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Preface 

n the 1970s, a small group of scholars launched the 

field of environmental history. These pioneers prac

ticed a new approach to the study of history by con

sidering humans' relationship to their environments 

and the effect that humans' interactions with their environ

ments has had on historical developments . From its awk

ward beginnings to its transformation into a sophisticated 

academic field, environmental history has offered an impor

tant lens through which to view the past. Taking an inter

disciplinary approach to the study of history, environmental 

historians investigate economic, political, scientific, techno

logical, social, and cultural trends throughout history as 

they relate to both the natural and built environment. The 

Atlas of u.s. and Canadian Environmental History reflects 

the origins of the field, examining the role of the environ

ment in our social institutions, political spheres, popular 

imagination, and daily life. 

The Atlas of u.s. and Canadian Environmental History 

focuses on both Canada and the United States. With one of 

the longest borders in the world, these two nations share a 

remarkable landscape-including the Atlantic and Pacific 

Oceans, tlle Great Lakes and riparian watersheds, prairies and 

mountain chains, marine habitats and urban space. Since the 

first Europeans arrived in the New World, the environments 

and histories of Canada and the United States have been inter

twined. These interactions date back even further, of course, 

given the intense interactions between native peoples over a 

landscape wlmarked by our current political boundaries. 

The North American environment-and American and 

Canadian attitudes toward nature-have developed and 

shifted throughout time. The continent's landscape has 

evolved continuously, from the establishment of farms in 

tlle colonial period, to tlle construction of rail networks 

across both nations in the nineteenth century, to the 

cleanup of toxic waste sites in the twentieth century. To best 

demonstrate these developments , the atlas has been 

arranged in seven chronological chapters, spanning tlle 

precolonial period to the present day. 

Because environmental history is interdisciplinary, it often 

overlaps in focus with environmental science, which examines 

the relationship between humans and natural systems, and 

environmental policy, which considers legislation and current 

issues relating to the management of the environment. To 

help emphasize the recurring topics that appear in these inter

connected fields, each chapter has been divided into six tlle

matic categories: Agriculture; Wildlife and Forestry; Land Use 

Management; Technology, Industry, and Pollution; Human 

Habitats; and Ideology and Politics. 

Maps, charts, tables, and photographic images illU111inate 

many of the topics discussed in the articles. Some maps point 

out the specific location of geographic features, for example, 

mining regions, western dams, or public lands, tl1at have 

been discussed in a particular article. Other maps show 

demographic changes, such as urbanization patterns during 

the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, or shifts in 

agricultural trends, such as the production of corn, wheat, 

and cotton before and after the Civil War. When appropriate, 

historical maps include present-day boundaries-even if the 

states, provinces, or countries did not exist at that point

to offer users a better sense as to how historical trends 

impacted current geographic areas. Charts and tables provide 

statistical information, for instance, timber production or lev

els of smoke pollution. Photographs and illustrations accom

pany many of tl1e articles to document particular events, such 

as the first Earth Day in 1970, or offer readers a sense of a 

society's attitudes toward the environment, such as tlle 

Romantic painters' depiction of idyllic natural settings during 

the nineteentll century. 

The atlas also features sidebars that highlight a particular 

subject related to the topic or, in some instances, provide 

excerpts of passages from books or documents. Many of the 

historical and environmental topics covered in the atlas recur 

within and across the various chapters, offering a sense of tl1e 

interconnectedness of events, trends, and themes tl1fOUghOlit 

U.S. and Canadian history. For this reason, lie atlas includes 

in-text cross-references liat will direct readers to pages wili 
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additional information on the topic. Each article also includes 

a distinct Further Reading section that directs readers to 

important literature, such as books or scholarly journal arti

cles, on the subject. 

Measurements are given in English units, followed by their 

metric equivalents in parentheses. As the metric ton is almost 

equal to the English ton, we have not provided a conversion in 

an effort to conserve space. In statistical charts and tables, we 

have left the data in their original form. However, where the 

information in a chart or table is provided for comparative pur

poses, we have converted the data to equivalent units. 

At the end of the book is a timeline spanning the 

pre-Columbian period to the present day; it highlights 

viii . Preface 

important events, legislation, and trends that relate to the 

environmental history of Canada and the United States. An 

extensive bibliography offers readers a list of sources that 

will provide further reading on various topics. To make this 

list accessible to users, it has been divided into the follow

ing sections: general titles, sources dealing with the United 

States, sources dealing with Canada, an era-by-era section 

that mirrors the chapter divisions of the book, and a the

matic section that reflects the six major categories repeated 

in each chapter. A list of contributors displays the vast range 

of expertise that has contributed to the production of this 

atlas. A detailed name, place, and concept index offers users 

an additional means of locating topics of interest. 
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C HAP T E R ONE 

European Exploration 
and the Colonial Era 

(1492- 1770s) 
ohn Smith, an English explorer who journeyed 

to the New World in the early seventeenth cen

tury, was a legend in his own mind. His 

General History of Virginia (1624) offers a 

much-revised account of how he led his fellow Jamestown, 

Virginia, colonists through the many hardships they 

endured to establish the settlement in the early 1600s. 

Despite its vainglorious quality, Smith's book, which he 

wrote after he returned to England in 1609, is a firsthand 

and vivid depiction of the interactions between indigenous 

peoples and the invading English settlers. As he identifies 

the sharp disparities between the two peoples' civilizations 

and level of technological development, he also catalogs 

the region's astonishing wealth of natural resources. He 

mapped many of its rivers and bays, noted the rich, well

watered soil, and praised the thick stands of timber. 

The book's descriptions of the economic wealth of the 

landscape were designed to appeal to English readers who 

might invest in or immigrate to the colony. This appeal was 

heightened by Smith's mouthwatering descriptions of the 

natural abundance of food. As winter approached, he 

wrote, "the rivers became so covered with swans, geese, 

ducks and cranes that we daily feasted witl1 good bread, 

Virginia peas, pumpkins, and persimmons, fish, fowl, and 

divers sorts of wild beasts as fat as we could eat them." 

In dangling such sumptuous fare before his readers, 

Smith was contributing to the emergence of a colonial lit

erature that contrasted New World vitality with Old 

World weariness. His claims would be confirmed by sub

sequent generations of settlers in British North America, 

New France, and New Spain. Along the Atlantic 

seaboard, hundreds of settlements would spring up that 

would enjoy rapid and consistent population growth, 

develop a very productive agricultural and commercial 

economy, and build busy port cities whose trade net

works extended around the globe. 

Natural Resources. Early English and French 

colonists were both overwhelmed by and eager to exploit 

the vast forests they encOLmtered and the variety of 

wildlife that lived within North America's woods. As with 

the indigenous peoples of the continent, the settlers made 

full use of this great plenty, searching for berries and nuts, 

hunting game, and burning and logging forests to create 

more open space. Unlike Native Americans, they let their 

domesticated anin1als, cattle, hogs, and sheep, forage 

freely in the woods, an easy way to feed the expanding 

numbers of animals and to eliminate forest cover. 

Despite their cultural differences, all Europeans 

believed in the concept of private property and the neces

sity of constructing agricultural landscapes. The key mate

rial for their built environments was wood. Because of their 

large numbers, the English colonists consumed vast qUaI1-

tities for housing, fencing, and fuel. This demand sparked 

the development of a complex lumber business that cleared 

lands far beyond the population centers. The profit from 

this trade was reinvested in new laI1ds, contributing to 

rapid deforestation and the spread of a farm-based econo

my in what is now the eastern United States and CaI1ada. 

European Settlements. The English communities 

grew swiftly; by the mid-eighteenth century, more than 1.5 

million English lived in the New World, compared with 

seventy thousaI1d French settlers, and even fewer SpaIush. 

Each group established different patterns of laI1d use. The 

"Little Commonwealths" of New England were small 
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towns built on the open-field system that granted individ

ual settlers house lots, as well as rights to and responsibili

ties for common meadows and woodlots. Few towns exist

ed in the soutllern Chesapeake Bay tobacco colonies, 

which developed arowld large-scale plantation agriculutre 

tllat used slave labor to plant and harvest tile crop, and 

river transportation to take it to market. Dependent on 

rivers, too, were tile New France settlements in Canada. 

