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AMERICAN INDIAN CULTURE AND RESEARCH JOURNAL 22:4 (1998) 15-27

The Urban Tradition Among Native
Americans

JACK FORBES

Urbanization is an extremely important concept because virtu-
ally all European writers imagine that civilization arises only
with cities and, indeed, the very word civilization is derived
from the Latin civitat and civitas, citizenship, state, and, in par-
ticular, the city of Rome, which in turn is from civis, a citizen.
The word city as well as Castellano ciudad is derived similarly.
A people without cities or urban centers will ordinarily not be
viewed as being “civilized” by Eurocentric writers, and, the
dualistic split between “nature” and “culture” in much of
Eurocentric thinking is also a “country” versus “city” split as I
discuss in another article.1

Most European writers picture Native Americans as peo-
ples living in the countryside, in jungles, forests, the
plains/pampas, or in small villages surrounded by mountains
as in the Andes. Naturally then it becomes problematic for
them when they discover that huge numbers of First Nations
peoples reside today in cities such as Buenos Aires, Lima, La
Paz, Quito, Guatemala City, Mexico City, Toronto, Denver,
Chicago, Los Angeles, San Francisco-Oakland, and so on. What
many non-Native writers do not realize is that the First
Americans have, in fact, gone through periods of de-urbaniza-
tion and re-urbanization on various occasions in their history

Jack Forbes is the author of Columbus and Other Cannibals; Africans and Other
Americans; Apache, Navajo and Spaniard and many other books and articles. He has
been interested in the interface of archeology and indigenous history since he wrote on
the prehistory of Siberia in The Masterkey in 1959.

15

22-4Forbes  8/31/2006  5:09 PM  Page 1



16 AMERICAN INDIAN CULTURE AND RESEARCH JOURNAL

and that urban life has long been a major aspect of American
life from ancient times.

It may well be that the Americas witnessed a greater
process of urban development in pre-1500 C.E. times than did
any other continent, with the growth of the most elaborate
planned cities found anywhere. The evidence seems to indicate
that from about 1600-1700 B.C. until the 1519-1520 C.E. period
the largest cities in the world were sometimes located in the
Americas rather than in Asia, Africa, or Europe.

Before discussing ancient urbanization, however, we
should say something about what constitutes an urb (Latino for
city) or odena (Otchipwe for town or city; otana in Powhatan).
The archeologist John H. Rowe, in discussing ancient urban-
ization in Peru, states that 

an urban settlement is an area of human habitation in which
dwellings are grouped closely together. The dwellings must
be close enough to leave insufficient space between them for
subsistence farming, although ... gardens may be present.2

Rowe distinguishes several kinds of urban settlements, includ-
ing the pueblo where all of the residents are engaged in subsis-
tence activities at least part of the time and the city where some
residents are engaged in other activities such as manufactur-
ing, trade, service, administration, defense, crafts, and so forth.
He also differentiates between cities and pueblos where all of
the people are gathered in the settlement and the surrounding
countryside is basically empty, and cities or pueblos with a
scattered rural population around them (somewhat like cere-
monial or market centers existing with rural settlements scat-
tered around them).

Rowe proposes to refer to urban settlements with less than
2,000 inhabitants as “small” and to those with more than 2,000
as “large.” (The U.S. census regards any place with 2,500 or
more persons as being urban.) Of course, I would add that the
density of surrounding areas must be considered also, since
one might have a series of hamlets separated by fields or forest
but which together form a close-knit economic and social unity.
In any case, American cities quite frequently far exceed the
number of 2,000 persons, and metropolitan areas (such as
around Goleta in Santa Barbara County, California) could have
many pueblos of 1,000 each in a rather small area.

We can also analyze urbs in other ways. Let us note the fol-
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The Urban Tradition Among Native Americans 17

lowing kinds: (1) multi-ethnic (multitribal, multilingual, mul-
tiracial) urbs contrasted with single-ethnic urbs; (2) urbs orga-
nized in calpulli-style kinship neighborhoods contrasted with
cities with dispersed kinship; (3) metropolitan areas which
include areas of countryside and villages or barrios associated
intimately with a ceremonial or market center (to be discussed
below) as contrasted with distinctly separated urban-rural
zones; (4) mega-cities such as Chan Chan or Tenochtítlan as
contrasted with smaller cities.

