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America ends at Tuktoyaktuk. There the land yields to the Arctic Ocean and the polar ice cap. Except for a few distant islands, human habitation stops. The frozen world beyond Tuktoyaktuk belongs to the seal-hunting polar bears that eternally wander the ice, and to the small herds of caribou and wild musk oxen that inhabit the most northern islands of the earth.

The treeless, nearly barren Tuktoyaktuk Peninsula juts hesitantly from the Canadian mainland into the cold Arctic waters, but for most of the year the ice covering the land of frozen bogs and lakes looks much like the ice covering the ocean. The only landmarks separating Tuktoyaktuk Peninsula from the Arctic Ocean are the scattered pingos, the small, round ice volcanoes that poke up out of the earth like ruptured navels. In contrast to the frozen sea, the frozen land also serves as home to a band of nine hundred native Inuvialuit who built their village around a rocky bay at the base of the peninsula.

Tuktoyaktuk also hosts a second settlement, a radar station huddled within its own fence and protected by its secretive domes. The United States military operates the station as part of the DEW line, the Distant Early Warning system, across the Arctic. No two cultures could seem more different than this native village of polar bear and beluga hunters next to a compound of radar technicians, electronics specialists, and computer personnel. One group belongs to the frozen land where it has lived for millennia, and the other is totally alien and composed of rotating cadres of young men and a few women from a much different environment. If cut off from outside contacts and supply lines, the people of the radar station would probably die as soon as they exhausted their food, gasoline, and ammunition, but the Inuvialuit could continue to survive on the peninsula alone for another thousand or so years, just as they have done in the past.

America ends in Tuktoyaktuk not merely because the road ends there, but because Tuktoyaktuk represents the final stages of a process of social and cultural contact that has taken five centuries to unfold. Tuktoyaktuk straddles the continent’s last frontier, where the radically different worlds of native Inuvialuit and modern Americans face each other. In Tuktoyaktuk there seems to be no today; one sees only yesterday on one side and tomorrow on the other.

Despite their differences, the two communities, so far from other human habitation, hug up against each other for mutual protection and warmth against the Arctic wind and the eternal night of winter. The military station provides a few jobs and goods for the local Inuvialuit. The Inuvialuit hunters share caribou with the men stationed at the radar station, and sometimes the technicians get sconelike bannock from the village women, or buy their souvenir moccasins and dolls made from seal fur.

I had experienced this same symbiosis of dramatically different cultures in several special places, before coming to Tuktoyaktuk. I had seen it among the Bedouin herding their sheep and camels across the Egyptian desert, living at once in permanent contact with the cities of the Nile, and yet maintaining a vast cultural distance from them. I had seen the same cultural gap in the fearful face of a Chinese boy soldier nervously watching an elderly Tibetan women throw herself forcefully and repeatedly in the dirt to prostrate herself before the barred doors of the Jokhang, the holiest temple of Tibetan Buddhism. I had seen it in the mild flirtation and haughty withdrawal of nearly naked tribal women crossing the Sahara on the back of a truck and separated from the blue-veiled Tuareg warriors by a wall of desert salt slabs being hauled to market in Timbuktu.

William, a hunter from Tuktoyaktuk, running with his dogs and sledge past the radar station fence, appeared much like Abdul the Badu walking his camels at a respectful distance from the pyramid of Meidum near al-Faiyum oasis. But there was also a major distinction that separated the cultural mix of Tuktoyaktuk from that which I found in all those other places. The nomadic Bedouin have lived beside the stone cities of the Nile for thousands of years. The scene of the Badu driving his herds and flocks past the pyramids could have been the same three thousand years ago as it is today. The Chinese and the Tibetans have lived side by side for thousands of years, sometimes at war and sometimes peacefully sharing religion, tea, and, in marriage, each other’s children. The Bororo, the Bambara, and the Tuareg of the Sahel have visited the salt market of Timbuktu for as long as the city has existed.

These ancient cultures have maintained their cultural and spatial distance and yet interacted with one another for millennia. In Tuktoyaktuk, the interaction has just begun within the lifetime of the people still living there. The mixture of the other cultures I had seen across the globe had been allowed to work itself out slowly through thousands of years, but in America, disparate cultures have clashed more quickly and intensely than ever before in human history.

In the fourteenth century, the North African historian and social philosopher Abd-al-Rahman Ibn Khaldun became the first scholar to analyze the importance of the relationship between tribal and urban nations. In his lengthy study the Muqaddamah, the preface to world history, he recognized that the key to understanding Mediterranean and even world civilization lay in this dynamic tension between the tribal peoples and the cities. The cultural contact of such different groups added vitality to their political systems, their economic ties, and their religious beliefs. Most of the world’s great empires have arisen when small states conquered surrounding tribes or when nomadic tribes such as the Mongols, Huns, Tartars, or Arabs conquered settled nations. During times of peace, tribal peoples often controlled the commerce between major urban areas such as the salt, gold, and ivory routes across West Africa or the Silk Road that connected the ancient Mediterranean with India and China. By controlling the lines of commerce, they also controlled the flow of ideas and the spread of world religions. Without the tribal people, the urban people remained isolated and stagnant.

Ibn Khaldun died in 1406, the century of Spain’s “discovery” of America, but the ensuing history of North America has proven the accuracy of his analysis. With the arrival of explorers followed by traders and settlers, a chain reaction of cultural explosions ripped across North America.

The coming together of the varied native cultures of North America with the rest of the world generated a long list of superlatives. The United States became the world’s first federal democracy and, together with Canada, made North America the largest democratic area in the world. Later it became the most potent military power in the world, and the technological leader in the exploration of outer space. As the largest producer of agricultural and industrial goods, the United States and Canada became the world’s largest common market and one of its most powerful economic engines.

The great achievements of North America in economics, politics, technology, and agriculture have resulted from the rich diversity of peoples and cultures that have come together in this continent, a mixture that has created new social systems and a uniquely American culture. Beneath the surface of each of these American accomplishments lie indigenous roots. The settlers grafted their civilization onto the native American roots, and together they produced a hybrid civilization of unprecedented vigor.

Only a historical moment ago, a mere thousand years, the first European settlers arrived from Scandinavia, ready to make new settlements on the Atlantic Coast of Canada. After the thorough and decisive defeat of this Viking colony, the Europeans did not return for five hundred years, until the accidental arrival of three Spanish ships lost in the Caribbean in 1492. Yet another century passed before arrival of the first permanent European settlers and their African slaves in what was to become the United States and Canada.