Under tile feudal seigneLtrial system, narrow strips of land 

along tile riverfront were parceled out to the Roman 

Catholic chLtrch and to elite individuals, who could eitller 

sell the property or rent it to tenants. 

Far to the SOUtil and west, Spanish settlements formed 

arOlmd Roman Catllolicism had also been established. 

Missionaries and civilian leaders worked with military forces 

to conscript local Native Amel;can populations into the 

labor force to clear agriculntral land, dig irrigation ditches, 

and construct commlmal and religious buildings. The phys

ical expanse of ew Spain, which stretched from present

day California to Florida, resulted in the Spanish towns 

often being so far from one anotller, and from the larger 

A Ellropean view of the New World from Franciscan missionary 
Louis He1Inepin's 1691 Nouvelle Decouvene. (From the collec
tions of the Library of Congress) 

cities of central Mexico, that tl1eY remained small in popu

lation and limited in economic import. 

Interactions with Native Americans. Unlike 

other ELtropean New World settlers, the Spanish interact

ed more freely with indigenous peoples, culutrally and 

sexually, leading to the creation of a mestizo, or mixed, 

population. The English, by contrast, had no desire to 

mix wi til members of local Native American tribes; tlley 

saw themselves as a more advanced cultLtre tllat was in 

direct competition with indigenous peoples for land and 

resoLtrces. Open conflict between tllese settlers and Native 

Americans intensified by tile mid-eighteenth century as 

the English pushed beyond tile Appalachian Mowltains, 

where they replicated patterns of settlement and resoLtrce 

exploitation tlut tlley had employed along tile Atlantic 

seaboard. The French, whose numbers were smaller and 

expansionary desires more muted, did not come into as 

much conflict with Native Americans. 

Regardless of tlleir motives or perspectives, tile three 

major colonial powers in the New World forever changed 

Native American culntre. The swelling ELtropean birthrate 

and immigration to the New World, when combined with 

the superiority ofELtrope's military teclmology, enabled set

tlers to extend their control over the land and its many 

resoLtrces. Despite tile destructive inlpact of inln1igration 

and settlement on the indigenous human populations and 

on native flora and fawla, tile ELtropeans brought different 

foods and animals that "ELtropeanized" Nortll America, 

willie concLtrrently irtfluencing the culutres and diets of 

England, France, and Spain. 

This so-called Columbian Exchange was not equal in 

its impact. Even before large-scale settlement, Old World 

diseases tllat ELtropean explorers and fishermen brought 

Witll tllem had devastated indigenous peoples who lacked 

immunity to measles and smallpox. Had the daring 

Captain John Smitll been able to rentrn to Virginia at the 

close of tile eighteenth centLtry, he would have been 

astounded by how tlloroughly his dream of continental 

conquest had come to pass. 

-Char MiLLer 
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AGRICULTURE 

Colull1bian Exchange 

T
he Columbian exchange refers 

to the exchange of plants 

between the O ld and New 

Worlds and the introduction of animals 

from Europe to the Western Hemisphere 

following the arrival of Europeans in the fif

teenth century. By introducing a host of 

crop plants and domesticated animals to 

their new environment, the Spanish, 

French, and British settlers attempted to 

"Europeanize" tlle Nortll American conti 

nent. Beginning with the second voyage 

of Columbus in 1493, tlle Spanish intro

duced wheat, melons, onions, sugarcane, 

grapevines, radishes, chickpeas, cauliflowers, 

cabbages, and lettuce, as well as horses, cat

tle, swine, sheep, goats, and chickens. This 

voyage began the exchange of plants and 

animals between the New and Old Worlds 

that would have significant effects on the 

environments and ecologies of both worlds. 

Diseases. The Columbian exchange 

also spread Old World diseases, such as 

smallpox, influenza, and measles, anlong the 

indigenous populations-none of which 

had immunity to those diseases. Along the 

Atlantic coast of Canada, for example, fish

ennen and fur traders exposed indigenous 

The Columbian Exchange 

Plants 
Potatoes (white and 

sweet) 
Beans (l ima, snap, 
polk, navy, kidney) 

Maize (corn) 
Native grasses (purple 
needlegrass and other 

bunch grasses) 
Tobacco 
Peanuts 
Squash 
Peppers 

Tomatoes 
Pumpkins 
Pineapples 

Cacao (chocolate) 
Papayas 

Manioc (cassava) 
Guavas 

Avocados 

~ 
Animals 

Llamas 
Turkeys 
Alpacas 

Guinea Pigs 

IJ 
Diseases 
Syphilis 

peoples to European diseases during the 

early sixteenth century. During the seven

teenth century, diseases decimated Native 

American populations in present-day ew 

England, while during the eighteenth cen

tury Russian explorers spread diseases 

among the Aleut, Eskimo (Inuit), and 

Tlingit in the Pacific Northwest. Although 

the Old World diseases introduced in the 

New World were often catastrophic to 

indigenous populations, the Columbian 

exchange brought nutritional benefits and 

improved food supplies with the addition of 

new crops and new animal species. 

f 
Plants 
Wheat 
Barley 
Oats 
Rye 

Rice (from Africa) 
Sugarcane 

Coffee 
Onions 

Grapevines 
Radishes 

Chickpeas 
Caul iflowers 

Cabbages 
Lettuce 
Bananas 
Melons 

Grasses (wild oats, 
filaree, chess) 

~ 
Animals 

Horses 
Cattle 
Swine 
Sheep 
Goats 

Chicken 

m 
Diseases 
Smallpox 
Influenza 
Measles 

Yellow Fever 
Malaria 

The exchange of flora between the New and Old Worlds was extensive by the seventeenth century. By the late eighteenth century, many agricultural plants had been traded, 
particularly between the Western Hemisphere and Europe and Africa. Although some native animals from the Nt:lV World, such as turkeys and llamas, were introduced in 
Eltrope, the exchange of fauna for agricultural purposes was primarily from Europe to the New World. 
So"rces: James Lang, Notes of a Potato Watcher (College Station: Texas A & M University Press, 2001 ), 21; Elaine N. McIntosh, American Food Habits in Historical Perspective 
(Westport, Conn.: Greenwood Press, 1995 ), 65; and The Colum bian Biological Exchange. Dr. Harold D. TaUant, Department of History, Georgetown College. 3 Dec. 1998. 

< http://spidergeorgetolPncol/ege.ed,,/ htal/ant/cotmes/ hislll/col,,mb.htm> . 
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Plants. By 1500, the Spanish (see also 

16-17) had made considerable progress in 

their attempt to transform the ew World 

into the Old World; by the mid-sixteenth 

century the process was irreversible . 

Spanish settlers at St. Augustine in present

day Florida raised oranges by 1579. By 

1660, Spanish farmers or their subjects in 

Mexico cultivated nearly all of the most 

important food plants from the Old World, 

including wheat, barley, oats, and rye. 

Slaves or slave traders introduced the 

Mrican crop of rice to the Carolina low

lands by the early 1670s. Rice enabled 

white planters on the sea islands and low 

coastal plain to cultivate swamplands, while 

wheat and barley permitted settlers in t11e 

present-day United States and Canada to 

cultivate lands too high, dry, or cool for 

growi ng maize (corn) and otl1er native 

crops in significant quantity. 

Animals. The introduction of animals 

from the Old World was more significant in 

the use of the environment than t11e influx 

of new plants. By 1500, the major breeds of 

cattle and horses had arrived from Spain, 

which enabled ew World people to use 

the environment in a different way by con

verting grass grazed by animals into meat, 

milk, and cheese. Spanish hogs and cattle 

readily adapted to their new environment. 

In 1539 Hernando de Soto began explor

ing present-day Florida, taking thirteen 

hogs to help feed his men. By the time of 

his deatl1 in 1542, they had multiplied to a 

herd of seven hundred. 

Spanish horses also bred rapidly and, 

along with disease, moved faster across the 

North American continent than t11e peo

ple who brought them . By 1700, the 

Plains tribes south of the Platte River in 

present-day Nebraska were familiar with 

horses; by 1750, the tribes north of the 

river were also routinely using horses. 

During the mid-1780s, horses grazed on 

the banks of t11e Saskatchewan River in 

AGRICULTURE 

Further Reading 
Crosby, Alfred w., Jr. The Columbian Exchange: 

Biological and Ctlltllral Comeqttmces of 1492. 
Westport, Conn.: Greenwood Press, 1972. 

