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Late eighteenth and early nineteenth century anthropologists could not believe that
precolumbian mound complexes in the southeastern United States had been built by
ancestors of living Native Americans. Differences between those sites and the lifestyles
of the extant native peoples were simply too pronounced. Today it is realized that Old
World diseases introduced to Native Americans caused severe population reductions that
in turn led to cultural changes as native groups adjusted to new demographic conditions.
In order to begin to understand the nature and timing of these changes, it is important
to document the clash of Spanish empire and Native American societies that occurred in
the sixteenth century. This overview introduces that clash and its impact, an impact which
changed the world.

INTRODUCTION

The archaeological remains of the precolumbian Native American societies that flourished in the
southeastern United States are truly extraordinary. Literally thousands of village and mound sites are found
from the Ohio River Valley south into Florida, and from Georgia west across the Mississippi River into
Louisiana and Texas. Their size and number are so impressive that upon seeing them many people in
the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries could not believe they were built by the ancestors of the
Native Americans who lived in the Southeast at that time. People thought it was not the ancestors of the
Choctaw or Creeks or Cherokee who had erected the precolumbian monuments, but a lost race of Mound
Builders (Willey and Sabloff 1974:30). Observers could not reconcile the large and numerous archaeologi-
cal sites with living native societies and what was known about their seventeenth and eighteenth century
predecessors, because the precolumbian archaeological remains were just too different from the more
modern native groups’ lifestyles. The sites raised questions whose answers seemed inconceivable to the
scientists of the day. For instance, one early nineteenth century scholar wrote:

But from what nation did those ancients derive their origin? How numerous were they? How
long did they occupy these regions? When, and by what means, were they exterminated? And
to imagine that the whole people became extinct by pestilence, or some other awful catastrophe,
is an extravagant hypothesis, not supported by any precedent in the annals of mankind. (Fiske
1820).

The Moundbuilder myth was soon debunked, but the fact that it existed for a time is in part a result
of the many changes that occurred in southeastern native societies as a result of contact with the Spanish
empire and other Europeans in the sixteenth century. Native societies of the seventeenth, eighteenth, and
nineteenth centuries were greatly changed from those of the sixteenth century and earlier.
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