This cultural transformation that started with the voyages of Leif Eriksson and his followers to North America around A.D. 1000, accelerated with the English settlement of Jamestown in 1607 and reached a frenzy as it moved westward toward the Pacific coast in the nineteenth century, has now reached distant Tuktoyaktuk, where it is winding down on the Arctic shore. The process of change through cultural contact and the mixture of various populations will probably continue as long as humans live on earth, but it will probably never again attain the dramatic proportions that it did in North America in the last few centuries.

All of America was once Tuktoyaktuk. At some time in the last five hundred years every valley, every beach, every river, every lake, every mountain, every island, every plain, every forest, and every community has stood on the cutting edge of the frontier where the old world encountered the new, where the civilizations of incoming settlers encountered the civilizations of native America. The American frontier mixed together Pilgrims with Pequots, Frenchman with Hurons, Spaniards with Choctaws, Africans with Seminoles, Germans with Dakotas, Basques with Navajos, Chinese with Haida, Jews with Kiowas, Russians with Aleuts, Vietnamese with Menominees, Scandinavians with Inuit, Hmong with Ojib-was, and Dutch with Dene. The scramble of peoples and cultures in North America has created a cultural mixture that probably will not be repeated in world history until we encounter life on another planet.
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A climber ascending the worn slope of the great pyramid sees the river plain slowly stretching out to the horizon. The top of the pyramid soars a hundred feet in the air, the equivalent of a ten-story building, and provides the highest viewpoint on the plain. Unlike the pointed top of the Egyptian pyramid, this truncated pyramid is capped by a massive field large enough to host a football game.

On each side of the pyramid, lumps in the earth mark the sites of smaller pyramids, burial mounds, large open plazas, or perhaps markets and other buildings that surrounded the main pyramid. Faint traces remain visible in the soil showing the line of a stockade that surrounded the entire ceremonial complex.

With more than twenty thousand residents, Cahokia was the largest city in America north of ancient Mexico. During its most prosperous period, around A.D. 1250, Cahokia was larger than London and ranked as one of the great urban centers of the world. Even the colonial cities founded by European settlers across North America did not surpass ancient Cahokia’s population until the eighteenth century, when Philadelphia grew to twenty thousand inhabitants.

From the top of the great pyramid at Cahokia, one can see the river to the east, just beyond which loom modern skyscrapers surrounded by residential areas. Gleaming on the distant bank of the river rises the great arch of St. Louis, which seems small and barely visible from the top of the Cahokia pyramid.

Cahokia lies in southern Illinois, just across the river from St. Louis, Missouri. Of all the great pyramids built in the world—in Egypt, Mexico, Guatemala, and Peru—this is the most northerly. Cahokia and the other earthen pyramids of the United States are the world’s only pyramids built in a temperate zone.

Climbing any of the world’s great pyramids is much the same experience. The climbers mostly watch their feet and the immediate area, searching for the next firm foothold. On some pyramids, such as those of Egypt, it is a little harder because the pyramid was not made for climbing. On others, such as at Cahokia, or at Teotihuacàn in Mexico, the climb is a little easier because the pyramid comes equipped with stairs or ramps for that purpose. What varies from one pyramid to the next is not the climb to the top, but what the climber sees from the top.

From the pyramids of Giza and Saqqara in Egypt, the climber sees only desert for a thousand miles to the west; to the east lies a glimpse of the green Nile and its narrow band of cultivated fields. The desert usually beckons open and clear, while the nearby inhabited areas choke in a cloud of dust, diesel smoke, and noxious gases that obscure the view of the city. From the pyramids at Meroe, built during the first millennium before Christ in the ancient kingdom of Kush, along the middle Nile in the modern Sudan, one sees only the ruddy stones and sand of a desert that stretches out like a rusting landscape of taconite ore.

The pyramids of Teotihuacàn look out over low scrub and small houses of the central Mexican highlands; approximately a mile above sea level, they were built at the highest altitude of any pyramids in the world. From atop the pyramids of Chichén Itzà and Uxmal in the Mexican Yucatàn, one sees a low-lying jungle that looks almost like a carpet unrolled over the earth.

The most spectacular pyramid view must be that from the tops of the steep pyramids of Tikal in Guatemala. The pyramids poke up above the surrounding jungle like the heads of turtles looking out over a green ocean. Only the great pyramids of Tikal qualify as truly jungle pyramids. Monkeys screech and play in the branches adjacent to the pyramid as well as on the pyramids themselves. Iridescent green turkeys strut noisily around the lower levels of the pyramid. The pyramid seems to be less a human artifact than a part of nature itself.

Cahokia does not occupy a monumental setting today. The largest pyramid in the United States sits adjacent to the horseradish capital of the world, Collinsville, Illinois. It occupies an unincorporated urban niche, a virtual no-man’s-land tucked between the cities of St. Louis, Collinsville, and East St. Louis. Collinsville Road, which cuts across the foot of the Cahokia mound, long ago became a night strip of honkytonks. Cheap motels sprang up around nightclubs and liquor stores that took advantage of the more liberal Illinois laws to cater to the nocturnal appetites of the greater St. Louis urban area, directly across the Mississippi River in Missouri. A drive-in theater moved onto the flattened ground around the Cahokia mound. Within a few miles, entrepreneurs erected the Fairmount Park racetrack for horses and the St. Louis International Speedway for cars.

Today, even the seedy night strip has deteriorated. One motel still advertises rooms for eight dollars a night, but many of the buildings have been cleared away. They have given way to the next stage in urban blight, an even less dramatic collection of salvage yards and treatment plants.

In the summer, the thick leaves of the trees obscure much of the view from the top of Cahokia mound, but when the leaves drop in the cool fall air, the surrounding area comes more clearly into focus. An asphalt and cement company on the eastern edge of the site often fills the air with the strong smells of asphalt and petroleum. The pond behind it hosts a collection of old tires, chunks of cement, and discarded industrial junk.

Across the street a battered cinder-block nightclub without windows now has become a discount butcher outlet surrounded by hand-lettered signs:


TURKEY WINGS OR NECKS—5 LBS.—$2.49
RHIND-ON SLAB BACON—99¢



Close by the butcher shop lies a dump for some two hundred rusting hulks of wrecked and worn-out city buses with broken windows and dented sides. The buses lie pell-mell around the site like butchered dinosaurs that have been skinned and left where they fell in some bizarre hunting ritual.