Lang, James. Notes of a Potato Watcher. College 
Station: Texas A & M University Press, 2001. 

present-day Saskatchewan. On the North 

American plains horses revolutionized 

transportation, hunting, and war, particu

larly for Native Americans like the Sioux, 

Cheyenne, and Comanche. 

Concurrently, sheep arrived 111 the 

American Soutl1west, soon outnwnbered 

cattle, and became important sources of 

food and skins. The Navajo were particular

ly successfi.u at adapting sheep into t11eir cul

ture and environment, and they became 

great herders on the arid grazmg lands of the 

Southwest. By the early eighteenth century 

Spanish longhorn cattle roamed t11e grass

lands of present-day southern Texas, easily 

adapting to the hot, dry climate. Cattle also 

became a new food source for some Apache 

bands that stole t11em from the Spanish 

ranchers in that region. In some areas, cattle, 

horses, and sheep required large grazing 

areas and frequently strayed into ative 

Americans' fields and damaged crops. 

Impact. Although Old World diseases 

decimated native populations in the New 

World, the introduction of Old World 

plants and animals, particularly horses and 

cattle, and the adoption of New World corn 

by European settlers contributed to popu

lation growth and more extensive use of the 

land for agricultural purposes. European 

plants and animals significantly increased 

food variety, supply, and nutrition , particu

larly in the addition of animal protein, to 

New World populations. The great variety 

of European food plants enabled settlers to 

adapt quickly to their new environment. 

In t11e New World, these plant and ani

mal introductions readily adapted to the envi

ronment. Horses, cattie, and partiCluarly sheep 

enabled Native Americans and immigrants 

Copyrighted Material 

McIntosh, Elaine N . American Food Habits j,1 

Historical Perspective. Westport, Conn.: 
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to use the lands of the arid Southwest and 

semiarid Great Plains. However, in the 

absence of natural predators, cattle, horses, 

and sheep occasionally overgrazed grass

lands, eventually contributing to soil ero

sion, the elirnir1ation of native grasses, and 

t11e invasion of weeds such as dandelions. 

Newly introduced Spanish grasses had a high 

tolerance for drought and overgrazing, 

which made them perfectly suited for the 

dry Soutl1west. Eventually these grasses, for 

example, wild oats, filaree, and chess, com

peted with and forced out native grasses 

Like purple needlegrass and other bunch 

grasses. Although Spanish grasses con

tributed to greater flora diversity on t11e 

North American continent, some native 

grasses became t11reatened with extinction . 

The Collunbian exchange had other 

environmental consequences. Many indige

nous New World plants that had been 

domesticated by Native Americans were 

abandoned as crops. When fOlmd in fields of 

European crops, the settlers considered them 

weeds. European farmers plowed the land for 

their crops, rather than using hoes and dig

ging sticks, which exposed more soil and 

made it susceptible to wind and water ero

sion. European sheep and Native American 

sheepherders also pushed t11e native bighorn 

sheep into higher elevations. Domestic sheep 

ofren grazed slopes too steep for plowing and 

destroyed plants t11at prevented soil ero ion. 

Although the introduction of European 

plants and animals enabled the use of soils 

and seasons heretofore unavailable, t11e 

Colwnbian exchange ofren upset t11e balance 

of nature, a matter that future generations 

would accept and perpetuate. 

-R. Douglas Hurt 
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ACiRICULTURE 

DOll1estication of the Land: Froll1 
Wilderness to Farmland 

E 
uropean settlers in tlle early seven

teenth century encountered a 

Nortll America covered with 

forests (see also 8- 9) mat were home to abLlll

dant wildlife, including deer, turkey, beaver, 

bear, wolf, cougar, and many smaller mam

mals. The Native American population had 

been significantly reduced over tlle previous 

century by diseases introduced by me early 

explorers (see also 4-6), leaving abandoned 

fields and clearings scattered along the 

Atlantic coast and major livers. Most success

flu European settlements before 1650 made 

use of tllese clearings, but soon tlle growing 

population needed more land and domestica

tion of me continent began in earnest. 

Wilderness. New settlements were 

increasingly carved entirely from me forest 

wilderness. Tree species were used as an indi

cator of land quality. Basswood, sugar maple, 

walnut, ash, and cherry were tllought to indi

cate me best soils; oak, hickory, red maple, 

and beech indicated intermediate soils; and 

hemlock and pitch as well as otller pines indi

cated poor soils. By tlle late eighteentll centu

ry most of the continent east of me 

Appalachian Mountains plus tlle Nortlleast, 

,vim tlle exception of tlle higher mOLllltains, 

had been settled and transformed to farm

land. Settlements spread from me coast up 

major livers and streanlS to the rolling uplands 

and fooiliills (piedmont). The process differed 

somewhat among regions, but in all cases 

resulted in vast areas of forest being convert

ed to agriCLunU"al use and tlle remaining 

woodlots being repeatedly harvested for tim

ber, fuel, and many otller uses. Habitat loss 

and hWlting pressure significantly reduced or 

eliminated most large manunals and game 

species, turkey, for exanlple, in settled regions. 

Settlements. The kinds of settlements 

varied: In me Northeast (see also 18-19 ), 
most early towns followed the English open

field model, in which settlers, or proprietors, 

A photograph of a diorama built ill the 1930s portraying typical land lise in MassachllSetts in the early 
eightemth cmttlry. When new towns were established ill the uplands, the new settlers slowly cleal'ed forest
land for their homes, fields, past/wes, atld commoll5. (Fishel" Museum Dioramas, Harvard Forest, 
Petersham, MassachltSettsj John Green, photographer) 

were granted large house-lots along a main 

street, plots in common fields and woodlots, 

and rights to common pastures. By me early 

eighteenth century tlle open-field system 

was less common in new towns. Proprietors 

received larger, often contiguous properties, 

but individual fields and pastures remained 

small and communities remained largely self

sufficient. In me SOUtll me plantation system 

was common (see also 20-21 ), with grants 

of one to several thousand acres allotted to 

an individual owner and large areas cleared 

for a single, valuable commercial crop. 

Agricultural patterns in me middle colonies 

often fell between these extremes. 

Forest Clearing. Clearing forest was 

an arduous task. In the New England and 

Midatlantic colonies settlers often cleared 

only a few acres a year. The ability to clear and 

subsequently farm large tracts often depend

ed on fanlliy size. Wimout easy access to 

water transportation, wood had little value 

beyond what was needed for local use, 

including construction, fencing, and, most 

important, fuel for heating and cooking. A 

typical ew England household conswned 

20 to 25 cords of fuel wood alUlUally. Where 

river transport was available tinlber was har

vested commercially, and towns at me 

moums of larger rivers such as Portsmoum, 

New Hampshire, became lwnber ports. As 

early as me mid-seventeentll century towns in 

outlying coastal areas were supplying wood 

for fuel to growing popLuations in Boston, 

New York, and Philadelphia. 

Although certain crops, especially 

European grains, required clearing me land 

of stumps and plowing, most clearance was 

accomplished by simply felling me trees, 

using what wood was needed and piling and 

burning tlle rest. Farmers tllen employed 
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The original coastal settlements in the eastern United States slowly moved upriver and inland throt~gh the eigh
teenth century. As populations grew and agriculture became progressively more commercial, vast areas were cleared 
f or crops and pasture and much of the remaining forest was harvested for fltel and timber. Most areas west of the 
Appalachian Mountains were not settled until the nineteenth century. 
SOltrce: Michael Williams, Americans and 7i;eir Forests: A Historical Geography (Cambridge and 

New Yo rk: Cambridge University Press, 1989 ), 54. Adapted with the permissio n of Cambridge University Press. 

hoe agriculture to work around the stumps 

or used the land for pasture. This method of 

felling and burning, which worked well for 

corn, also produced potash from the piles of 

burned wood; this potash could be spread 

on the fields as fertilizer or collected and 

sold (it had a variety of chemical uses). 

The less labor-intensive method of 

girdling (cutting a notch around the trunk) 

was used to kill trees without felling them; 

the trees eventually had to be removed 

when they rotted and fell several years later. 

