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The Story of the Thirteen Colonies

1. Our Country So Long Ago
Learned men, who read the story of the earth in the mountains,
valleys, rivers, lakes, and seas which cover its surface, tell us that
America, although known as the New World, is really older than
Europe. The sun has shone on this continent for more centuries than
we can count, and different kinds of men and animals have inhabited
this land for many generations. The people native to this land had
many different customs and ways of life. Today we call these people
Native Americans.
The western and northern Native Americans lived by hunting and
fishing, had no houses like ours, and were always roaming around
in search of game. They were sheltered from the sun and rain by
tents called wigwams. These people rowed about in canoes made of
basketwork, of birch bark, or even of hollow tree trunks.
The Native Americans east of the Rocky Mountains had a different
way of life than those living west or north. Besides hunting and fishing,
they dug up roots with stone hoes, or with shells, and planted corn,
beans, pumpkins, squashes, tomatoes, tobacco, and sunflowers. They
made winter garments by sewing skins together with sinews or plant
fibers. In summer they had lighter clothes, rudely woven out of cotton
or plant fibers.
The Native Americans in the South dwelt in what is now New
Mexico and Arizona, and were also found in Mexico, Central America,
and South America, as far down the map as Chile. The southern
natives built canals, so as to lead the water far away from the streams
into dry and barren lands. When the ground had thus been watered,
or irrigated, it became very fruitful, and they could grow all the grain
and vegetables they needed. The southern natives lived together in
huge fortresses, built of sun-dried bricks, called adobe. Sometimes
they built their houses on the ledges of steep rocks, or canyons. Such
houses were called cliff dwellings and were built that way to defend
themselves from any attack from foreign tribes.
These interesting people lived many centuries on this continent
before any visitors from Europe reached its shores.
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Sixteenth-century Europeans were impressed by the large amount of game and
agricultural produce the Native People kept in storehouses against time of need.
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2. The Northmen in America
The people in Europe had long been great travelers by land
and sea, although it was not so easy to get about then as it is
now. Indeed, on land they could go only in wagons, in litters, on
horseback, or on foot; and on the water they used nothing but
rowboats or sailboats, because no one had yet imagined that one
could use steam or electricity. On the sea, even the boldest sailors
did not dare venture far out of sight of land, for fear they would not
be able to find their way back.
The best seamen in Europe were the Northmen, or Vikings.
Already in the eighth century they used to sail out of the viks, or
bays, in Norway every spring to go in search of adventures. These
Northmen, Norsemen, or Normans little by little explored the coast
of the North Sea and of the Atlantic Ocean, and finally came to the
Strait of Gibraltar. Passing through this opening, they came to the
beautiful Mediterranean Sea, where they cruised about, even visiting
the Greek islands and the renowned city of Constantinople.
In the middle of the ninth century, one of these hardy seamen,
after tossing about on the stormy seas several days, landed on
an island which he had never seen before. This new place was
Iceland, and he was so pleased with his discovery that he sailed
home and persuaded his family and friends to go back there with
him to settle down. In a few years, other Northmen came to live in
Iceland, sailing across the Atlantic from time to time to visit their
old homes and friends.
About a hundred years later, Eric the Red was driven out of Iceland
for murder. He sailed westward and went to settle in an ice-covered
new country, which he called Greenland, so as to attract other settlers.
A number of them soon joined him there and began to trade with the
Eskimos, a race of natives who lived in the coldest part of the country,
where they hunted white bears and fished for cod and seals.
Eric’s son Leif would later set off west from Greenland in search
of land a friend had mistakenly come upon. Leif coasted along
Labrador and Nova Scotia, came to Cape Cod, and landed, it is
thought, somewhere in Newfoundland, Canada, in the year 1000 A.D.
Although Leif did not know it, they had been the first Europeans to
see North America, which, as you will see, did not receive this name
until many years later. Leif the Lucky found so many wild grapes in
this region that he called the country Vinland (“Vineland”).
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The Northmen, however, had a very hard time in America,
for they were soon attacked by the native people. When they
found that these attacks did not cease, they decided to leave
the country, and went home in 1012. As far as we know, after
that no ships from the North visited America for several
hundred years.

Viking ship

Viking voyages to, and settlements in, Greenland and North America
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