Monk’s Mound, the largest of the Cahokia pyramids, covers 16 acres; it rests on a base 1,037 feet long and 790 feet wide, with a total volume of approximately 21,690,000 cubic feet, a base and total volume greater than that of the pyramid of Khufu (or Cheops), the largest in Egypt. The pyramid of Khufu is 756 feet on each side (an area of 571,536 square feet), but the base of the Cahokia pyramid is nearly 250,000 square feet larger than the Egyptian pyramid. In all the world, only the pyramids at Cholula and Teotihucàn in central Mexico surpass the Cahokia pyramid in size and total volume. No other structure in the United States approached the size of the Cahokia pyramid until the building of airplane hangars, the Pentagon, and skyscrapers in the twentieth century.

The top of Monk’s Mound served as the place for now-unknown ancient rituals and as the home of a chief or priest, but it was clearly an uncomfortable place to live. In the summer the sun shines directly onto the top of the mound without the mitigating effects of trees or hills. Standing on top of the pyramid in August is like standing in the middle of a large, desolate parking lot. The wind merely redistributes the stifling heat without offering relief. At the end of a long, hot day, storm clouds frequently blow overhead and cast giant shadows across the pyramids like rapidly moving ink blots.

In the cooler months, icy winds swoop down from the north and blast the top of the mound. Nothing stands between the top of the mound and the Arctic but the long, flat plains of the North American interior. Thick air from the Gulf of Mexico brings enough moisture to make the area around Cahokia very humid, but it does not bring enough tropical warmth to defeat the winter cold. Only a few minutes in that wind can leave one with an earache, a runny nose, and small particles of ice dangling from eyelashes and hair ends.

The ruins of approximately 45 smaller pyramids and burial mounds still stand clustered around Monk’s Mound; these alone survive from the 120 originally constructed by the Indians. For decades, European-American settlers used the mounds as quarries for dirt, and obliterated 75 of them. Farmers slowly cut down the pyramids through repeated years of tilling the soil. Especially the horseradish farmers have loosened and damaged the archaeological remains by cutting into the earth the eighteen inches that they need for their deep-root crop.

Despite the losses and degradation of the site, Cahokia still ranks as the largest collection of pyramids ever constructed in one place anywhere in the world. In addition to Cahokia, ten other large urban areas occupied this stretch of the Mississippi River, and scattered between them were another fifty smaller villages (Fowler).* The present city of St. Louis now occupies the site of one such suburb of ancient Cahokia. The white settlers of St. Louis nicknamed their settlement “Mound City” in recognition of the twenty-six Indian mounds they found there, but those mounds have since been cleared away to make room for the modern city.

Little is known about the people who made this city. Even the name Cahokia comes from the name of the Indians living in the area when the French arrived in the eighteenth century. For lack of a more accurate name, anthropologists generally call the people who built it “Mississippian,” and the site of Cahokia is in a twenty-five-mile stretch of the river called “American Bottom” in anthropological literature. The name of the largest pyramid, Monk’s Mound, derives not from ancient Indian priests who lived on it, but from Christians, namely the Trappist monks who owned it and farmed it in the nineteenth century.

The city plan of Cahokia closely followed a common pattern of urban Mississippian sites, but Cahokia achieved a scale that surpassed all others. A collection of temple pyramids, mounds for chiefs’ houses, and burial mounds bordered an open, rectangular plaza that was probably used for religious and civic ceremonies as well as athletic events and markets. The cities and towns that we now call Mississippian were concentrated along the Mississippi, Ohio, and Arkansas Rivers in the central part of the United States and across the entire width of the Southeastern United States from St. John’s River along the Atlantic Coast of Florida and Ocmulgee in the uplands of Georgia to Spiro, Oklahoma.

Archaeological investigations reveal that settlement began between A.D. 600 and 800 at Cahokia and grew steadily to its greatest size a few centuries before the arrival of the Europeans. The city started before the foundation of the Holy Roman Empire and persisted through the time of the Middle Ages and the Renaissance in Europe.

In the 1960s, archaeologists made an unexpected discovery when a freeway was about to be built within a half-mile of Monk’s Mound. They found a large circle that had once consisted of a series of large poles, which they named Woodhenge after its similarity to England’s Stonehenge. The ancient Cahokians erected Woodhenge about A.D. 1000. The circle measures 410 feet in diameter, with the largest post in the center. The structure apparently served as a giant solar calendar for determining the solstices and equinoxes of the year, important information for an agricultural civilization.

The origins of the Mississippian culture coincide with the introduction of the hoe, which replaced the smaller digging stick in the eighth century (Fowler), and with the introduction of new types of maize from Mexico around the tenth century, and it seems to have been steadily reinforced by the introduction of new types of beans and the domestication of native plants. A great variety of squashes, maize, and beans formed the “three sisters” that typified agriculture throughout North America. Indian cooks knew how to make virtually every corn dish that we know today, including corn on the cob, hominy grits, stew, and cornmeal. They also grew pumpkins, Jerusalem artichokes, nuts, persimmons, sunflowers, marsh elder, and a number of seed plants that now grow wild in the Mississippi area.

Even though today we do not know who the people were who founded Cahokia, we can easily imagine why they located it where they did; it was a transportation, trade, and communications hub, the evidence and noise of which still deafens visitors. From atop Monk’s Mound today, one can hardly escape the noise of the surrounding area. Planes fly overhead, going into and out of St. Louis International Airport. Automobile traffic on Collinsville Road seems reasonably light between rush hours, but the trains that crisscross it frequently stop the cars until they form queues even longer than the passing trains. The trains connect the city north to Chicago, south to New Orleans, and east and west to the Atlantic and Pacific coasts.

Barges churn up and down the Mississippi River, but the constant whine of cars on the adjacent freeways drowns out the comparatively silent engines of even the largest chain of barges. No matter in which direction one looks from the top of Monk’s Mound, one sees a freeway. Three cross-country freeways and a major urban loop intersect, leaving Cahokia marooned on an island in the middle of them. Interstate 55 passes Cahokia on its path from Chicago to New Orleans; Interstate 70 joins it there in its run from Pennsylvania to Denver and out into the middle of Utah. Interstate 64 terminates there after starting at Norfolk, Virigina. Interstate 255 circles the site as part of the outer loop around the greater St. Louis area.