Girdling was most commonly used in the 

South, often by slaves, for preparing large 

acreages of plantations for tobacco. This 

very valuable crop depleted the soil of nutri 

ents so quickly that planting had often 

moved to newly cleared areas before the gir

dled trees rotted and fell . On southern 

tobacco or cotton plantation fields, crops 

might be grown for only five to seven years, 

with the field then abandoned to regrow to 

forest for twenty to thirty years before being 

prepared for crops again. 

Forest clearing accelerated in the mid

dle and late eighteenth century, moving 

into the hills as populations grew and new 

homesteads and settlements were formed. 

Woodlands had traditionally been used for 

rough day pasUlre for cattle, witll swine left 

to roam tlle woods feeding on tree nuts and 

yOWlg roots. An expanding trade in beef 

Witll the West Indies and otller colonies in 

tlle eighteentll century made domesticated 

animals more important commercially, 

which greatly increased tlle clearing of 

upland pasture. This clearing would acceler

ate in the early 1800s across much of New 

England to provide pasture for sheep pro

ducing wool for the developing textile mills. 

Impact. As settlements spread across 

the land, little forest was spared. The best 

land became productive fields, rougher land 

became pasture, and woodlots on the poor

est sites were harvested repeatedly for fuel , 

creating persistent yOWlg stands of saplings. 

In the Northeast stone walls replaced wood

en fences as wood became more valuable as 

£llel than fencing. By the early nineteenth 

century crops and domesticated animals 

dominated an open landscape and the few 

remaining wild animals were either hlmted 

as game or exterminated as predators. 

Ironically, today forests have reclaimed much 

of this landscape, especially in the Northeast, 

as agriculture has shifted westward, and deer, 

moose, bear, beaver, and coyote halmt tlle 

maturing forests, which many newcomers 

now mistake for wilderness. 

-John F. O)Keefe 
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WILDLIFE AND FOR EST R Y 

Early American and Canadian Forests 

P
rior to European settlement 

forests covered about 1 billion 

acres (0.4 billion hectares), or 

about half of what was to become the United 

States, including Alaska. About three-quar

ters of that forest was in the eastern third of 

the country. Of Canada's nearly 2.5 billion 

acres (1 billion hectares) of land, just 48 per

cent was forest. Trees stretched from coast to 

coast below the Arctic Circle. Fire, disease, 

and wind created open areas that extended 

for miles, and the areas near many rivers and 

salt marshes were also naturally clear. 

Forest Types. Two types of forests have 

dominated the United States and Canada 

since the pre-Columbian era. Temperate 

forests, which stretch from the southern 

United States into southern Canada, contain 

both broadleaf (oak, maple, and beech, for 

example) as well as coniferous (pine) trees. 

They receive about 30 to 60 inches (0.8 to 

1.6 meters) of rain annually, with rainfall dis

tributed evenly throughout the year. The sec

ond forest type is the boreal forest, which lies 

in a wide swath across the middle of Canada 

and on into Alaska. The boreal forest receives 

12 to 40 inches (0.3 to 1.2 meters) of precip

itation am1Ually, much of it in the form of 

snowfall. Conifers, such as spruce, larch, and 

fir, predominate because they can survive and 

grow in a short growing season and in poor 

sandy soil with relatively little water. 

Native Practices. The population of 

pre-Columbian North America (see also 
14-15) is estimated to have been between 9.8 

and 12.5 million. Although these figures are 

regularly revised, any sizable population 

would have had a noticeable impact on the 

land. Contrary to the popular myth of Native 

Americans living lightly on the land, they did, 

in fact, clear land and alter the landscape 

around them to suit their needs. At the time 

of European settlement, Native American 

agriculture and use of fire for clearing and 

hW1ting had changed portions of the wood

lands to a more open, park-like vegetation 

where populations of deer, rabbits, and wild 

turkey thrived . Native Americans felled trees 

for housing and fuel, and also used them 

for fibers, foods, and medicines. Native 

Americans hunted black bear and used that 

animal's fat in ointments as protection against 

\ 1.L~~. ~ _ " ~-y ---A _'\. '" '-:;. w 17 ~ 1t.t ,'" '¥.' __ 

winter winds and swnmer insects like mosqui

toes. They burned the understory and ground 

cover adjacent to settlements to reduce insect 

problems, to improve the habitat of the game 

animals they hunted for food, to clear the land 

to plant crops, and to remove protective cover 

that could be used by enemies for conceal

ment. About every ten to fifteen years, a typi

cal Native American settlement would be 

abandoned because the resources of the sur

rounding land had been exhausted. With the 

majority of game either conswned or driven 

off and the soil no longer as fertile as it had 

been, the entire village would move to a new 

location, leaving behind large clearings that 

early European settlers used. As Europeans 

moved westward in the 1600s and 1700s, 

they regularly found open patches of land in 

the forests that indicated the former presence 

and industriousness of Native Americans. 

European Practices. Like ative 

Americans, early European farmers also 

found the dense forests of the New World to 

be a major source of sustenance. The forest 

provided berries, nuts, and maple sap from 

which to make maple syrup, and also forage 

Change in Forest Density of the United States, 1620 to 1850 __ r-':"'---\' 

Note: Each dot represents 25,000 acres (10,000 hectares). Some variations in forest density from 1620 to 1850 reflect the increasing accuracy of land sttrveys in later periods. 
In 1620, during the early settlement of the NelV World,forests covered the eastern United States. By 1850, hOlVever, the land clearitltJ practices of colonists (who 
desired both farmland and timber) had caused the edges of the forests to start to recede as settlers moved JvestlVard. 
Sotlrce: Michael Williams, Americans and Their Forests (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1989), 436. Underlying data from W. Greeley, "The Relation of Geography to Timber 

Supply" (EC01lOlIlic Geography 1, 1925 ), 4, 5. Adapted with the permission of Cambridge University Press. 
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WILDLIFE AND FOR EST R Y 

Forest Distribution and Loss in Canada, c. 1867 

. John's 

• l ichens and scaltered spruce 
• Other forest land (spruce-fir) 
o Best agricultural lands 
o Forest exploited before 1867 

'The distrib1Jtion of forests and areas that were exploited in Canada's Atlantic region. 
Souree: Robert D. Mitchell, and Paul A. Groves, cds., North America: The Historic,,1 Geography of" Ch""gi"g 
COIltillellt (To towa, N.J.: Rowman & Littlefield , 1987), 231 . Adapted with the permissio n of Rowan & Littlefield. 

for cattle and hogs. Ad eli tional ly, it was tile 

source of wood for utensils, tools, and furni 

ture, as well as potash (fertili zer) for farming. 

Like Native Americans, settlers burned trees 

to clear land for farming or for safety. They 

abandoned farms when they had exhausted 

tile land's fertility and cleared new forests to 

start tile process over again. Unlike ative 

Ameli cans, however, Europeans established 

permanent settlements. After using all tile 

timber in sWTounding areas, tile settlers 

imported wood from tile frontier for fuel and 

construction ratller tllan moving on. 

Consumption of Wood. Otller cul

tural elifferences meant colonists consumed 

more wood tIlan Native Americans. Native 

Americans elid not fence in land because tlley 

elid not believe in plivate ownership of land; 

colonists usually delineated tlleir property 

witll wooden fences- in part to prevent otller 

farmers' animals from tranlpling tlleir crops. A 

square 40-acre (16-hectare) field enclosed by 

a wooden split-rail fence required about eight 

tllOusand rails. (A mile of tllat fence repre

sented enough timber to saw 75,000 feet 

[23,000 meters 1 of boards, accoreling to his

tOIian Hu Ma):well. ) The United States had 

about 3.2 million miles (5.1 million kilome

ters) of wooden fence by 1850. 

Home construction used wood extrava

gantly. A sinlple one-room log cabin required 

eighty logs of 20 to 30 feet (6 to 9 meters) in 

lengtl1 for tile walls, plus adelitional logs for 

tile gable and roof Once a sawmill was estab

lished in a settled area and could produce 

clapboards for sieling, housing styles began to 

change to reflect a desire for a more "English" 

or sophisticated type of home. WealtlUer 

colonists built franle houses witll sieling to 

replace tile log cabin, whereas less affl uent set

tlers simply nailed clapboards over tile logs to 

"modernize" tIleir homes. Still, tile log cabin 

remained tile dominant style. As late as 1855, 

New York state had 33,092 log cabins hous

ing roughly one-fifth of all farm families. 

