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How the First 
Americans 
Became Indians 

Those first Americans were on their own 
in the New World. Thousands of years 
would go by before Christopher Colum
bus sailed across the Atlantic Ocean 
from distant Europe. Columbus called 

First Americans grew toma- the First Americans "Indians" because he 
toes long before they were thought he was in the Indies-way over 
brought to Italy to become an by China. That was a big mistake. But it 
Ingredient of spaghetti sauce. would be a long time before anyone real-

ized how wrong Columbus was. So the 
name Indian stuck. It's what we use most often today. 

Some people use Native Americans instead of lndians, although 
the word native is confusing. It has two meanings. Anyone who is 
born in a country is a native of that country, so many of us are na-
tive Americans. "Native" also means to have an origin, or beginning, 
in a country. As far as we know, no people is native to America. Our 
ancestors all came from somewhere else. 

Some historians 
think that by the time 
Columbu s got here, there 
may have been as many 
as 75 mllllon Indians liv
ing In South and North 
America. That Is a lot of 
people-almost a third of 
the population of the 
United States today. But 
no one knows what the 
actual number was. 

Still, the people who came over the ��------======:;;;;.;;��=""=,...=== == =�= �
=, Bering Strait were here long before any-

one else. So you can see why it make sense to call them Native 
Americans. Indians, First Americans, or Native Americans-they are 
all good names. (Most Indians call themselves simply "the people" 
in their various languages.) 

If we go back in time 10,000 years, those First Americans, who 
now were spread out over the two American continents, were be
ginning to do some remarkable things. 

Most of them continued to hunt-they were good at that. They 
knew how to make animals stampede Into deep ditches or watery 
bogs, where they could be easily speared. 

When it came to spearheads, theirs were the best. They made them 

The atlatl threw 
arrows faster and 
m o re accurately 
than people could 
throw them by  

themselves. 

A stampede is a wild rush 
'of animals. 

19 









on smooth, thick earth crust. 
Remember, the crust Is float

ing on a sea of molten rock. When 
a crack-or fault-appears In the 
crust, some of the heat and ener
gy of the magma can escape, and 
that may start things moving. 
When that happens, you have an 
earthquake along the fault. 

The earth also has hot spots, 
which are like chimneys for Inte
rior heat and energy. Sometimes 
magma explodes out of the crust 
at a hot spot. That's what a vol

cano Is all about. 
The Hawaiian Islands came 

Into being when a series ot un
dersea volcanoes erupted. The 
Hawaiians are the world's tallest 
mountains, If you measure them 
from their base on the ocean floor. 

B
ut we started this discus
sion with dinosaurs. Do you 

know why they died out? To
day's scientists think a giant 
meteorite fell to earth 65 million 
years ago with enough force to 
trigger tsunamis (giant ocean 
w aves) and major earthquakes 
and to send dust and debris 
Into the atmosphere creating an 
earth-hugging black cloud. That 
cloud may have b locked the 
sun's rays long enough to klll 
plants and fish and animals, to
tally disrupting the food chain. 
And that finished of f  many 
species, especially dinosaurs 
(which left room for tiny mam
mals to survive). A huge Impact 
crater, the Imprint of a celestial 
object that was about the size 
of Haley's Comet, has been 
found on the Yucatan Peninsula 
In Mexico (known as the Chlcx
ulub Crater). 

,n 

t 

The green parts show 
how the land that be
came North America 

looked 75 ml/I/on years 
ago. Can you find the 
huge Inland sea that Is 
now the Great Plains? 
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The First Americans 
Chapter 4: How the First Americans Became Indians 

Partner Read:  
Use a yellow highlighter to locate evidence to answer the following 
questions:  

1.) How was the term “Indian” developed? 

2.) What does “native” mean? 

3.) Why were the First American probably good at hunting? 

4.) What happened to animals as a result of better hunting skills? 

5.) Locate two examples to prove that the natives had a surplus of food. 

Insert a text box to type an answer to the following questions. 

1.) What does Hakim mean when she writes, “As far as we know, no people is 
native to America”? 

2.) In which ways would the Indians way of life have been different if they 
invented the wheel? 

3.) How did the introduction to horses change the way of life for the Indians? 

On the last sections, “Some Thoughts on Dinosaurs and the Earth,” make at least 2 
annotations per page.  Use the highlighter and text boxes for each annotation.   




