'Oaxacan_Green'_(Zea_mays)_MHNT_2.jpg
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/File:Corncobs.jpg
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/File:Corncobs.jpg


Carbon dating is a method scientists used to measure 
radioactive carbon to tell how long ago something was alive.



Section 2- Cities & Empires

Several great civilizations arose in present-day Mexico and in Central 
and South America. 

These civilizations had built great cities in the thick jungles. 
They developed complex systems for writing, counting, & tracking 

time



The most advanced were the Olmec, the Maya, 

the Aztec, and the Inca.



The Olmec
1500 B.C.- 300 B.C.

.

The Olmec lived in present-day 
Mexico, Guatemala, & 
Honduras.

They built stone pavement & 
drainage systems & sculpted 
large stone monuments. 

Their civilization influenced 
their neighbors. 

Colossal heads of the Olmec



The Maya

The Maya civilization flourished in present-day Mexico, Guatemala, 
Honduras, & Belize.

The people built large cities, each having at least one pyramid.

Tikal was the largest Mayan city and had five pyramids.



Mayan Theocracy

The Maya civilization was a theocracy, or a 
society ruled by religious leaders.

They believed that the gods controlled all 
that happened on earth. Atop the pyramids 
were religious & governmental centers.

Mayan Calendar



The Maya were skilled 
astronomers & developed a 

writing system known as 
hieroglyphics.

365-day calendar



Maya traders
The Maya did not have 
wheeled vehicles or horse so 
everything was carried on 
human backs.

They transported goods such 
as maize, vegetables, jade, 
turquoise jewelry, & cacao 
beans on their backs through 
jungle trails.

They also transported and 
traded their goods along the 
waters of Mexico’s east coast.  



Around 900 B.C., the Maya civilization began to decline.

By A.D. 1100, the great cities had become ghost towns.

The jungle had reclaimed the land.

Reasons for decline:
slave revolt? deforestation? warfare? overpopulation?  



The Aztec

Founded in 1325, Tenochtitlan was the capital & home of the Aztec.

Situated on an island in the middle of Lake Texcoco, it was one of the 
largest cities in the Americas.

Causeways, made with soil & earth, linked the island to the mainland.

Tenochtitlan would become a center for trade.



The Aztec were a military 
society & conquered rival 

communities.

A religious society, they offered their 
prisoners as human sacrifices to their gods. 

They made 
their 
captives into 
their slaves.



The Inca

The Inca Empire developed in the western highlands of South 
America.

Their capital, Cuzco, was founded around A.D.1200.

The Inca ruler Pachacuti & his son, Topa Inca, conquered their 
neighbors to extend their empire.



The Inca empire was the largest 
of the early American 

civilizations.

The empire stretched from 
present-day Colombia to 

northern Argentina/Chile.

Its population reached the 
height of 9,000,000 people.



The Inca were very advanced!

They developed a record-keeping 
system by using quipus so that 
runners could deliver messages 
across the empire. They terraced the 

land by building 
platforms so that 
they could farm 
on the slopes.

Built rope bridges 
across rivers and 
canyons for travel.



4 main roads out of Cuzco:
north to Ecuador,

south to Chile,
west to Pacific,

east to Amazon jungle.

Inca built 
10,000 miles 
of paved 
roads.



The Inca were a religious society.

Inca emperors were believed to be descendants of the sun god.

Displays of gold & sacrifices were given to honor the gods.

The city of Machu Picchu was devoted to religious ceremonies.



Early Native Americans
Section 3

Many Native American cultures lived in North America before Europeans arrived in the 1500’s.

Hohokam (300-1300 A.D.)
Lived in the desert of present-day Arizona.

Experts at squeezing water out of sun-baked soil.

Built irrigation channels to carry river water to their fields.



The Anasazi (1-1300 A.D.)

Lived in the 4 Corners area. (UCAN)

Built stone (apartment-style) & cliff dwellings (built into walls of steep 
cliffside).

Around 1300, the Anasazi left the area to settle in smaller communities.

One possible reason: drought.

Pueblo Bonito Mesa Verde



Mound Builders

Lived in central North America in present-day Pennsylvania to the 
Mississippi River valley.

They built mounds that looked like the Aztec/Maya pyramids.
(1st mounds built around 1000 B.C.)



Adena People
(Ohio Valley 800B.C.)

Lived in circular homes 
with conical roofs.

Hopewell People
(200 B.C.-500 A.D.)

Built the Great Serpent Mound, a 
burial mound that looks like a giant 

snake.



Cahokia
The Mississippians built the largest Mound Builders 

settlement in present-day Illinois.

Highest mound, Monks Mound, stand over 100’ high.

Cahokia resembled the great cities of Mexico.



Other Native North Americans 

The Inuits

Settled in the cold Arctic region.

May have been the last to migrate to North America.

Built igloos for shelter and wore furs & sealskins.

They were hunters & gatherers.



Peoples of the West

Tlingit, Haida, Chinook, Nez Perce, Yakima, Pomo, Ute, and Shoshone.

They used resources of the forests & seas as they hunted & gathered.

The Ute and Shoshone used temporary shelters as they searched for 
food.  



Peoples of the Southwest

Hopi, Acoma, & Zuni
Adobe (sun-baked) brick pueblo community homes; raised maize, 

beans, & squash.

Navajo and Apaches
Hunter/gatherers; built square homes called hogans.



Plains Peoples

Dakota, Sioux, Cheyenne, Comanche and Blackfoot.

Nomadic hunter/gatherers who also farmed.

Lived in teepees.

Tamed wild horses to use to hunt and fight.



Peoples of the East

The Iroquois and the Cherokee formed complex political systems for self-
governing.

The nations of the Onondaga, the Seneca, the Mohawk, the Oneida, & 
the Cayuga joined together to form the Iroquois Confederacy to 

promote peace.

Prior to forming the league, these groups often fought against each other. 



Peoples of the Southeast

Creek, Cherokee, and Chickasaw.

Lived in present-day, Mississippi, Alabama, Georgia, & the Carolinas.

They farmed and adapted to the warmer climates of the southeast.