As tile United States grew, tile demands 

it placed on tile environment increased. In tile 
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eighteentll century tile establishment of iron

works would put heretofore w'lknown pres

sure on tile forests. Furnaces used to produce 

iron, a critical industry for tile U.S. economy, 

required huge quantities of wood charcoal to 

smelt tile iron ore. A 1,000-ton ironworks, of 

which tllere were many by tile late 1700s, 

required between 20,000 and 30,000 acres 

(8 ,000 and 12,000 hectares) offorest over a 

twenty-year period to sustain itself. Iron fur

nace operators found themselves competing 

with urban households for fu el wood. 

Between 10 and 20 aues (4 and 8 hectares) of 

forest were needed to supply tl1e wood bw-ned 

by one fireplace annuaLl y. By tile 1780s, com

petition between iron furnaces and home 

consumption in urban areas drew farmers 

into tile lumber supply trade, and provided 

tllem witll an extra source of income, 

Europeans in the 1600s and 1700s rap

idly decimated tile forests of tile eastern 

seaboard. Cities and towns dotting tile map 

from tile St. Lawrence River to Georgia had 

consumed surrounding woodlands and 

began importing wood from tile inteJior of 

tile continent. By tile mid -1700s, colonists 

had cleared forests for agli cuI tural lands as far 

west as the Appalachian Mountains and now 

looked to tile Great Lakes region (see also 

34-35 ) and tile soutllern colonies for new 

sources of timber as weLl as furmland. After 

the Ametican Revolution, witll tile British 

govermnent no longer resu-icting movement, 

tile expansion westward accelerated. 

-James G. Lewis 
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LAN D USE MAN AGE MEN T 

European Exploitation and 
Mapping the Land 

F
rom the late fifteenth through 

the late eighteenth centuries, 

European explorers and others 

sailed to North America, known as the ew 

World. While the explorers provided first

hand accounts of the territory and the conti

nent's rich resources, cartographers in 

Europe painstakingly pieced together a jig

saw of geographical information, converting 

this mythic region into a tangible territory 

ready to be settled and exploited. Thus 

began the transformation of a romantic and 

bountiful wilderness into a rapidly populated 

and commercially important continent. 

Early Explorations. A handful of 

Europeans have been credited for what was, 

in reality, the collective effort of thousands 

of explorers, cartographers, missionaries, 

traders, and land speculators. Credit for dis

covering the New World is popularly given to 

Italian-born mariner Chl1stopher Columbus, 

whose four voyages across the Atlantic Ocean 

between 1492 and 1504, under tl1e sponsor

ship of the Spanish monarchy, began the 

European conquest of tl1e Americas. Claims 

that Italian navigator Amerigo Vespucci 

reached tl1e mainland first are generally dis

puted by scholars, but Vespucci is credited as 

tl1e namesake of "America" and with chart

ing much of the northern coast of South 

America. Neitl1er Columbus nor Vespucci 

was tl1e first European to reach ortl1 

Amel1ca: Icelandic explorer Leu Ericson is 

believed to have reached the coast of 

Labrador in about 1000 A.D. 

Columbus's explorations led to Spain's 

domination of tl1e soutl1ern part of the 

Nortl1 American continent during tl1e 1500s 

(see also 16- 17); otl1er explorers, including 

John Cabot, explored tl1e nortl1 . Cabot was 

an Italian navigator sailing under the man

date of England's King Henry VII "to seeke 

LA\lF..R IQI !E. S f...l'1l:NTU IONAU~ 1)I \'t..:ir, F ... 'I SE.' 1'}t ll'o('JI~U:"' I'AItTIE' "I.I''' Lt:$ 'JblltESAjwrlCttlT t. ~, I.t..L .......... OA...Nm TV£l.Lr. FILA.. ... ct.tI. M LXl Q.UE.-.l."lOl'VI:11 F. 1:". SI'Ac.N£U . Ol,\'l: Al ' ~b:.xIQt'FJ..ES\su_"nf.l'uuu. 'nJ\'£ nt(AUf()Il~ .... 
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Worki11g for France's King Louis Xl I I, Nicolas Sanson was one of the most influential of the early El~ropean cartogmphers. 111 a series of maps called Amerique 
Septmtrionale (North America), dmwll from 1650 onward, he recorded the emerging understanding of the New World. In this map, dated 1692, the Atlantic 
coast of North America and the Gulf of Mexico are charted in some detail; the rest of the territory is divided into the largely unknown l'egio1lS of Canada, 
Mexico ("Mexique1l), a1ld Flo/'ida ("Floride1l) . California is depicted as an island ("Isle de Califomie1l); the map mggests the existence of a northwest passage, 
connecting the Atlantic and Pacific oceam via HlIdson Bay. (Collrtesy of Hargrett Rare Book & Manuscript Library/University of Georgia Libraries) 
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LAN D USE MAN AGE MEN T 

out, discouer, and finde whatsoever isles, 

countreys, regions or prouinces of the hea

then and infidels whatsoeuer they be, and in 

what part of the world SOeLler they be." 

When he reached the orth American main -

land in 1497, Cabot established England's 

claim to the entire northern continent. The 

claim to such a vast area was tenuous, not 

least because French and Dutch mariners 

were also actively exploring the region . 

Some, such as Italian navigator Giovanni da 

Verrazano and Frenchman Jacques Cartier, 

both of whom sailed on behalf of King 

Francis I of France, were seeking a westward 

route to Asia with its lucrative spice trade. 

T he quest for this fabled " northwest pas

sage" inspired others, including English nav

igators Martin Frobisher, who explored the 

Canadian Atlantic coast, and Henry 

Hudson, who charted the Atlantic coast as 

far north as Greenland and Svalbard (in the 

Arctic Ocean). The existence of the north

west passage was disproved only in the 

1770s by the voyages of England's Captain 

James Cook, who explored both the Atlantic 

and Pacific coasts of North America. 

Commercial Ventures. Searching for 

a northwest passage to Asia was only one of 

the driving forces behind European explo

ration. While Spain aimed to expand its 

empire by claiming territory, many English, 

Dutch , and French expeditions were com

mercial ventures, often sponsored by private 

companies. The English Muscovy Company 

(formed by English merchants in 1555 to 

improve trade with Russia) funded the early 

voyages of Hudson , for whom the Hudson 

Bay was named. The Dutch East India 

Company (founded by the Dutch in 1602 to 

advance trade in the Indian Ocean region ) 

underwrote Hudson's later explorations. 

Cabot's voyages led to the development of 

the bounteous Newfoundland fisheries (see 
also 178-79), following reports fi'om his 

sailors that "The sea is swarming with fish, 

which can be taken not only with the net but 

in baskets let down with a stone." Exploring 

for gold and spices, Cartier laid the basis of 

tile French government's claims to Canada. 

Cartier also began the lucrative fur trade (see 
also 32-33) along the St. Lawrence River; 

from the 1670s onward, the fur u'ade was 

controlled by the English Hudson's Bay 

Company. Disu'acted from his quest for the 

northwest passage, Frobisher ought gold, 

but found only fool's gold in tile bay-now 

named for him- near Baffin Island , Canada. 

Cartography. Charting seas and map

ping land were central to the idea of possess

ing and exploiting the New World . But maps 

of the territory were usually produced by 

European cartographers who seldom saw 

the lands they charted, relying instead on 

often highly romanticized letters and jour

nals of individuals like the Franciscan mis

sionary Louis Hennepin, who brought his 

religion to the Great Lakes and Mississippi 

regions . The sensational accounts were 

sometimes the reflection of equally sensa

tional discoveries. Hennepin, the first person 

to reach the Niagara Falls, described it as "a 

vast and prodigious cadence of water, which 

£llIs down after a surprising and astonishing 

manner, inasmuch that the Universe does 

not afford its parallel. ... " 

European cartographers slowly pieced 

together maps of North America fi'om the 

sixteenth century onward . German cartogra

pher Martin Waldseemi.ilier drew the first 

map to separate America properly fi'om Asia 

and gave the country its name (after Amerigo 

Vespucci ). The first atlas devoted exclusively 

to the New World, produced in 1597 by 

Flemish cartographer Cornelius Wyiliet, con

tained nineteen regional maps. A1t1lough 

later explorers used tllese maps dLU"ing their 

North Amelican voyages, the maps were far 

from complete or accurate. The maps had 

more than one purpose; some showed not 

only tile actual geographic features of tile 

New World, but also what explorers hoped 

might be found in LUlexplored territOlies. 

