











on the Americas. This dramatic accident forever
altered the future of both the Old World and the New,
and of Africa and Asia as well.

Planet earth took on its present form slowly. Some 225
million years ago, a single supercontinent contained all
thewor” ”: * rlar * Then enormous chunks of terrain
began to drift away trom this colossal continent, open-
ing the Adantic and Indian Oceans, narrowing the
Pacific Ocean, and forming the great landmasses of
Eurasia, Africa, Australia, Antarctica, and the Americas.
The existence of a single original continent has been
proved in part by the discovery of nearly identical
species of fish that swim today in the long-separated
freshwater lakes of the various continents.

Continued shifting and folding of the earth’s crust
thrust up mountain ranges. The Appalachians were
probably formed even before continental separation,
perhaps 350 million years ago. The majestic ranges of
western North America—the Rockies, the Sierra
Nevada, the Cascades, and the Coast Ranges—arose
much more recently, geologically speaking, some 135
million to 25 million years ago. They are truly “Ameri-
can” mountains, born after the continent took on its
own separate geological identity.

By about 10 million years ago, nature had sculpted
the basic geological shape of North America. The conti-
nent was anchored in its northeastern corner by the
massive Canadian Shield—a zone undergirded by
ancient rock, probably the first part of what became the
North American landmass to have emerged above sea
level. A narrow eastern coastal plain, or “tidewater”
region, creased by many river valleys, sloped gently
upward to the timeworn ridges of the Appalachians.
Those ancient mountains slanted away on their western
side into the huge midcontinental basin that rolled
downward to the Mississippi Valley bottom and then
rose relentlessly to the towering peaks of the Rockies.
From the Rocky Mountain crest—the “roof of Amer-
ica”™—the land fell off jaggedly into the intermountain
Great Basin, bounded by the Rockies on the east and the
Sierra and Cascade ranges on the west. The valleys of
the Sacramento and ‘San Joaquin Rivers and the
Willamette-Puget Soulﬁd trough seamed the interiors of
present day California, Oregon, and Washington. The

last met the f¢ammg Pacific, where the Coast
~wenape- TOSE Steeply ﬁom the sea.
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Nature laid a chill hand over much of this terrain in
the Great Ice Age, beginning about 2 million years ago.
Two-mile-thick ice sheets crept from the polar regio
to blanket parts of Europe, Asia, and the Americas.
In North America the great glaciers carpeted most of
present-day Canada and the United States as far south-
ward as a line stretching from Pennsylvania through the
Ohio Country and the Dakotas to the Pacific Northwest.

When the glaciers finally retreated about 10,000
years ago, they left the North American landscape trans-
formed, and much as we know it today. The weight of
the gargantuan ice mantle had depressed the level of
the Canadian Shield. The grinding and flushing action
of the moving and melting ice had scoured away the
shield’s topsoil, pitting its rocky surface with thousands
of shallow depressions into which the melting glaciers
flowed to form lakes. The same glacial action scooped
out and filled the Great Lakes. They originally drained
southward through the Mississippi River system to the
Gulf of Mexico. When the melting ice unblocked the
Gulf of St. Lawrence, the lake water sought the St.
Lawrence River outlet to the Atlantic Ocean, lowering the
Great Lakes’ level and leaving the Missouri-Mississippi-
Ohio system to drain the enormous midcontinental
basin between the Appalachians and the Rockies. Simi-
larly, in the West, water from the melting glaciers filled
sprawling Lake Bonneville, covering much of present-
day Utah, Nevada, and Idaho. It drained to the Pacific
Ocean through the Snake and Columbia River systems
until diminishing rainfall from the ebbing ice cap low-
ered the water level, cutting off access to the Snake River
outlet. Deprived of both inflow and drainage, the giant
lake became a gradually shrinking inland sea. It grew
increasingly saline, slowly evaporated, and left an arid,
mineral-rich desert. Only Great Salt Lake remained as
a relic of Bonneville's former vastness. Today Lake
Bonneville’s ancient beaches are visible on mountain-
sides up to 1,000 feet above the dry floor of the Great
Basin.

The Great Ice Age shaped more than the geological his-
tory of North America. It also contributed to the origins
of the continent’s human history. Though recent (and
still highly controversial) evidence suggests that some
early peoples may have iched the Americas in crude
boats, most probably « ne by land. Some ~,000 years
ago, the Ice Age congealed much of the world oceans
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six hundred interconnected rooms at Chaco Canyon in
modern-day New Mexico. But mysteriously, perhaps
due to prolonged drought, all those ancient cultures fell
into decline by about A.p. 1300.

