Early American Peoples and European Exploration
Pre-Contact Population:

· Numbers are impossible to figure, but figures range from 50 to 100 million people, speaking over 2000 different languages in the Americas
· Between 15,000 and 30,000 years ago, these people migrated to the Americas over a land bridge connecting Siberia and Alaska
· Were mostly nomadic and migratory until the end of the Ice Age (9000 years ago)
· Development of farming (5000 years ago) lead to development of the great civilizations (Maya, Aztec, etc.)
Post-Contact

· Europeans arrive with assumptions about superiority and ownership and are convinced of the appropriateness of subduing and converting the natives
· England’s Henry VII issues the following “letters patent” to explorer John Cabot in 1497 authorizing him to “seek out, discover, and find whatsoever isles, countries, and regions or provinces of the heathen and infidels whatsoever they be, and in what part of the world soever they be which before this time have been unknown to all Christians. We have granted to them…license to set up our banner and ensigns in every village, town, castle, or mainland newly found by them which they can subdue, occupy and possess as our vassals and lieutenants, getting unto us the rule, title, and jurisdiction of the same villages, towns, castles, and firm land so found” (qtd. in Castillo 4)
· After contact with Europeans, populations drastically declined, some by as much as 90%, due to war, overworking, massacre, disease, starvation
· Europeans made up for the loss of labor by importing slaves—Portuguese bring first slaves in 1510 
New Spain:

· 1492: Christopher Columbus arrives in San Salvador (Bahamas)

· Sets off a chain reaction of further exploration

· Public demand for accounts of new lands

· Kings eager to expand empires

· Pope eager to expand Catholic Church

· By 1520: Cortes had conquered Aztecs; by 1535: Pizarro had conquered Incas

· Within a half century of Columbus’s arrival, Spain controlled most extensive empire known since ancient Rome

· Influx of gold and silver led to inflation; eventually Spanish economy crumbles

· Conflicting attitudes about natives

· Mixed results of missionary efforts

· 1588: Defeat of Spanish Armada – effectively ends Spain’s control of the seas

New France, etc.

· French established trade posts for fur; mostly interested in trade, not settlement

· 1608: Quebec; 1642: Montreal
· 1642: Dutch establish New Amsterdam 

English Settlement:

· English sent exploring parties in the 1580s

· New settlements succeeded when they focused on agricultural community-making, sending large populations of men (and some women)

· 1607: Jamestown 

· 1620: Plymouth (Separatists/Pilgrims)

· 1630: Massachusetts Bay (Puritans)
European Accounts of the “New World”

· Keen observations of land, animals, plants, and people

· Constant attempts to make the New World intelligible to European readers

· Naming lands, seas, rivers, and even people—a way to control, own, and subjugate

· Resistance of natives

· Search for material

· Some accounts are also quite optimistic, often the result of pressure from sponsors, who wanted to cultivate excitement about the new lands

· “Thus it is sometimes hard to separate factual content from wish fulfillment, revealing as they do the ways in which Europeans attempted to affirm the superiority of European ideologies and cultures while at the same time justifying their eagerness to learn more about the landscape and peoples of the New World” (Castillo 6)

· “Indeed, both European and Natives were often literally at a loss for words when they attempted to describe one another, and [the resulting texts] illustrate not only the interaction between diverse peoples and worldviews but also of language stretched to the limits by the vitality and radical uncertainty of human beings confronted by the opacity of difference” (Castillo 7)
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