Ancient Cahokia arose where it did for much the same reason that St. Louis arose, because both straddle a major nexus on the Mississippi River, halfway between its origins in Minnesota and its effluence from Louisiana into the Gulf of Mexico. Cahokia sits at the continental hub of North America. It was an ideal place for trade, commerce, and communication.

Whether measured by length, width, volume of water, or size of the total area drained, the Mississippi River ranks as one of the great rivers of the world. Its tributaries, including the Missouri, Arkansas, and Ohio, would be major rivers in their own right if they stood alone in another part of the world. With a length of 3,740 miles, the Mississippi-Missouri system is the fourth-longest river, since it is a few hundred miles shorter than the Nile, Amazon, and Yangtze. But if we examine the total drainage area, only the Amazon and the Congo surpass the 1,255,000 square miles drained by the Mississippi system. This dwarfs the 733,400 square miles of the Nile system or the 454,000 square miles of the Yangtze. The Mississippi and its tributaries drain an area equal in size to India, or more than one and a quarter times the size of the Mediterranean Sea.

The builders of Cahokia selected their city just to the south of where the Missouri and Illinois rivers empty into the Mississippi and to the north of where the Meramec River drains into the Mississippi from the Ozark Mountains. Only 150 miles south of Cahokia, the Ohio joins the Mississippi at Cairo, where the modern states of Kentucky, Illinois, and Missouri converge. Virtually no other spot on this planet can claim a more favorable location for long-distance travel by river in every direction.

Travelers along the waterways of the Mississippi can reach the southern areas of what are now Alberta and Saskatchewan provinces in Canada. They could reach Montana and Idaho in the northwest, or New Mexico in the southwest. Toward the east, the Ohio and Tennessee rivers lead to the edge of the Appalachian Mountains and the borders of Pennsylvania and the Carolinas. In addition to this massive area drained by the rivers, the Mississippi and several of its tributaries reach within only a few miles of the Great Lakes, providing easy access into the largest freshwater lakes in the world, and from there into the St. Lawrence River system, the next largest in North America.

At its southern terminus, the river spills into the Gulf of Mexico, which is virtually an inland sea surrounded by land on all sides except where it opens into the Atlantic Ocean and the Caribbean Sea with a line of islands stretching across the open water between the peninsulas of the Yucatàn and Florida. In the midst of all this stood Cahokia, at the center of a water network stretching effectively from the Carribbean to Hudson Bay and uniting peoples with vastly different cultures, economies, and languages.

Even though we have no ancient writing from the city of Cahokia, no carved friezes, no illustrated manuscripts or records, we do know, from the trade items found in their burials, that the citizens of Cahokia utilized the full diversity of this area through trade. Archaeologists have found rolled sheets of copper imported from the Great Lakes, arrowheads made from the black chert of Oklahoma and Arkansas, ornamental cutouts of mica from North Carolina, worked shells from the Gulf of Mexico, salt from southern Illinois, lead from northern Illinois, and worked stone from around what is now Yellowstone National Park in Wyoming (Fowler). Cahokia itself probably controlled the entry into this network of chert deposits that were mined extensively in nearby quarries and controlled a major source of salt.

Cahokia united a trading empire larger than the combined area of France, the United Kingdom, Spain, Germany, Austria, Italy, Belgium, the Netherlands, Ireland, Greece, Denmark, Romania, Switzerland, Czechoslovakia, Yugoslavia, Portugal, Luxembourg, and Bulgaria. Its trade stretched along routes longer than from London to Constantinople, from Madrid to Moscow, or from Paris to Cairo. We have no evidence that Cahokia controlled a political empire, but it certainly controlled the nexus of a trade empire that surpassed in geographic size the empires of ancient Rome and Egypt.

Another interesting fact about Cahokia emerges when we examine the distribution of North American languages at the time of European contact. We find that Cahokia straddled the boundary of the three great language families of eastern North America. The southern Muskogean languages of the Gulf Coast, the eastern Iroquoian languages, and the western Siouan languages all converged in this area. In this regard, Cahokia may have played an important intermediary role as a channel of trade, information, and the regulation of social or political relations among these three major groups.

We know very little about the civilization of Cahokia. The Indian record was not written, and no European explorer ever saw Cahokia at its height and lived to record it. By the time the explorers arrived at Cahokia, the area had already suffered two centuries of Old World diseases that traveled overland much faster than did the European explorers. The civilization of Cahokia had already withered and died. Some evidence points to destruction from indirect contact with the whites, while other evidence indicates that with a fluctuation in climate, the focus of Mississippian culture shifted to southern sites in the Gulf states from Louisiana to Georgia.

Of the three primary cultural areas of the Americas—the Andes of South America, where the Incas flourished; Mesoamerica of the Maya and Aztecs; and the Mississippian area of North America—we know today the least about the Mississippian area. As they conquered Mexico and Peru so quickly, the Spanish conquistadores saw those civilizations at their zenith, and even though they destroyed the cultures, they recorded some information about them. We can read Spanish documents and capture a faint vision of the Mexican and Peruvian civilizations, but we have no such picture of the ancient people of Cahokia, whose very name for themselves has now been lost in the blood of conquest and the dust of colonization.

Ancient America may be thought of as a cultural continuum as well as a geographic one, from Mexico to Canada. Mexico represented the densest population organized into a sedentary civilization based primarily around agriculture, but controlled from cities that served as political, mercantile, and religious centers. The nations and empires of Mexico resembled in many respects the nations and empires of the ancient Mediterranean.

At the other end of the geographical and cultural continuum, Canada and Alaska contained a sparse population devoted almost exclusively to foraging—living by hunting, gathering, and fishing. In the far north the Inuit (Eskimo) hunted sea mammals; on the Atlantic and Pacific coasts the natives fished and gathered seafood. In the plains they hunted buffalo, and around the Great Lakes they hunted deer and fished. None of these people had cities, and most of them pursued highly mobile if not nomadic lives that precluded the accumulation of large amounts of material goods or the production of large artifacts such as buildings, bridges, and pyramids.

The area we now call the United States served as the transition zone between the foraging nations of Canada and the settled empires of Mexico. Some of the ancient peoples of what would become the United States led foraging lives much like those of their Canadian neighbors.

The modern states of New Mexico and Arizona were home to farmers whose influence spread as far east as Kansas and Texas. The peoples of the Mississippi River valley also farmed and lived in settled communities. In the Northeastern United States the peoples of New York and New England pursued an agricultural life pattern that included many aspects of their neighboring foragers.