The cultivation of maize, as well as of high-yielding
strains of beans and squash, reached the southeastern
Atlantic seaboard region of North America about A.D.
1000. These plants made possible “three-sister” farming,
with beans growing on the trellis of the cornstalks and
squash covering the planting mounds to retain moisture
in the soil. The rich diet provided by this environmen-
tally clever farming technique produced some of the
highest population densities on the continent, among
them the Creek, Choctaw, and Cherokee peoples.

The Iroquois in the northeastern woodlands,
inspired by a legendary leader named Hiawatha, in the
sixteenth century created perhaps the closest North
American approximation to the great nation-states of
Mexico and Peru. The Iroquois Confederacy developed
the political and organizational skills to sustain a robust
military alliance that menaced its neighbors, Native
American and European alike, for well over a century
(see “Makers of America: The Iroquois,” pp. 40-41).

ut for the most part, the native peoples of North
America were living in small, scattered, and impermanent
settlements on the eve of the Europeans’ arrival. In more
settled agricultural groups, women tended the crops while
men hunted, fished, gathered fuel, and cleared fields for
planting. This pattern of life frequently conferred substan-
tial authority on women, and many North American
native peoples, including the Iroquois, developed matri-
linear cultures, in which power and possessions passed
down the female side of the family line.

Unlike the Europeans, who would soon arrive with
the presumption that humans had dominion over the
earth and with the technologies to alter the very face of
the land, the Native Americans had neither the desire
nor the means to manipulate nature aggressively. They
revered the physical world and endowed nature with
spiritual properties. Yet they did sometimes ignite mas-
sive forest fires, deliberately torching thousands of acres
of trees to create better hunting habitats, especially for
deer. This practice accounted for the open, parklike
appearance of the eastern woodlands that so amazed
early European explorers.

But in a broad sense, the land did not feel the hand
of the Native Americans heavy upon it, partly because
they were so few in number. They were so thinly spread
across the continent that vast areas were virtually
untouched by a human presence. In the fateful year
1492, probably no more than 4 million Native Americans
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padded through the whispering, primeval forests and
paddled across the sparkling, virgin waters of North
America. They were blissfully unaware that the historic
isolation of the Americas was about to end forever, as
the land and the native peoples alike felt the full shock
of the European “discovery.”

Europeans, for their part, were equally unaware
of the existence of the Americas. Blond-bearded Norse
seafarers from Scandinavia ha chanced upon the
northeastern shoulder of North America about a.p. 1000.
They landed at a place near LAnse aux Meadows in
present-day Newfoundland th: abounded in wild
grapes, which led them to name the spot Vinland. But no
strong nation-state, yearning to expand, supported
these venturesome voyagers. Their flimsy settlements
consequently were soon abandoned, and their discovery
was forgotten, except in Scandinavian saga and song.

For several centuries thereafter, other restless Euro-
peans, with the growing power of ambitious govern-
ments behind them, sought contact with a wider world,
whether for conquest or trade. They thus set in motion
the chain of events that led to a drive toward Asia,
the penetration of Africa, and the completely accidental
discovery of the New World.

Christian crusaders must rank high among America’s
indirect discoverers. Clad in shining armor, *~1s of thou-
sands of these European warriors tried fron. _..e eleventh
to the fourteenth century to wrest the Holy Land from
Muslim control. Foiled in their military a-~~ults, the cru-
saders nevertheless acquired a taste for th. .xotic delights
of Asia. Goods that had been virtu: y unknown in Europe
now were craved—silk for clothing, drugs for aching flesh,
perfumes for unbathed bodies, colorful draperies for
gloomy castles, and spices—especially sugar, a rare lux-
ury in Europe before the crusades—for preserving and
flavoring food. Europe’s developing sweet tooth would
have momentous implications for world history.

The luxuries of the East were prohibitively expen-
sive in Europe. They had to be transported enormous
distances from the Spice Islands (Indonesia), China, and
India, in creaking ships and on swaying camelback. The
journey led across the Indian Ocean, the Persian Gulf,
and the Red Sea or along the tortuous caravan routes of
Asia or the Arabian Peninsula, ending at the ports of the
eastern Mediterranean. Muslim middlemen exacted a
heavy toll en route. By the time the strange-smelling













































