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WHO WERE THE F IRST 
AMERICANS? 
T H E  Q U E S T  F O R  A N S W E R S
 

Who were the !rst humans to arrive in 
the Americas? BRIAN FAGAN examines 
one of the most enduring mysteries 
confronting archaeologists anywhere.
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Latest discovery: human footprints formed in soft mud on 
the margins of a shallow lake at White Sands National Park, 
New Mexico. The tracks were found in multiple contexts 
spanning at least two millennia, with the oldest tracks dating 
to around 23,000 years ago.
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On October 12 1492, Christopher Columbus, Admiral of the Ocean Sea, 
sailing under the Spanish !ag, landed on San Salvador Island in what 
is now the Bahamas. There he encountered Native Americans, whom 
he described as having ‘very good faces.’ Columbus and his successors 
revealed a vast continent, the Americas, teeming with a bewildering 
array of human societies, both simple and complex. Not that he was 
the first European visitor. Norse voyagers lived brie!y at L’Anse aux 
Meadows in northern Newfoundland in 1021 — a thousand years ago. 
But who were these ‘Indians’, exotic people whom Columbus paraded 
before the Spanish court? Where had they come from and how had 
they reached the Americas? Had they sailed across broad oceans? Or 
had they walked to their new homeland? The debate over the first 
settlement of the Americas has continued ever since.

In the beginning

In 1590, Jesuit missionary José de Acosta published his Historia natural 
y moral de las Indias. He theorised that small groups of ‘savage hunters 
driven from their homelands by starvation or some other hardships’ 
had crossed into North America overland, ‘with short stretches of 
navigation,’ two thousand years before Columbus. De Acosta wrote 
these words about two centuries before the Danish explorer (in Russian 
service) Vitus Bering sailed into the northern strait that bears his 
name. As the tempo of European settlement accelerated, theories about 
the First Americans proliferated, variously involving the (inevitable) 
Ten Lost Tribes of Israel or long-forgotten civilisations with armies 
similar to those of Alexander the Great, who fought over the Midwest. 
All this was scintillatingly stirring stu", but was, of course, nonsense 
and the product of colonists’ fertile imaginations.

Serious research began in 1856, when a wise and sober scholar, Samuel 
Haven, Librarian of the American Antiquarian Society, published a 
remarkable essay entitled ‘Archaeology of the United States’ in which 
he surveyed everything that was known about the origins of the Native 
Americans. After examining all the lines of evidence available to him, 
he wrote that ‘All their [the indigens’] characteristic a"iliations are 
found in the early conditions of Asiatic races.’ 

How long ago the First Americans had crossed the Bering Strait 
remained a mystery, but Haven believed it was far longer ago than 
most people assumed. The erudite librarian was prophetic. Virtually 
everyone now accepts that the first settlers in the Americas crossed 
the Bering Strait from Siberia. 

Haven’s book was published as ever-more excavations began to show 
that humans had lived in Europe alongside long-extinct animals, their 
association well documented in France’s Somme Valley. The beetle-
browed Neanderthal skull discovered in Germany in 1856 was clearly an 
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