Anotller pLUpose was to convince potential 

sponsors tllat filture explorations would be 

financially worthwhile. Mistakes on early 

maps of tile continent commonly showed a 

"Sea of Verrazano" off Nortll Carolina, 

depicted California as an island, and included 

a nortllwest passage to tile Pacific via tile St. 

Lawrence or Hudson rivers. 

Impact. European explorers and map

makers were not responsible for tile first set

tlements in the New World; Native 

American peoples had lived in tile region for 

fifteen thousand to t'lventy tllOusand years 

before Columbus arrived (see also 14-15 ). 
By charting the romantic ideas and hopes of 

the explorers and making clear how much 

more land remained to be explored , settled, 

and exploited, mapmakers helped make pos

sible sponsorship of furtller expeditions. In 

addition, by charting tile limits of the conti 

nent, the resources it could offer, and tile 

best navigation routes, they made tile deci

sion to sail to and settle in the New World 

more realistic to tile average person. Settlers 

and adventurers did not begin just the 

exploitation of natural resources, they also 

began tile seizure of land , spread disease 

tllat decimated Native American popula

tions, and introduced nonnative species (see 
also 4-5), such as foreign cattle. European 

exploitation and mapping led as much to 

the destruction and disappearance of the 

virgin American continent and its peoples as 

to tile creation of a New World. 

- Chris Woodford 
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TECHNOLOGY. INDUSTRY. AND POLLUTION 

COll1ll1odification of Nature: Export 
of Resources to the Old World 

E
uropean governments, in France 

and England particularly, believed 

that the North American conti

nent would provide the resources needed to 

ensure and expand their power. Colonies 

could supply raw materials or semifinished 

goods that manufacturers in the mother 

country would process into fi nished goods 

for sale at home or trade abroad. European 

nations applied this economic policy, which 

became known as mercantilism, as they 

sought economic, political , and military 

power. Between 1492 and the late 1770s, 

mercantilism fueled the international rivalry 

for the exploitation of nature, particularly 

for fish, furs, and forest products on or near 

the orth American continent. 

Hudson Bay 

Fish. During the first decade of the 

sixteenth century, fishermen fi'om England, 

France, and Portugal worked the Grand 

Banks off Canada's eastern shore, and many 

processed their catches on Newfoundland. 

By 1578 English fishermen regularly trolled 

their nets for cod (see also 178-79 ), halibut, 

mackerel, and haddock over the Grand 

Banks. London merchants collected the fish 

and sold them in Spain or the Wine Islands of 

Madeira, tlle Azores, and the Canaries. 

Traders from New England (present-day 

ew Hampshire and Maine) also sold tlle 

best grades of fish to tlle Roman CatllOlic 

regions of soutllern Europe, willie tlley trad

ed tlle poorer grades to Barbados to feed the 

slave popl~ation. The Treaty of Utrecht 

(1713) transferred Acadia, present-day Nova 

Scotia, from France to England, and British 

fishermen began to use its coast to dry fish 

for sale in tlle West Indies. By 1750 some 

four hundred vessels employing six tll0usand 

men from Massachusetts took an arLIlual 

catch, primarily cod, valued at a quarter mil

lion dollars. Whaling had also become an 

important industry by tlle mid-eighteenth 

century. By 1775, New England produced 

30,000 barrels of whale oil annually, most of 

which merchants sent to Great Britain for 

lighting lamps, lubricating machines, making 

soap, and finishing leatller. 

Furs. The Europeans' exploitation of 

animals for nrrs (see also 32-33) began as an 

offshoot of their fishing expeditions for cod 

North American Colonial Trade Networks 

• BARBADOS 

Fish (cod, halibut, 
mackerel. haddock) 
Fish 
Dry fish 
Whale 011 

Fish, furs, and forest products, particularly naval stores, !Vere major extractiJle industries that took advantage of the environment on the North American continent. 
British and American colonials traded these products to Europe and the Caribbean in an extensiJle netJVork that supported their economies as well as the slave trade. 
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TECHNOLOCiY , 

off Canada from the 1490s through the 

1580s. In 1581 French merchants sent ships 

to the St. Lawrence River to trade with 

Native Americans for furs. By 1600, the 

French traded extensively for fiJI's at their 

settlement ofTadoussac at tile mouth of tile 

Saguenay River on tile St. Lawrence. In 

1606, the Dutch entered the nortlleastern 

fur tTade, and the economy of New 

Netherland (present-day ew York) soon 

became dependent on this trade. The West 

India Company monopolized tile fur trade, 

although considerable smuggling occurred 

witllin New England and Virginia for ship

ment to London. By the 1650s, tile Dutch 

shipped more than 45 ,000 pelts annually 

from tile Hudson Valley. 

The British entered tile fur trade soon 

after tile Pilgrims arrived in 1620. Beginning 

in tile 1630s, tile Puritam contJOUed tile fur 

trade until tile beaver became extinct in 

soutllern New England late in tile seven

teen til century. By 1680, the British fur 

trade centered at Albany, New York, a.Ild tile 

government actively worked to protect it 

fi'om tile French. French interests remained 

along tile St. Lawrence River and at Sault St. 

Marie between Lake Superior and Lake 

Huron where Native Americans fi'om many 

western nations met to trade. Montreal 

served as the French center for the fur trade. 

The British, however, controLled the fur 

trade of the Hudson Bay region. By the mid 

seventeenth century the fur trade had 

become a.Il international business \·\~tll a 

complex system of management structures 

a.Ild supply chains. 

Although the beaver population 

declined during the first decade of settle

ment in the English colonies, tile fur trade 

remained important for the French, who 

penetrated £'U' into Canada trading and trap

ping LUltil tile British drove them fi'om New 

France in 1763. To the south, deerskins (see 
also 24) for the ma.Ilufacture of gloves and 

other leather apparel replaced the beaver and 

INDUSTRY , AND 

millk pelts in tile imernational trade as those 

animal populations declined . During the 

1760s tile southeastern Native Amelicans 

killed more than 1 million deer a.Ilnually for 

tile fur u·ade. By tile nU'n of tile nineteentll 

cenMy, British a.Ild American fur traders 

also began exploiting the sea otters along the 

Pacific Nortllwest Coast. British traders pri

marily sold those pelts in Macao, China, 

while American u'aders returned to Boston 

and New York City with tlleir Ca.I·goes for use 

in domestic manufacture or shipment to 

Great Britain and Fra.IlCe. 

Timber. The New World was rich wi til 

more tlla.Il just a.Ilimal life; forests (see also 
8-9) covered 90 percent of British orth 

America a.Ild provided masts for tile British 

navy and merchant marine as well as plank

ing for shipbuilding. In 1651 British ships 

arrived in Boston to acquire masts for tile 

Royal Navy, and tile cutting of white pine 

u'ees beCa.Ille extensive in ew Engla.Ild by 

1665. The British government encouraged 

such use by paying a premium of £1 per ton 

on masts, Ya.I·ds, a.Ild bowsprits. In 1691, tile 

Massachusetts Charter reserved all trees 

measuring 24 inches (0.6 meter) in diameter 

3 feet (0.9 meter) from tile ground for the 

British Crown. 

The Nortll AmeriCa.Il colonies also gave 

England an assured supply of timber prod

ucts to keep its merCha.Ilt marine and navy 

strong WitilOUt relying on customary suppli

ers in the Baltic, especially Sweden, where 

international politics and cha.Ilging allia.IlCes 

could interrupt or close off supply. In 1705 
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POLLUTION 

tile British government offered a bOWlty to 

encourage tile production of naval stores 

a.Ild, by 1718, 82,000 barrels oftar a.Ild pitch 

were exported from tile colonies a.Ilnually. 

The production of naval stores, especially ta.I· 

and pitch, was centered in tile Carolinas. 

Sawmills also produced 1a.I·ge qUa.Iltities of 

lumber and staves, tile latter used for making 

barrels for tile shipment of tobacco (see also 
20-21 ), molasses, rum, and otller products. 

By 1676 Charleston, South Carolina; 

Portsmouth, New Hampshire; a.Ild Boston, 

Salem, and Ipswich in Massachusetts were 

major shipbuilding towns. 

