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Before Spanish ships crossed the Atlantic in the 15th century, the Americas were already home to a vast network of complex civilizations, with monumental cities, organized political systems, advanced astronomical knowledge, and deep-rooted spiritual cultures. America was not an empty land, nor was it a wild space waiting to be "discovered." It was a world in itself: diverse, rich, mysterious.

However, the history we have been told for centuries was written primarily from the perspective of the conquistadors. This approach has made invisible, minimized or distorted many of the realities that native peoples lived before the arrival of Europeans. Great civilizations such as the Mayans, Aztecs, or Incas have received some attention, but thousands of other cultures have been buried under the dust of colonization and oblivion.

This book aims to look back, with respect and admiration, to explore the immense legacy of pre-Columbian peoples. Who were they really? How did they live? What did they believe? How did they build cities without iron or wheels? Were there transoceanic contacts before Columbus? Why are so many of these cultures still a mystery to humanity?

Answering these questions is not just a matter of historical curiosity. It is also an act of justice towards the peoples who inhabited this continent for thousands of years and who, in many cases, are still struggling to preserve their identity and memory.

Through this tour, we invite you to discover a vibrant, wise America, full of secrets not yet revealed. An America that existed long before the name "America" was even spoken.

Sources and limits of our understanding

Talking about America before the arrival of the Spaniards implies facing a double challenge: to reconstruct a past that was largely destroyed and to do so from sources that, in many cases, are incomplete, fragmented or contaminated by external visions.

The main sources of knowledge about the pre-Columbian world come from several pillars:

	Archaeology, which has allowed us to discover buried cities, temples, tombs, everyday objects, murals, tools and monumental structures. Each archaeological finding is a key piece to reconstruct the history of the native peoples.

	The chronicles of the European conquistadors and missionaries, especially of figures such as Hernán Cortés, Bernal Díaz del Castillo or Father Bartolomé de las Casas. Although these chronicles are loaded with prejudices and Eurocentric visions, they offer valuable information when interpreted with a critical spirit.

	Oral tradition and living indigenous knowledge, which still persist among many native communities. These stories, songs, rituals and stories passed down from generation to generation are cultural treasures that keep the memory of the peoples.

	The pre-Columbian codices, pictographic manuscripts such as the Borgia Codex, the Dresden Codex or the Madrid Codex, which give us access to his vision of the universe, his calendars, gods and genealogies.

	Genetics and linguistics, which allow us to trace population movements, common origins and relationships between apparently disconnected cultures.


However, there are important limits to what we can know:

	Many cities and temples were destroyed by the colonizers, who founded their own settlements on top of the ruins.

	Millions of indigenous people died in a few decades due to diseases brought by Europeans, wars, slavery and famine, which led to a massive loss of knowledge.

	Many codices were burned as "heresies", and others were lost in time.

	Modern interpretation is still influenced by colonial stereotypes, so a critical and decolonized reading of the sources is required.


This book does not pretend to have all the answers, but it does offer a more complete, respectful and profound vision of the immense legacy of the American peoples before contact with Europe. Our understanding is constantly evolving, and with each new discovery, a part of this millennia-old history is rewritten.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Chapter 1: A continent full of life
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Geographical and climatic diversity

Before European contact, America was a vast, vibrant, and surprisingly diverse continent. From the icy tundras of the Arctic to the rainforests of the Amazon, to the deserts of northern Mexico, the Andean mountains and the southern pampas, the continent was home to a variety of ecosystems that favored the development of unique cultures, adapted to their environments.

Geography played a crucial role in the formation of these cultures. In the Andean highlands, civilizations capable of cultivating at an altitude of more than 3,500 meters emerged, while in the jungle areas flourished peoples who mastered agricultural techniques in floodplains. In Mesoamerica, where the climate allowed abundant harvests for much of the year, the first complex urban centers were consolidated.

America was not an empty or savage continent. It was a world ordered by human hands, with roads, irrigation canals, agricultural terraces, astronomical observatories, and well-established trading systems. Every culture, from the smallest to the greatest empires, had learned to coexist with its environment in a wise and sophisticated way.



First settlers of the continent

The most recent evidence suggests that the first humans arrived in the Americas much earlier than traditionally thought. For years it was believed that the Clovis culture (c. 13,000 years ago) represented the first human presence in America. However, archaeological discoveries in places such as Monte Verde (Chile), Pedra Furada (Brazil) or the Tehuacán Valley (Mexico) indicate that there were human settlements more than 15,000 or even 20,000 years ago.

These early peoples are believed to have arrived from Asia, crossing the Bering Strait during an ice age when sea levels were lower, allowing land passage between Siberia and Alaska. Over the millennia, these populations expanded throughout the continent, adapting to the different ecosystems.

These first inhabitants were nomads, hunter-gatherers, experts in survival. But over time, some began to settle in specific regions, domesticating plants and animals, developing agriculture, and building permanent villages. This process marked the beginning of the first complex societies in the Americas.

Domesticated more than 9,000 years ago in what is now Mexico, corn radically transformed the lives of many peoples. Together with beans, squash, potatoes, cocoa and chili peppers, they formed a food base that would allow the emergence of the great pre-Columbian civilizations.