The aboriginal peoples of one half of the United States hunted and gathered wild foods, and the peoples of the other half devoted themselves primarily to agriculture. The dividing line did not run east to west through the United States but rather ran in a diagonal from the Northeast to the Southwest. This imaginary line ran from Quebec in the Northeast to Arizona in the Southwest, or, more precisely, from the mouth of the St. Lawrence River in the North Atlantic to the mouth of the Colorado River in the Gulf of California. To the east or south of the line, most Indians lived by agriculture; to the north or west of the line, most lived by foraging.

The highest concentrations of people lived east and south of the line, in agricultural areas. These people and their descendants we now know as the Iroquois and Huron of the Northeast; the Algonquian tribes of the Great Lakes and the Atlantic Coast; the Five Civilized Tribes of Creek, Cherokee, Choctaw, Chickasaw, and Seminole—most of whom were removed from the Southeast to Oklahoma; and the settled pueblo people of New Mexico and the Hopi, Papago, and Pima of Arizona.

The foraging side of the line included the Plains nations of the Dakota, Lakota, Assiniboin, Crow, Kiowa, Arapaho, and Cheyenne, as well as the southern nations of the Comanche, Apache, and Navajo. It also included the Cree of Canada and all the Pacific Coast people from the Aleuts of the north to the Chumash and Diegueno Indians of the southern California coast.

Cahokia lay just to the south of this diagonal line that separated foraging peoples from agricultural peoples. By growing corn and other crops from Mexico, the people of ancient Cahokia established at least an indirect connection with the Maya and Aztecs of the south. By trading for minerals and metals from the north, the ancient Cahokians maintained a similar tie with the nomadic tribes. Cahokia stood at the hub of these two important and strikingly different cultures and modes of life.

Anyone who digs into the substructure of St. Louis will discover Cahokia, just as anyone who digs in any city of North America will find some stratum of Indian life. The foundations of modern North America rest firmly on a solid bed of ancient civilization. This past deserves our attention not merely for the sake of antiquarian curiosity, but because our culture and society today descend from ancient Cahokia as much as from medieval London, Renaissance Rome, and ancient Athens.

When the European adventurers and settlers explored North America, they did not find monuments of antiquity awaiting them such as existed in the Old World. North America offered no great Coliseum, no Parthenon, no Tower of London, no Louvre, no Temple of Jerusalem, no Great Wall as in China. They found no giant statues of men dotting the landscape, and no monuments to great conquerors. North American history did not speak to them; the continent seemed silent.

The settlers coming into America believed that the land contained no civilization, so they steadfastly saw none. Alexis de Tocqueville, representing the common European view, erred egregiously when he wrote in his Democracy in America that “North America was inhabited only by wandering tribes, who had no thought of profiting by the natural riches of the soil; that vast country was still, properly speaking, an empty continent, a desert land awaiting its inhabitants.” For him the Indians had merely “occupied without possessing” America. They were prevented from developing a civilization by their “implacable prejudices, their uncontrolled passions, their vices, and still more, perhaps, their savage virtues.”

The continent did not speak to the newcomers because the civilizations of North America did not always speak in loud stone. They spoke in earth and wood, in fiber and textile, in bead and shell. Even when they did choose to speak in stone, they selected small images that could be carved from softer stone, such as the carved animal pipes of the ancient Hopewell people, or the polished red pipestone of the Plains. Even the stone buildings at Chaco Canyon in New Mexico or Mesa Verde in Colorado spoke in a softer tone, without triumphant arches, expansive domes, soaring pillars, or other modes of imperial adornment and ostentation.

The ancient people of North America built civilizations that only now we begin to see, but that we still do not understand. North America is the land of great and mysterious civilizations whose roots grow deep into the soil; yet, compared to the other continents of the world, America is still the great enigma. When Columbus arrived in the New World, he thought that he was off the coast of India or Japan or China. After four voyages and a decade exploring the Caribbean, he still could not see where he was; he insisted that he was in Asia.

Even though today we no longer share Columbus’s folly of thinking that we are in Asia, we still do not adequately know where we are. We have built cities and cleared farms across the continent, but we do not know the story of the land on which we live. We take nourishment from this soil, but because we cannot see our roots down deep in the American dirt, we do not know the source of that nourishment.

Our cultural roots as a modern people lie buried in Cahokia and a thousand similar historical sites and surviving Indian reservations across the continent. These ancient and often ignored roots still nourish our modern society, political life, economy, art, agriculture, language, and distinctly American modes of thought.


* Names in parentheses refer to works listed in the bibliography.
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The Mississippi River has one of the least dramatic sources of any great river in the world. The Ganges and the Mekong thunder down from the Himalayas, the Amazon begins at a glacier high in the Andes, the Nile starts in the headwaters of Lake Victoria and in the highlands of Ethiopia, over a mile above sea level, and the Rhine begins in the snowy Swiss Alps. Even the Missouri River splashes to life among the dramatic peaks of the Rockies, and the Ohio begins in the rolling mountains of Appalachia. The Mississippi River gently gurgles out of Lake Itasca in north central Minnesota. At a mere 1,475 feet above sea level, even its birth occurs as a gentle, seemingly insignificant event.

By comparison to the headwaters of other rivers, the terrain at the source of the Mississippi lies relatively flat, but compared to the prairie of Minnesota, it might be called a zone of rolling hills. It is the sprawling domain of Christmas-tree farms and medium-sized forests where the three-hundred-year-old white pines and red Norway pines barely attain a hundred feet in height.

The stream that begins the Mississippi seems hardly different from thousands of other gentle streams passing around rocks and under fallen trees in North America. The point where the Mississippi leaves Lake Itasca stretches no more than twenty feet wide and less than a foot deep. In the summer, children eagerly wade across the mouth, while proud parents snap pictures and make videos of the momentous event. In the dead winter, cross-country skiers pass by, and if there were there no signs posted to announce the importance of the spot, they might easily miss it in the heavy snow and ice that coat the region. Local people visit the spot frequently and vacation around Lake Itasca, but the area lies too far from a major airport or an interstate highway to draw a big international, or even national, crowd of visitors.

Almost the only time that the local people do not use the park around Lake Itasca for something is during a blizzard. Particularly during a wet spring snowstorm that drops snow too slushy for skiers, the source of the Mississippi stands alone and deserted. The large, greasy snowflakes fall into the barely moving water and slowly dissolve. Other snowflakes congregate on a twig, a leaf, or any buoyant matter to make a small floating island of ice and snow.

