
Introduction Part II:  East Meets West, 1600-1783

Introduction
The first known contact between Europeans and the native peoples of North America occurred in approximately 850 A.D., when sea-going Norsemen encountered the Eskimos of Greenland.  Evidence of the Norse presence in the New World has been found in the Inugsuk culture of western Greenland, which flourished in the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries and displayed some traits which suggest northern European in​fluence; on the Maine coast, where an eleventh-century Norse coin was discovered; on the Newfoundland coast; and in other sites.  All of the Norse settlements, however, appear to have been abandoned by the middle of the fourteenth century.  When later Europeans reached the Americas, few traces of the Norse presence remained (Josephy, pp. 62-63, 294).

This unit begins with the arrival of the Spanish, French, English, and Dutch explorers whose "discovery" of the New World has been abundantly documented.  As an introduction to the early encounters between Old World and New, the first lecture presents a series of drawings, paintings, and sculptures which preserve the European-American response to the native peoples of America.  Some of the images provide an accurate record of native cultures at the time of contact; others reveal more about European assumptions and expectations than about the Indian cultures depicted.

The second and fourth lectures of the unit present a chronological outline of the relations between native peoples and the European invaders who established claims in the New World.  These lectures focus on impor​tant local, national, and international events which affected Indian-European relations from 1513, when the Spaniard Juan Ponce de Leon reached Florida, to 1783, when the Treaty of Paris extended the boundaries of the United States west to the Mississippi River.

The third lecture of the unit explores the context within which these events unfolded.  The diversity of American Indian peoples has been suggested in the first unit of the series.  Just as the diversity of Indian cultures affected the nature of their individual contacts with Europeans, the various European political and legal systems, beliefs, goals, assumptions, and expectations had an impact on Indian-European re​lations in the New World.  Each of the European monarchies established a policy to govern its claims in the New World, in keeping with its per​ceptions of its own national interests.  At the same time, the actions of the individuals who came to New Spain, New France, New England, and New Netherlands were more often determined by personal interests, expecta​tions, and fears than by the dictates of a distant government or its representatives (Tyler, pp. 28-29).

The distinctive national patterns of Indian-European relationships reflect these differences in policy and interest.  The Spaniard came to North America with a double mandate: to take the mineral wealth of this new continent and to convert its residents to Catholicism.  Although Frenchmen too dreamed of wealth and converts, the wealth they sought was to be found in the fur trade.  To obtain that wealth, they had to main​tain good relations with the native peoples, and they were therefore more likely to use persuasion instead of force and more inclined to live among the tribes and intermarry with them.  Dutchmen, whether farmers or traders, generally, did not try to obtain the converts desired by the Spanish or the close relationships established by the French.  If necessary, the Dutch paid Indians for their lands and traded with them for their furs, but Dutch settlers remained as isolated as they could from the native peoples.  England, of all the sixteenth-century European nations who sent representatives to the Americas, had had the least contact with peoples of other races.  When the English reached the New World, they displayed perhaps the greatest hostility to its native inhabitants. The English, unlike the Spanish, French, and Dutch, saw the Indians primarily as obstacles to their expansion, not as potential converts, traders, or neighbors.  In harmony with those assumptions, the English policy pro​claimed in 1763 at the close of the French and Indian War was designed to remove Indians from land wanted by English colonists and to keep the native people as far from the settlers possible.  This policy was to serve as a precedent for later American policies toward the Indians (Tyler, pp. 28-29).Of all the aspects of early Indian-European relations, none had a more pervasive effect than the fur trade, which is the focus of the fifth lecture in this unit.  In most cases it was the fur trader who first ventured into the land beyond the periphery of European settlements, first encountered representatives of unknown tribes, and first recorded descriptions of unfamiliar peoples.  Often his trade goods preceded him, bringing enormous changes to the material cultures of Indian peoples goods, but also disease, environmental changes, and alterations in inter-tribal relations and tribal sociopolitical structures.

The first five lectures of the unit survey two centuries of events, policies, attitudes, assumptions, and activities.  Such an overview can only suggest the general pattern of Indian-European relations in North America.  To explore the individual nature and consequences of those relations, the sixth and final lecture of the unit examines four groups in greater detail:  the Seneca of the Northeast, the Cheyenne of the Plains, the Cherokee of the Southeast, and the Navajo of the Southwest.