In short, long before Christopher Columbus set foot on American soil, the continent was already a human universe in constant evolution. Its geographical diversity was the cradle of an equally rich cultural diversity, with peoples who not only survived, but thrived, developing knowledge, social structures and worldviews that still amaze the world today.
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Chapter 2: Great Civilizations of Mesoamerica
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The region known as Mesoamerica, which stretches from central Mexico to Honduras and Nicaragua, was the cradle of some of the most advanced civilizations in the Americas before the arrival of Europeans. These societies shared many cultural traits, such as the 260-day ritual calendar, hieroglyphic writing, the practice of the ball game, and a worldview based on cycles of creation and destruction. However, each one developed its own characteristics that make it unique in the history of the world.



The Olmecs: the mother culture

Considered by many archaeologists to be the "mother culture" of Mesoamerica, the Olmecs flourished between about 1500 and 400 B.C. on the coast of the Gulf of Mexico, in what are now the states of Veracruz and Tabasco.

The Olmecs left an impressive legacy: huge colossal heads carved in stone, some more than 3 meters high and weighing 20 tons, whose function and meaning are still a matter of debate. They also developed a symbolic system that some experts consider an early type of writing, as well as an advanced understanding of the calendar and astronomy.

This civilization gave rise to many practices that would later be adopted by the Maya and Mexica: the ball game, step pyramids, complex religious rituals, and the veneration of gods related to rain, corn, and the jaguar.



The Maya: Astronomers and Architects of Time

The  Maya occupied a vast region that today comprises southern Mexico, Guatemala, Belize, and parts of Honduras and El Salvador. Their civilization reached its peak between 250 and 900 AD, known as the Classic Period.

They were masters of astronomy, able to predict eclipses and celestial cycles with a precision that is still astonishing today. They created a double calendrical system, a solar system of 365 days and a ritual system of 260 days, which they combined into a cycle greater than 52 years. His conception of time was cyclical, linked to a worldview where the gods ruled each stage of the universe.

The hieroglyphic and highly developed Maya script was one of the few fully functional writing systems in the New World. Thanks to her, they left inscriptions on stelae, codices and walls, many of which have been deciphered, revealing details of their history, politics, wars, genealogies and rituals.

Its cities—such as Tikal, Palenque, Copán,  and Chichén Itzá—were composed of pyramidal temples, observatories, palaces, and ceremonial plazas. Although the cause of the collapse of the Classic Maya is still disputed, its heritage endures to this day in millions of Maya descendants who still retain their language and traditions.



The Mexica (Aztecs): An Empire Forged in Blood and Gold

The Mexica, also known as Aztecs, were the last great civilization of Mesoamerica before the Spanish conquest. Originally from the north, they migrated to central Mexico and founded Tenochtitlan in 1325, on an islet in Lake Texcoco, following a prophecy of their god Huitzilopochtli.

Tenochtitlan became a metropolis with more than 200,000 inhabitants, canals, temples, markets, causeways, and floating gardens. It was the heart of the Mexica Empire, which stretched from the Gulf of Mexico to the Pacific, collecting tribute from hundreds of subjugated peoples.

Their religion was intensely ritualistic. They believed that the sun needed to be fed with blood to continue its course, and so they practiced human sacrifices in temples such as the Templo Mayor. War was an essential part of their worldview and their imperial expansion.

Despite their power, the Mexica were not invincible. Their rule caused resentment among the subjugated peoples, which facilitated their alliance with the Spanish during the conquest. The fall of Tenochtitlan in 1521 marked the end of Mesoamerican splendor, but not the end of its cultures, which survive in many ways to this day.



Chapter Conclusion:

The civilizations of Mesoamerica were not mere exotic curiosities. They were deeply developed societies, with complex social, religious, scientific and artistic systems. Their legacy lives on in architecture, indigenous languages, food, worldview, and current struggles for the recognition of their rights and ancestral knowledge.
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Chapter 3: The Andean World Before the Incas
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When talking about the Andes, most people immediately think of the Inca Empire. However, long before its expansion, this vast region – which encompasses parts of present-day Peru, Bolivia, Ecuador, Colombia, Chile and Argentina – was the scene of multiple millenary cultures that laid the foundations of the great Tawantinsuyo. These civilizations mastered a challenging environment and created some of the most enigmatic and advanced societies of the ancient world.



Chavín de Huántar: the first ceremonial centers

The Chavín culture  (c. 1200–400 BC) is considered one of the first great Andean civilizations. Its main center, Chavín de Huántar, in the central Andes of present-day Peru, was a religious sanctuary that attracted pilgrims from various regions.

This ceremonial complex was filled with tunnels, stone sculptures, altars, and underground canals. One of its most famous icons is the Lanzón Monolitítica, a stone sculpture that represents a deity with feline and serpentine features, a symbol of religious power and syncretism between the natural and spiritual world.

Chavin was not a military empire, but rather a theocracy: a spiritual center that culturally influenced vast regions, laying the religious and artistic foundations that other cultures would adopt.



Paracas and Nazca: medicine, textiles and geoglyphs

Between 700 B.C. and 200 A.D., the Paracas culture emerged  on the southern coast of Peru. They were experts in medicine – they performed cranial trepanations with surprising success – and in textiles. The Paracas cloaks, woven with very fine threads and vibrant colors, are considered masterpieces of world
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