As soon as the snows and pounding northern wind subside, the forest comes alive with the animals that seem to know that despite four inches of snow, winter has been once again defeated by the lingering sun of spring. A large red-headed woodpecker drums away at a dead tree, sending bark flying into the air in its search for bugs and other tasty insects. The ducks patrol across the lake. White-tailed deer bravely wander into new areas in search of ever-scarcer food before the spring snows yield to new growth. A still-healthy and well-fed beaver inspects the long shoreline of the lake after its deep winter’s rest in its lodge.

The snows of spring hang heavy on the trees, bending them toward the ground like overladen Christmas trees. The sudden snap of a breaking branch on an old tree rips through the air like the report of a rifle and reverberates through the woods, leaving a strange, ringing aftertone that transfixes every animal, including a human.

Flowing at the leisurely rate of only a mile and a half an hour, it will take the snowflakes that fall around Lake Itasca an average of ninety days to make the journey to the mouth of the Mississippi in the Gulf of Mexico, 2,552 miles to the south. A May snowflake falling in Minnesota arrives in New Orleans as a drop of water on a humid and hot August day.

Around Lake Itasca, one can still see two native burial mounds from the Woodlands Indians about five hundred years ago. Nearby, on the other side of the lake, archaeologists found an even older site where some ancient Americans butchered a giant Bison occidentalis eight thousand years ago.

Today, Ojibwa people still live all around the source of the Mississippi. The White Earth Reservation flanks it on the west, and the Leach Lake Reservation on the east. Despite all the Indian ruins and the abiding native communities, plaques around Lake Itasca proclaim that Henry Rowe Schoolcraft discovered the source of the Mississippi River in July 1832. For the Indian people who have lived here so many thousands of years, Lake Itasca was obviously not “lost” or “undiscovered” before 1832. They knew it well, albeit under another name. Schoolcraft “discovered” the source of the Mississippi only because an Ojibwa chief guided him and his small expedition to the site.

Oddly, this was not the first time Schoolcraft “discovered” the source of the Mississippi. In 1820 he claimed to have discovered the source in another lake, and as evidence to support that claim, he published a book in 1821 with the ungainly title Narrative Journal of Travels from Detroit Northwest Through the Great Chain of American Lakes to the Sources of the Mississippi River in the Year 1820.

Schoolcraft sent the book to John C. Calhoun, the Secretary of War, who had sponsored the expedition. The book contains a rather dull accumulation of random observations and tidbits crammed into journal form. The only thing that saved it from total obscurity was the claim loudly stated in the title of having discovered the sources of the Mississippi River, which the explorers located in what is now northern Minnesota, in Lake Cass (or “Cassina” as they called it), named for the expedition’s leader.

Newspapers such as the American in New York, and the Detroit Journal and Michigan Advertiser, eagerly published accounts of Schoolcraft’s expedition, including excerpts from his journals. The great search for the source of the Mississippi rivaled in intensity and color the search for the source of the Nile, which gained international attention later in the nineteenth century, after the development of an increasingly important press tool, the telegraph. As soon as Schoolcraft’s first book appeared to claim the honor of discovering the Mississippi’s source, the Italian explorer Giacomo Constantino Beltrami put forth a rival claim by locating the river’s source in 1823 in another lake, which he named Julia.

Despite publication of his first book, Schoolcraft apparently recognized that that the Cass expedition had not found the true source of the Mississippi River, since a small stream fed into Cass Lake. In 1832, with the help and guidance of his wife’s Ojibwa relatives, Schoolcraft set out on his second expedition to find the true source of the Mississippi.

Schoolcraft had married Jane Johnston, an Ojibwa woman with a white trader father. Jane Johnston’s twenty-six-year-old brother, George, served as interpreter for Schoolcraft’s expedition. Ozawindib, or Yellow Head, an Ojibwa chief, guided the group into Minnesota, where they soon found the true source of the Mississippi River in Omushkos, an Ojibwa name meaning Lake of the Elk; it was known by fur traders as Lac La Biche, which also meant Elk Lake. With his penchant for making new names and claiming credit, Schoolcraft renamed the lake Itasca, which he derived from the final letters of the Latin words veritas (true) and caput (head). This expedition became the subject for Schoolcraft’s next book, Narrative of an Expedition Through the Upper Mississippi to Itasca Lake (Savage).

Schoolcraft brought to a close a three-hundred-year chapter of American history obsessed with the search for the source of the Mississippi, a search that began with Hernando De Soto’s claim of having discovered the lower reaches of the Mississippi in 1541.

In the annals of American exploration, the name of Schoolcraft comes late and is relatively minor compared to Coronado, De Soto, Joliet, and Lewis and Clark. The names of the Indians who already lived in these areas and guided the explorers appear far less commonly. Aside from a few highly romanticized guides, such as Sacajawea, the names of Indian guides like Ozawindib rarely occur, and many of the names seem now lost for eternity.

As soon as the European explorers arrived in the Caribbean, they needed the guidance of Indians to get them from island to island and to the mainland. This need intensified when the European explorers came to the mainland, because most of the explorers had only maritime backgrounds, and thus found themselves poorly prepared for exploring the land.

Indians made some of the earliest maps for the explorers. Their personal knowledge of the land allowed them to draw maps with precise and accurate detail at the request of the whites. The use of forced Indian guides and Indian mapmakers by whites began with Christopher Columbus on his fourth voyage along the coast of Mayan country on the Yucatàn Peninsula, in 1502. He encountered a trading party in a canoe propelled by twenty-five paddlers. Among the crew was an old man who knew how to make maps and diagrams. After dismissing the other men, Columbus kept the old man and had him make coastal charts (Winsor).

After landing in Mexico in 1519, Hernando Cortez depended on the Aztec woman Malinche (also called Marina or Malintzin) to interpret and to guide him from the coast to Tenochtitlàn, capital of the Aztec empire. Because of her knowledge of the various Mexican cultures as well as the languages, her role surpassed that of mere interpreter or guide; she gained Cortez’s confidence to become his chief negotiator and strategist. She hammered and welded together the native coalition of dissatisfied Indian nations that finally battered down the Emperor Montezuma and destroyed the Aztec Empire. As Mexican writers frequently note, Malinche deserves as much of the credit or blame for Spanish success as do Cortez and all his horses and artillery. Malinche would never have brought down the empire without Cortez, but Cortez may never have brought it down without her.