It is very possible that many ancient American cities were
organized into calpulli-like kinship-based divisions. Calpulli is
the Nahuatl word for a semi-self-governing neighborhood or
unit comprised of related persons, for instance, a tribe, band, or
other kinship group. It also would appear that many of the great-
est urbs in America were multilingual; that is, they included a
very diverse and heterogeneous population. Even in areas where
one language family predominated over a wide area we can read-
ily imagine that many different dialects would be spoken in the
urbs as well as occasional unrelated tongues (such as Nahuatl in
the Maya area). This is made very clear by the urban traditions of
Mexico and Guatemala, where groups speaking various Maya,
Mixe-Zoque, Nahuan, and other languages are frequently men-
tioned as living in the same city or region or as migrating togeth-
er into some other group’s territory, as in the Gulf of Mexico
coastal region known anciently as Tollan or Tulapan (Place of
Reeds). Incidentally, it is in this region of Olmeca-Tulapan that
the oldest date of the Mesoamerican calendar seems to be
grounded, a date of 3113 B.C. or 3114 B.C. (August 11, 13, or 20 or
September 8 according to the anthropological interpretation of
the long count found on Maya monuments or March 20 as found
in the Tepixic Annals). This date, incidentally, is probably related
to the process of urbanization in the Tulapan region, perhaps
marking the founding of a complex or community there or at the
very least marking the period when maize agriculture provided
the dietary basis for intensive population concentrations. On the
other hand, a great astronomical event could be referred to.

But before discussing the period of year 1 A.C. (American
Calendar), let me return for a moment to the classification of
urban areas. One of the special characteristics of American life
in such diverse regions as Peru, Mesoamerica, and the
Mississippi Valley is the very early development of ceremonial
centers, usually featuring mounds or pyramid-like structures. I
interpret these mounds as being symbolical breasts of Mother
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18 AMERICAN INDIAN CULTURE AND RESEARCH JOURNAL

Earth, especially when a structure is placed on top of the
mound, as was usually the case. Such breasts would serve to
link Americans spiritually with the nurturing power of
Gahesina Haki (Mother Earth). 

Many of these mounds become huge (as at Cahokia,
Teotihuacan, Cholula, and Moche), rivaling the largest pyra-
mids of the ancient Kemi (Egyptian) people. In any case, these
ceremonial structures are not always surrounded by a dense
civilian settlement (a city), but are often surrounded by unpop-
ulated areas and farmlands in which small to medium towns or
hamlets are located. It would appear that the ceremonial center
and the dispersed settlements together form a unity; that is,
they are part of a single social unit which can be seen as being
urban without being concentrated. Is that possible? Can we
conceive of a large area with many small towns or hamlets
working together to support a market center/ceremonial cen-
ter/educational center? Indeed we must, because otherwise we
cannot explain the erection of such centers (with all of the
immense amounts of labor involved) or their enlargement and
management over hundreds of years.

We also must come up with a new term for the type of
urban development that resembles some modern “garden
cities,” but which has at its hub a communal center with spiri-
tual as well as secular purposes. I propose that we speak of a
“heart network” or “heart circle” to describe a region in which
one finds a long-enduring association between many small
communities and a spiritual “heart.” Such a circle has many
urban characteristics but it is what we might refer to as an eco-
logical urbanism in which the productivity of the landscape is
not marred by the intensive and continuous erection of streets
and structures. Such heart circles may, indeed, reflect a pro-
found wisdom and a benign communal democracy designed to
ensure an adequate protein base for all persons in the region,
with so-called “wild” animals and “wild” trees and plants
being preserved and protected from overexploitation, while at
the same time being harvested on a regular but respectful basis.

One of the problems for all early urbs is to insure that large
concentrations of people can indeed obtain a balanced diet.
Some scholars believe that some American cities collapsed
because their populations became too large and concentrated
to allow for an adequate food supply and, in particular, a bal-
anced one with sufficient non-maize sources of protein. 

