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Mini-Lecture 1

For centuries, following mega fauna, or megaherbivores, Asian peoples migrated to the Americas by land and sea, most likely entering present day Alaska via the Bering Sea land bridge over successive millennia but also by other means from Alaska south into South America. They developed an astonishing variety of cultures and societies, evolving from small hunter-gather bands to sedentary communities and even well-established empires and distinctive cultures as they competed for resources and adapted to regional geographies by the time the first Europeans arrived thousands of years later in the late 15th-century.
During the thousands of years after nomadic Siberian peoples arrived in Alaska their descendants spread throughout the Americas between 35,000 years before the common era (BCE or YBP) and the 1400s common era (CE), creating civilizations that rivaled those of ancient Europe, Africa and Asia in culture, complexity and diversity, speaking hundreds of languages and observing sophisticated spiritual practices and beliefs, their populations numbering approximately 100 million in the Americas (10-30 million in North America). Archaeologists, ethnologists and anthropologists have documented the artifacts of these ancient peoples from their camp, kill, and burial sites, caves, weapons, art, and DNA evidence.
Around 1500 Mesoamerica (present day Mexico, Central and South America) emerged as the center of civilization in the Western Hemisphere, with successive civilizations beginning with the Olmecs and Toltecs and culminating with the Mayans and Aztecs (Montezuma, Tenochititlan), while to the southwest in present day Peru, Guatemala and Bolivia the Inca empire, under Patchacuti reigned. These Mesoamerican peoples created complex ways of organizing society and government and religious ceremonialism, while building temple cities remarkable for their size, artistic achievement, architecture and engineering, while engaging in trade and commerce throughout Mesoamerica and north into the Gulf of Mexico and beyond. Both commerce and migration spread cultural influences throughout the hemisphere, notably to the islands of the Caribbean basin and to North America, influences that endured long after these societies had declined and all but vanished. 
The gradual adoption of agriculture (maize, beans and grains) gave peoples of the Eastern Woodlands and the Southeast the food and resource security that encouraged the evolution of more sedentary societies and increasingly complex cultures, even as this made them more vulnerable to disease and mass death. These societies eventually produced great achievements in material culture, architecture, engineering, and agriculture as they adapted to and exploited their environments. Peoples of the Great Plains, Great Basin, Desert Southwest, Arctic and sub-arctic evolved their own unique life ways, cultures, and subsistence strategies, as did those of Southeast Alaska and the Pacific Northwest and what are today the coastal states of Oregon, Washington and California. Everywhere proto-Indian and Native American peoples transformed their environments to sustain life in ways that were often destructive and disruptive yet with a reverence for the land and natural world completely foreign to Europeans.
[bookmark: _GoBack]For all of their achievements, these First Nation peoples of the Americas faced natural, cultural, biological and technological constraints that would disadvantage them in resisting the arrival of Europeans and their conquests. Perhaps most significant was the absence of domesticated animals (except for dogs) and geographic isolation which made Native Americans especially vulnerable to diseases and pathogens against which they had no immunity. These so-called ‘invisible pioneers’ killed millions throughout the Americas, decimating entire societies.
For complex and uncertain reasons most of the societies and cultures of the Americas were in decline, were fragments of formerly powerful nations, or had vanished by the advent of European exploration in the 1490s and after, rendering them unable to militarily withstand invasion, dispossession, genocide, and enslavement. The disappearance of the Anasazi culture of the southwest, for example, remains a great mystery although we have clues and hypotheses that support catastrophic environmental explanations. 
For thousands of years, Native American peoples of North and Mesoamerica flourished in this great largely unknown history lost or hidden from us in the mists of time, creating societies of remarkable cultural and linguistic complexity, geographic and tribal diversity of life ways, and gender roles, requiring unique adaptations for survival, rich artistic creativity, commerce, hunting, gathering and food production, and religious traditions that would shape and influence the European cultures which interacted with them in significant ways. Today, all around and among us, the remnants of these ancient societies survive in the tribal societies that remain part of America’s indigenous landscape of over 500 federally recognized tribes or nations, as they continue to exist centuries after their unchallenged sovereignty in the Americas. Their human imprint on the natural world in both exploitation of and in harmony with its plants, animals, rivers, lakes, coastal waters, plains, deserts, mountains, and vast first-growth forests remains as a rich if imperfectly understood legacy of co-existence, oral traditions, cooperation, reciprocity, spiritualism, trade and commerce, and conflict.
Concepts to understand and explain:
1.How have historians and archaeologists depicted the distant past in the North American Continent and the lives and technologies of these peoples before the arrival of Europeans?
2.What is the relationship between the environment, available food supplies, and the development and success of various Native North American societies from 2500BCE to 1500 CE?
3.What role did gender and kinship play in shaping the various Native North American cultures that emerged by 1500?