The Mexican writer Octavio Paz wrote at length in The Labyrinth of Solitude about the psychological and cultural role that La Malinche played in shaping the cultural psyche of the Mexican people. She spanned the transition from the ancient Indian society to the modern Indian-Spanish mestizo nation of Mexico. Unlike the Aztec emperors and nobles who sank beneath the surface and disappeared from history, Malinche survived. The Mexicans of today continue to call themselves “the children of La Malinche.”

Soon after Cortez conquered Mexico, the French explorer Jacques Cartier cautiously sailed his ships up America’s North Atlantic coast. In 1534 his expedition explored the coast of Canada, and like Cortez, he also wanted to venture inland in search of treasures and new cities. To prepare for the excursion into the interior, he kidnapped Taignoagny and Agaya, two coastal natives whom he took back to France with him to teach them to speak French. Cartier returned in the spring of the following year with the interpreters, whom he used to guide his ships up the St. Lawrence River to the Huron territory of Chief Donnaconna and on to the Huron village of Hochelaga, which became Montreal.

One of the guides, Agaya, acquired a special role in medicinal history because he was the one whom Cartier beseeched for a treatment for scurvy when the ailment began to decimate his crew. Agaya turned to the Huron women, who prepared a medicine from one of the evergreen trees. This medicine of the unknown Huron women reversed scurvy in every one of Cartier’s men and prevented any more deaths that winter.

Rather than releasing the interpreters in appreciation for their services, Cartier kept them with him for his return voyage to France. Cartier also kidnapped Chief Donnaconna, who, along with both interpreters, died in France without seeing his homeland and family again.

The English explorer Martin Frobisher developed a novel technique for using the services of the Inuit as pilots for his ship during his first Arctic exploration, in 1576. When he sailed around Baffin Island, searching for a northwest passage to the Pacific, Frobisher watched for Inuit men out in their kayaks. When he saw one, he leaned over the bow of his ship and rang a bell, which he held out as though offering a gift to the passing native. When the friendly Inuit came closer and reached up for the bell, Frobisher grabbed him and forced him to pilot the large ship through the Arctic bays and inlets.

Kidnapping Indians and forcing them to become interpreters, guides, or slaves grew into a well-established cultural pattern among explorers. Such practices became a standard part of the business. By the time Samuel de Champlain made his first voyage up the St. Lawrence, in 1603, he did not need to do the kidnapping himself. He saved a whole trip to America by first securing in France the services of two Indians as guides. The men had probably been kidnapped by some other explorer or fishing expedition and abandoned or sold in France.

Champlain continued to rely on native help, and in 1610 he took an Indian boy with him from America to France for the purpose of teaching him the French language so that he could serve as a guide. Champlain also added a new dimension to this during the same year by persuading a French boy to live among the Indians and learn their language and culture while Champlain was away in France. Thus, when Champlain returned to Canada in 1611, he had a Huron-speaking French boy who could interpret, and a French-speaking Huron who could guide him.

The Spaniards lacked the well-established French custom of kidnapping Americans and taking them back to Europe for training guides. Like Cortez and Francisco Pizarro, most of the Spaniards seized translators and guides as they needed them. This lack of training by their guides may account for some of the more fantastical stories brought back by Spaniards about men of gold and cities of gold; maybe the Spaniards simply heard what they wanted to hear.

After joining forces with Pizarro in Peru, Hernando De Soto received a thousand pounds of gold as his share of the ransom of the Inca emperor Atahualpa in 1533. He then sailed back to Spain to petition the king for permission to invade the final unknown continent of North America, then called Florida. In granting De Sota his request, the king appointed him governor of Cuba and adelantado of all of America north of Mexico. The concession signed by the king charged De Soto “to conquer, pacify, and populate the lands there are from the Province of Rio de las Palmas [Texas] to Florida” (Buckingham Smith).

With the king’s political endorsement, but with his own money, De Soto assembled the largest armada of ships and men yet to sail against the Indian nations of North America. De Soto intended to conquer and rule Florida. He sailed to America determined not to suffer the same fate as Pànfilo de Narvàez, whose Florida expedition disintegrated, wandering aimlessly until some of his men reached Texas. De Soto had an advantage over Narvàez in that he knew the value of local guides, and he knew ways to force them to cooperate.

After finding little of political or mercantile interest on the Florida peninsula, De Soto marched his army northward across what was to become Georgia and into South Carolina, searching for a civilized kingdom to conquer. He came closest to his goal when he met the exotic Lady of Cutifachiqui, the woman who ruled over a large portion of what is now South Carolina. Scholars argue over the precise location of her capital, but it probably lay in the middle of South Carolina’s piedmont, quite possibly near the ancient ruins around modern Camden.

According to the memoirs of one of De Soto’s men, the land of Cutifachiqui “was delightful and fertile,” and “the forest was open, with abundance of walnut and mulberry trees.” De Soto’s private secretary, Rodrigo Ranjel, describes the country as possessing “many very fine fields and a pretty stream and a hill covered with walnuts, oak trees, pines, live oaks, and groves of liquidambar, and many cedars” (Bourne). Since De Soto stayed in South Carolina in May, it is hardly surprising that all of the memoirs of the survivors of the trip speak of the beauty of the land and its fertility, for May is the most beautiful and pleasant month of the year in that region, and the land abounds with the bright green color of lush new growth and with the fragrant blossoms of a thousand flowering plants.

The Gentleman of Elvas, another of De Soto’s companions, proclaimed the people as “more civilized than any people seen in all the territories of Florida.” Rodrigo Ranjel portrayed them as “very clean and polite and naturally well conditioned” (Bourne). Because the people of Cutifachiqui had no prior experience with Spaniards, they received De Soto with courteous interest and with minimal fear.

Even if the natives had wanted to resist the Spaniards, they had recently been weakened by strange, ravaging epidemics. European diseases had already traveled up from the coasts and had decimated the population. Many of their villages were now deserted, and grass and vines had taken over the central plazas. The mortuary temples overflowed with bodies and the goods buried with them.

The Cutifachiqui were ruled by a woman who sent her daughter, sister, or niece (the accounts vary) to meet De Soto. In a scene reminiscent of his encounter with the Inca emperor Atahualpa, De Soto received her with Spanish pomp and formality, but the Lady of Cutifachiqui matched him in dramatic pageantry. She approached De Soto’s encampment slowly, traveling in a large canoe, where she sat in the stern, proudly posed on large cushions and protected from the harsh sun rays by a billowing awning. Her warrior escorts surrounded her in adjacent canoes.