In any event, not all American urbs evolved as heart circles.
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The Urban Tradition Among Native Americans 19

In fact, there is an immense variety among early American
towns, in part because of a great variety of geographical set-
tings. Great cities sometimes developed without horticulture
and some developed in pre-ceramic times, but a prior necessi-
ty is the development of a high population density made pos-
sible by an adequate food supply as well as historical factors.
Marine environments sometimes provided sufficient food for
population growth without horticulture, as among the Calusa
of Florida, the Chumash of the Santa Barbara Channel, and
some Pacific Northwest nations. Likewise, the careful manage-
ment of non-domesticated animals, plants, and trees, as found
with the eco-managing peoples of California, can lead to sub-
stantial population growth. Nonetheless, the evolution of agri-
culture was a major step towards urbanization in many regions
from the Mississippi Valley southwards.

Seeds of cultivated squash found in a Oaxaca cave have
been dated at 9975 B.P. (before the present). By 8000 B.P. the
squash rind had the orange color of modern pumpkins (cucur-
bita pepo). In any case, American horticultural science has been
pushed back to almost 10,000 years ago, a date comparable to
the origins of domestication in Africa and Asia.3 In the eastern
area of the United States the domestication of cucurbits, sun-
flowers, and other plants (except maize) goes back to about
4500 B.C. Maize was domesticated in Mexico by about 5000 B.C.
and spread into the southwest United States by 2000-1500 B.C.
By 700-900 C.E. the widespread production of maize began to
revolutionize Mississippi Valley lifeways.4 In coastal Peru the
cultivation of cotton and other crops may have begun as early
as 3500 B.C., contributing along with marine resources to urban
developments after 2000 B.C. when maize culture becomes evi-
dent.5 The continued study of plants by Native peoples illus-
trates their intellectual vitality during these many millennia,
since at least some 150 plants were adapted to horticulture in
the Americas, in addition to the management and/or regular
use of hundreds of unaltered species.

It is interesting that weaving with cotton seems to develop
about the same time as ceramic manufacturing, but apparently
in different regions. The earliest ceramics (thus far) are from the
mouth of the Amazon, along the north coast of Colombia, and
from Valdivia, Ecuador, dating between 3600 and 3000 B.C. (and
about the same time as fired clay objects were being produced
in Louisiana). In Mexico bowls and jars of stone appear by
3400-2300 B.C. and ceramics by 2300-1500 B.C. A soapstone bowl
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20 AMERICAN INDIAN CULTURE AND RESEARCH JOURNAL

industry developed in the southeast United States in the 3000-
1000 B.C. period, preceding ceramic bowls. Specialized manu-
facturing seems to have existed at Huaca (Waka) Prieta in Peru
after 3000 B.C., where thousands of fabrics of cotton and other
fibers have been found.6

One thing that is really fascinating about America is the
many shared developments from 4000 B.C. onward. For exam-
ple, recent work has demonstrated that Louisiana is home to
the earliest dated human-built mounds in the hemisphere, one
complex (Watson Brake) being dated at 5,400-5,000 years ago
with other sites yielding dates in the 3500-4000 B.C. range. The
Monte Sano mounds near Baton Rouge had a permanent struc-
ture and charcoal dating to circa 3500 B.C. The Watson Brake
complex forms a series of linked mounds, shaped like a donut
around a central area. The people of these early mounds were
fisher-folk as well as eco-managers of game, trees, and plants
(or what some writers like to call “hunter-gatherers”). To the
east is another complicated series of mounds (Poverty Point)
dated to circa 1700 B.C. or 1500 B.C., depending on the source.
All of these mounds were preceramic except for the numerous
fired clay blocks noted above.7

The American determination to construct mounds or raised
platforms and other ceremonial structures can also be seen in
Mesoamerica and the Andean region, with mounds appearing
along the Peruvian coast after 2600 B.C. and especially after
2000 B.C. Callejon de Huaylas near Huaricoto begins about 2800
B.C. and has thirteen ceremonial hearths of a type subsequent-
ly found elsewhere in the highlands of Peru. Aspero, a huge
preceramic center by about 2000 B.C. has seven known mounds
and six other structures. Work began there by 2600 B.C. and
continued on for several hundreds of years.8