Great Britain also exploited tile North 

American forests for tile smelting of iron ore 

(see also 72-73 ), which it needed for its 

army, navy, and industries. Because of tile 

technology of tile age, iron could be smelt

ed only ,,~tll wood charcoal; England had 

decimated its forests , thus tile New World 

supply was crucial. Previously, England had 

re-lied on Sweden for iron ingots (blocks of 

metal ) tllat it processed into various prod

ucts, but tile forests a.Ild iron ore deposits of 

the ortll American continent presented 

tile oppornlllity to end English reliance on 

Swedish iron. American iron furnaces used 

the forests to fuel the smelters, and innu

merable U'ees were feUed for fuel. By 1775, 

Pennsylva.Ilia, Ma.I·yland , and Virginia pro

duced approximately 21 ,000 tons of iron a.Il 

nualJy; tile American colonies ra.Ilked third in 

world production behind Russia and Sweden. 

The British, French, and Dutch 

exploited tile orth America.Il continent for 

fish, furs, and forest products, but the fur

bearing animals suffered the brunt of tllis 

exploitation. Indeed, tile greatest European 

damage to tile Nortll American environ

ment was the decimation of the fur-bearing 

animal population in the nortlleastern and 

southeastern areas of the present-day 

United States and the sea otter population 

in the Pacific orthwest. 

-R. Douglas Hurt 

Commodification of Nature: Export of Resources to the Old World . 13 

Copyrighted Material 



HUM A N HABITATS 

Pre-Contact: Indigenous Populations 
in the United States and Canada 

N
ative Americans are descendants 

of Eurasian people who crossed 

dle Bering Strait from present

day Siberia to western Alaska vIa a land 

bridge during me last Ice Age. The ancestors 

of ative Americans probably migrated to 

the Nordl American continent between 

twelve dlOusand and sixty mousand years 

ago; by 9500 B.C., dlese bands of hunters 

had completed dleir migration. The ice-free 

corridor permitted movement from norm- American cultures had developed , inhabiting 

western Alaska to dle Great Plains, and me dle desert Soudlwest, dle humid East, dle 

ancestors of Native Americans moved SOUdl cool Pacific Normwest Coast, and dle cold 

widl relative ease. On dle eve of European subarctic. ative Americans adapted to dleir 

contact, an estimated fifty million Native environments and used me natural resources 

Americans occupied dle Nordl American of dleir regions . 

continent, from dle Inuit (Eskimo) in dle East and Great lakes. The 

Arctic to a host of peoples in Mexico. Algonquian-speaking cultural groups occu-

Speaking as many as two dlOusand lan- pied dle eastern seaboard from present-day 

guages, a great number of complex Native Nova Scotia to Nordl Carolina, while dle 

AQ 'fj'£) ;3 5. 

Native American Groups in Pre-Columbian North America 

PACIFIC 

OCEAN 

GULF OF 

ALASKA 

Native areas 
-- Present-day countries 

Present-day states 
and provinces 

Major Nati ve A merican culturalgroups and lands at the time of European contact. 

GULF OF 

MEXICO 

ATLANTIC 

OCEAN 

SOltrce: Adapted from Alice B. Kehoe, NortiJ A merica" ["diam: A COlllpreiJemiJle Accolmt(Englcwood Cli ffs, N. j .: Prentice Hall , 1992), 104,161 , 225, 288, 430, 48 1. 
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Iroquois claimed present-day central New 

York and lands into the Ohio Valley. The 

Muskogeans, including the Chickasaw, 

Choctaw, and Creek, occupied the region 

from present-day South Carolina and Florida 

westward across the lower South to the 

Mississippi River. These Native American 

groups lived in temporary villages and skillful

ly used the enviromnent to meet their food 

needs by hunting, fishing, and raising crops, 

particularly corn (maize), beans, and squash. 

In the region of the Upper Great 

Lakes, many tribes or cultural groups gath

ered wild rice, but the Ojibwa also sowed 

wild rice seed and weeded the crops. Wild 

rice was a different variety from the numer

ous varieties of domesticated Mrican rice, 

which Mrican slaves or their masters intro

duced to the Chesapeake region and 

Carolinas during the seventeenth century. 

Prairies and Great Plains. When the 

Europeans arrived in the ew World, sever

al Native American cultural groups, includ

ing the Caddo, Pawnee, and Mandan, lived 

on the eastern fringes of the Great Plains 

because they could not easily traverse or 

hunt across that vast grassland without hors

es. These tribes also raised corn, beans, and 

squash as well as sLU1£lowers and tobacco. 

During the eighteenth century, horses intro

duced by the Spanish made their way north 

fi·om Mexico primarily by trade and capture, 

and the Siom: (Dakota), Cheyenne, and 

Comanche, among others, soon spread onto 

the Great Plains and created a new cultural 

identity based on buffalo hunting (see also 
36-37) and the ownership of horses as a 

measure of wealth and prestige. 

Southwest and Great Basin. In 

the Southwest, indigenous cultural groups, 

including the Pueblo, O'odham (Pima and 

Papago), and Yuman, as well as the Navajo 

who belonged to the complex Apache 

culture, lived by hunting, gathering, and 

raising a few crops along river flood

plains. Southwestern natives who practiced 

HUM A N HABITATS 

agliculture also raised cotton fi·om the Rio 

Grande to the Hopi COWltry in present-day 

Arizona. In the Great Basin of evada, Utall, 

and California, Native American bands, such 

as the Paiutes, lived by gathering seeds of 

sage, sWlflower, and goosefoot (chenopod). 

They also dug canlOS (a meadow illy bulb) 

and wappato (a tuber), for drying and powld

ing into meal, and they harvested pinyon nuts 

as well as hunted antelope, rabbits, marmots, 

and occasionally a few bison and deer. 

Northwest. Along the Pacific 

orthwest Coast, Native American cultural 

groups, from the Tlingit of southeastern 

Alaska and the Tsimshian of northern 

British Columbia to the Wakashan and 

Salish linguistic families in the south, fished, 

hunted, and gathered for su bsistence. 

During the late eighteenth century, British 

and American traders seeking sea otter pelts 

found the natives to be willing participants 
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On the Alaskan Peninsula and Aleutian 

Islands, the Aleut took advantage of the 

Japanese Current that kept the water of the 

Pacific Ocean relatively warm and drew 

whales, which they hunted, to the area in 

the summer. The rocky islands provided 

breeding areas for sea lions, seals, walruses, 

and birds, which the Aleut also hunted; the 

absence of sea ice permitted fishing 

throughout the year. The Aleut harvested 

berries and kelp for their major plant food , 

in trade, and together they nearly brought and those who lived on the peninsula also 

the sea otter population to extinction while 

driving the fur trade (see also 32- 33) inland 

for the exploitation of the beaver. 

Subarctic and Arctic. To the north, 

the Inuit lived in the subarctic region from 

present-day Alaska to Baffin Island and 

Newfoundland. The Inuit divided into small 

bands linked by culture and language. In 

Alaska the northern Inuit are known as 

Inupait. Along the Arctic coast where the sea 

froze during the winter, the Inupait's ances

tors hunted seals; during the summer they 

hunted caribou and fished in the Arctic 

Ocean. Along the Pacific Coast, the sea did 

not freeze and the Inuit, here known as the 

Yupik, hunted seals, sea lions, and whales 

from boats throughout the year. Yupik men 

also hunted caribou, moose, and fished for 

salmon, whitefish , cod, and pike. To the 

south, the Dene, an Athabascan-speaking 

people, occupied the region from southern 

Alaska to the Hudson Bay. The Dene adapt

ed to the forested valleys and primarily 

depended on caribou for their food supply. 

hunted caribou and bear. 

At the time of European contact, each 

Native American cultural group had adapted 

to its environment, using it for food, shelter, 

and articles for trade, but the arrival of 

Europeans would significantly disrupt tlle 

indigenous way of life. Native American 

populations were decimated by European

borne diseases to which they did not have 

immunity. As Native Americans adopted 

European plants and animals (see also 4-5 ), 
tlley began to use their environment dif

ferently, shifting from their earlier forms of 

subsistence. European demand for furs 

destroyed fur-bearing populations as Native 

Americans hunted and trapped them to 

exchange tlleir hides for European goods. In 

time, many Native Amelican groups would 

clash witll or retreat from the European 

peoples (see also 24-25 ) who had vastly dif

ferent views about tlle appropriate use of tlle 

environment and the use of the natural 

resources on tlle North American continent. 