After she disembarked, her men carried her seated on a chair atop a litter that they bore on their shoulders. According to Rodrigo Ranjel, her litter was draped with a delicate white cloth that looked like linen (Bourne), but was probably a finely spun cotton. Unlike the nearly naked people to the south in the Florida peninsula, her people were dressed in clothes and shoes, and she wore three strands of shining pearls that luxuriously draped her body down to her thighs.

The Lady presented a stunning parade of gifts to De Soto. She gave him furs, shawls, dressed skins, and blankets. In a gesture of great drama, which the writer Garcilaso de la Vega compares to Cleopatra’s reception of Marc Antony when trying to save her dynasty, the Lady of Cutifachiqui slowly and dramatically unwound the strands of pearls from around her neck and held them out to one of De Soto’s men to give to him. De Soto asked her to bring them to him herself, whereupon he removed from his finger a gold ring set with a ruby and presented it to the Lady.

After the genteel exchange of luxury gifts, the Lady of Cutifachiqui supplied the expedition with goods of more immediate need. A generous and regal hostess, she gave the Spaniards plentiful supplies of food, including bushels of corn, strips of dried venison, dry wafers, and the much-desired luxury of salt, for which the men lusted in the subtropical Carolina heat.

In addition to food and gems, De Soto wanted information. He grilled the Lady of Cutifachiqui to gain intelligence regarding the surrounding provinces—their produce, rulers, cities, and any other pertinent information—for his conquering caravan. The Spanish observers of this meeting marveled at how well informed the Lady seemed, and how eloquently she spoke. But we must wonder how much accurate information she gave De Soto regarding neighboring lands, and how much she embellished her descriptions to discourage De Soto and his men from lingering in her own lands.

Despite this great show of courtesy, cooperation, and hospitality from the Lady of Cutifachiqui, De Soto finally seized her and her court, just as he had seen Pizarro do so successfully in his capture of the Inca emperor in Peru. De Soto then looted her country. When he demanded gold, the Indians brought him copper, and when he demanded silver, they brought him silvery mica, which they mined in the North Carolina mountains, in sheets up to three feet wide and three feet long.

De Soto found little precious metal, but an abundance of pearls, especially in the mortuary temples. In one town alone his expedition found 25,000 pounds of pearls. The mortuary temples of the people of Cutifachiqui astounded the Spaniards, who had already seen the cathedrals of Spain, the mosques and fountains of the Arabs, the palace of Montezuma in Mexico, and the gold ransom of Atahualpa in Peru.

Outside the massive doors into the temple that housed the pearls, twelve wooden giants stood guard. The huge figures held over their heads massive clubs covered with strips of copper and studded with what appeared to the Spaniards to be diamonds, but may have been mica chips.

The Indians had decorated the roof of one temple with pearls and feathers so that it looked to the Spaniards like a building from a fairy tale. Along the sides of the roof, pearls had been suspended from threads so thin that the pearls seemed to be floating in the air around the temple. Inside the temples the Spaniards saw rows of chests, each filled with pearls of uniform size. The Spaniards could not carry all the pearls, but they selected out the best ones for themselves. Ironically, even though De Soto’s expedition was the first into the area, his men also found in the temple some European trade goods—glass, cheap beads, and a rosary—indicating just how fast and efficiently the native trade systems operated.

After ravaging Cutifachiqui, De Soto marched away with the nation’s wealth and a new supply of Indian slaves, including the Lady of Cutifachiqui herself. De Soto wanted her as his guide and as insurance against Indian attack. The troop set off toward the mountains, probably near the present border of North and South Carolina, to one of the Lady’s provincial towns, called Xuala. When they neared the end of her territory and were about to cross over into the territory of Guaxule, the Lady and some of her servants escaped, taking the best of their pearls with them.

De Soto wanted to recapture the Lady, but his lust for treasure pulled him forward toward the next town, where, she had promised him, was much gold. He wandered on in his expedition of greed across the southern United States with a series of kidnapped and impressed guides. In May 1541, De Soto’s guides took him to the Mississippi River, which he promptly “discovered.”

De Soto’s health began to fail after months of unrewarding pillage and conquest across America. Tortured by repeated disappointment in his search for riches, and racked by persistent fevers, he grew weaker and more depressed as his invasion lingered into its third unproductive year. On May 21, 1542, almost a year to the day after he first claimed to have discovered the Mississippi River, Hernando De Soto died, probably near the site of Ferriday, Louisiana. His men buried him, but fearing that the Indians would dig up his body and desecrate it, some of his followers secretly took the body to the middle of the Mississippi River and consigned it to the deepest part of the water. His followers auctioned off his possessions, which included two male slaves, three female slaves, seven hundred pigs, and three horses with saddles. His conquest and enslavement of the people of the Lady of Cutifachiqui, and his pillaging of their lands as well as the lands of Mauvila and so many other of the Southern nations, had produced nothing but suffering for the Indians and for his own men.

During the summer of 1541, while De Soto tramped around the southern Mississippi River, another Spanish explorer and would-be conqueror roamed only a few hundred miles northwest of him, also searching for the fabled rich cities. Francisco Coronado wandered lost somewhere in Kansas after trekking thousands of miles up from Mexico and across Arizona, New Mexico, Oklahoma, and Nebraska.

Even though both De Soto and Coronado served under the banner of the same Spanish king, they competed with each other to see who could discover and conquer the most valuable Indian kingdoms. Coronado sought to find, claim, and conquer anything of value in North America in the name of Mexico before De Soto could claim it for Florida. Neither one of them knew what riches North America might hold, but whatever these riches might be, each explorer wanted them for himself.

After a bloody conquest of the pueblos of New Mexico, Coronado wanted to conquer kingdoms of greater value. He wanted a new Mexico equal in value and glory to the old Mexico. His lust made him particularly susceptible to the tales offered by an Indian known to us simply as El Turco or “the Turk,” so named because his appearance reminded the Spaniards of the Turks they had seen in the Mediterranean.

Coronado’s men encountered the Turk at Pecos Pueblo in New Mexico, but he apparently came originally from somewhere out on the Great Plains to the east. He claimed that many days’ journey to the east the Spaniards
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