-R. Dotlglas Hurt 
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Spanish in Florida and the Southw-est 

I
n the 1500s the Spanish founded set

tlements in the present-day U .S. 

Southwest and Florida. The additional 

lands enlarged the territorial jUlisdiction of 

New Spain (present-day Mexico), established 

a defensive zone against rival European pow

ers, and were a possible somce of mineral 

wealth. The indigenous inhabitants of these 

lands were equally important to the Spanish 

Crown as potential converts to Roman 

Catholic Cluistianity, laborers, mates, tax

paying subjects, and military allies. To estab

lish permanent settlements the Spaniards had 

to adapt to the environment by creating ini

gation networks, devising land policies, and 

introducing crops and animals suitable to the 

Southwest's dry climate. 

Early Exploration. Spaniards began 

visiting Florida and the Southwest in the 

early sixteenth century in search of mineral 

wealth and indigenous laborers. Explorers 

on an expedition to Florida in 1513 failed to 

find gold, but they did claim the land for the 

Spanish Crown and attempted to make 

slaves of Native Americans for shipment to 

Spain's Caribbean colonies. Alarmed by the 

establishment in Florida of a colony of 

French Huguenots in 1562, Spanish offi

cials sent a military expedition to construct 

a series of presidios (forts ) to guard the 

peninsula'S coasts. Accompanying the sol 

diers were Franciscan missionaries who 

established Christian missions in northern 

Florida. Conflicts with Native Americans led 

the Spanish to abandon most of these set

tlements except St. Augustine, which is tlle 

oldest continuously inhabited European set

tlement in North America . 

The exploration of tlle Gulf Coast 

and the Soutl1\-vest by Spaniards was the 

unplanned result of an expedition to Florida 

in 1528 tllat lost its direction. The written 

account of a member of tlle lost party, fea

turing tales of large native civilizations and 

cities of gold in the vicinity of New Mexico, 

inspired nltme expeditions. The search for 

these fabled mines and a desire to convert 

Native Americans to Christianity eventually 

led to the establishment of Spanish settle

ments, Santa Fe and Albuquerque for exanl

pie, among tlle Pueblo tribes of New Mexico 

in the early 1600s. 

Settlement. In tlle seventeenth and 

eighteentll centuries, tlle Spanish spread 

throughout the Southwest as missionaries 

sought more Native American converts and as 

a defensive measme against other Emopean 

powers tllat were colonizing ortll America. 

To claim more land for the Spanish Crown 

and additional souls for the Catholic chmch, 

Jesuit missionaries moved into southern 

Arizona in the 1690s to work anlong tlle 

Pima uibe. Threatened by French coloniza

tion along the Mississippi River and in 

Louisiana, Spanish officials also sent colonists 

to establish a selies of presidios and Franciscan 

( \!:\ / ~ '\. ../ l\ ~ \ ( 

Spanish Forts, Missions, and Settlements in Florida and the Southwest 

FranciscA, California (1776) - , 

• Fort 
O Mission 
• Settlement 

(1598) Year established 

Spaniards expanded itlto Florida from the Caribbean and into tbe pt·esmt-day southwestern United States from llot·thern Mexico beginning in tbe early sixteentb 
cmt1t1·y. The settlemeuts included missions, pl·esidios (forts), and tolV1IS. 
Source: Adapted fi·om Helen Ho rn beck Tanner, cd ., TIle Settling of North America: TIle At/liS of the Grent Mig/"llti01lS illto North America from the Ice Age to the PresCllt 
(New York: Macmillan, 1995). 
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missions throughout Texas in the 1710s. The 

forts served to protect the missions from 

attacks by Native Americans and to guard 

against incursions by rival European powers. 

This defensive colonization led to the fowld

ing of San Antonio and Nacogdoches in 

Texas as well as Tubac and Tucson in Arizona. 

A rumored Russian invasion of the Pacific 

Northwest caused Spanish officials to estab

lish a string of protective settlements in 

California, including fom presidios, twenty

five missions, and several towns, among which 

were San Diego, Monterey, and Los Angeles. 

The Southwest's arid climate limited 

the spread of the Spanish throughout dle 

borderlands. Scarcity of water restricted dle 

construction of Spanish settlements to areas 

along rivers where the colonists could build 

irrigation networks. The need for water led 

Spanish colonists in each settlement to build 

irrigation channels before constructing per

manent homes. A special administrator in 

each town oversaw dle irrigation system and 

distributed water rights among residents, 

each of whom had a responsibility to build 

and maintain the community'S irrigation 

channels. The scarcity of water made alloca

tions of water rights for grazing and irriga

tion equally as inlportant as distributions of 

land, if not more so . Land grants to individ

uals and communities were typically larger in 

arid regions than in areas where animals 

could graze on lush vegetation. The tracts 

were usually long, rectangular parcels instead 

of square grants, with small segments bor

dering rivers to assure dle greatest number 

of grantees with access to water. 
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The large distances between towns in dle 

borderlands and population centers in central 

New Spain also limited dle growdl of settle

ments. Colonists d1foughout dle Southwest 

had difficulty obtaining trade goods and mili

tary supplies because Spain's mercantile sys

tem required all trade to pass wough official 

channels, which resulted in delays and scarci

ty. The restrictions on trade wldercut the 

incentive to produce surpluses and forced 

Spanish communities to rely on trade with 

Native Americans, pay exorbitant prices for 

common goods, or engage in contraband 

trade \vith French or British colonists. 

Colonists d1foughout dle borderlands 

replicated the urban layouts familiar to dlem 

by organizing towns along Spanish models. 

Most towns were built near presidios and mis

sions because civilians needed military protec

tion and religious cowlsel. The center of each 

settlement was dle main plaza, which was 

lined widl government structures, church 

buildings, and shops. Surrounding dle main 

square were residential streets laid out in a 

grid pattern, common pasture, mLU1icipal 

property, and private farmlands. Although the 

lack of building supplies and money for capi

tal improvements often prevented colonists 

from achieving the ideal city design, dle 

Spanish urban model influenced dle layout of 

dleir most prominent towns at the end of dle 

eighteendl century: St. Augustine, San 

Antonio, Santa Fe, and Los Angeles. 

Natives. Faced widl a labor shortage 

woughout the Southwest, dle Spaniards 

competed widl odler European colonists for 

control over ative Americans. The fi'iars 
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gadlered dle indigenous peoples in missions 

and sought to convert dlem to CI1fistianity. 

In addition to religious instruction, the mis

sionaries educated ative Americans about 

Spanish society and language in an effort to 

transform them into loyal Spanish subjects. 

Newly converted ative Americans provided 

the labor to both feed the mission popula

tion and finance its operations by conSU"uct

ing dle missions' buildings, harvesting crops, 

tending livestock, and processing raw mate

rials into finished goods. Failing to find large 

mineral deposits, Spaniards focused on sub

sistence agriculuLfe (including corn, wheat, 

and cotton) as well a sheep and cattle breed

ing. Civilians secured Native American 

workers wough encomiendas (legal tides to 

their labor), repartamientos (rotary labor 

draft), or rescate (ransoms paid for ative 

American captives). The deardl of workers 

combined widl Spanish soldiers' low pay 

prompted the soldiers to capture Native 

Anlericans and sell them into slavery. 

Impact. As dle first Europeans to setde 

dle Soud1\vest and Florida, Spanish colonists 

u"ansformed the environm ent and culture of 

the regions. They introduced European 

crops, livestock, buildings, and tools as well 

as Spanish law, language, societal norms, and 

the Roman Catholic religion. Interactions 

widl the region's indigenous peoples, in 

turn , changed dle Spaniards. Spanish society 

altered as European colon ists adopted 

indigenous crops, construction medlods, 

and hunting techniques. Spanish culture also 

changed widl dle incorporation of indige

nous religious, language, and dietary prac

tices, and, perhaps most important, as a 

result of the increase in the number of 

children resulting from Spanish -Native 

Anlerican unions. Future communities 

would continue to see the legacy of the 

Spanish-Native American intermixture in dle 

place names, building styles, food, and pop

ulation of the Southwest and Florida. 

-Omar Valerio-jimenez 
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