In Mexico, earthen constructions appear in the 1200-900 B.C.
period in Olmeca-Tulapan (southern Vera Cruz-Tabasco) at San
Lorenzo, a major ceremonial center located near the Rio
Coatzacoalcos. There, a mesa was artificially altered with large
amounts of fill, and ridges were constructed outward on three
sides. But the major features of this site are the huge basalt
heads, eight of them, the largest weighing some twenty tons.
The site is also very rich in Olmeca-type artworks and figurines
whose style has led to wild speculation on the part of European
American scholars. It is thought that San Lorenzo was
destroyed in 900 B.C. but the cultural tradition continued on at
La Venta (below). Mounds or pyramids as such seem to appear
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The Urban Tradition Among Native Americans 21

after 900 B.C., as at Cuicuilco near Mexico City where a circular
pyramid was erected, 60 feet high and 370 feet in diameter,
with four tiers, and four other structures nearby (all buried
beneath a lava flow prior to discovery). About the same time,
the people called the Olmeca erected pyramids of clay in the
region of Tollan or Tulapan, as at La Venta. There the
Americans, in the 900-400 B.C. period, built a giant pyramid
which stood some 30 meters high, containing perhaps more
than 200,000 cubic meters of fill. Estimates indicate that its con-
struction required 800,000 man-days and a supporting popula-
tion of at least 18,000.9 In Oaxaca, also, the Zapotec (Binizá)
people (People of the Clouds) began the construction of their
great centers of Monte Alban and Mitla (circa 800-500 B.C.),
while great Kaminaljuyú near Guatemala City evolved after
1700 B.C. eventually with several hundred great temple
mounds and with some large clay temple mounds by 500 B.C.
at least. On the Pacific Coast at Izapa, large numbers of earth-
en mounds were also built. This site was occupied from the
2000-1000 B.C. period and reached its peak after 500 B.C. Izapa
is interesting because of its connections with the Olmeca area
and also because, being on the Pacific, it could have had con-
nections with South America.10

The eagerness of many Americans to devote huge amounts
of labor to building “breasts” soon spread, after 800-500 B.C.,
northward to the so-called Adena peoples of the Ohio Valley
and vicinity. There, immense numbers of mounds were con-
structed which were also used for burial purposes and thus
they are known often as burial mounds. (A mound of this kind
was excavated in Virginia, incidentally, by Thomas Jefferson.)
During this same period the earliest large Maya cities (Nakbe,
600-400 B.C., and Tikal, a bit later) were the sites of platform and
higher mounds. And far to the south at Qaluyu, near Pucara in
the Lake Titicaca region of Peru-Bolivia, Americans were build-
ing a low mound several acres in size (1000-500 B.C.) with a
later one reportedly shaped like a catfish, after 700 B.C.11

John Rowe would probably not regard the mound com-
plexes or heart circles as being urban unless they were sur-
rounded by a certain number of dense structures leaving no
room for farming in between. But is this structural density real-
ly the key to urbanness? I must argue that the key to “urbani-
ty” is not the presence of closely spaced structures, but rather
the intimate interaction of substantial numbers of people in a
given geographical space. In other words, urbanity is a form of
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22 AMERICAN INDIAN CULTURE AND RESEARCH JOURNAL

associating (society or together-living) where communication
and networking, as opposed to isolation, are the norm. I will
also argue that mounds (as well as trading of goods, diffusion
of art styles, spreading of technical knowledge) are strong evi-
dence for communication and social interaction.

In any event, the early period of medium-size or small vil-
lages, coupled with common public works projects in the areas
mentioned above (such as the mounds), signified the gradual
development of greater population densities and the concomi-
tant expansion of agriculture and led to the development of
cities along the lines envisioned by Rowe (but often of much
greater size). Many European archeologists also imagine that
this period was accompanied by the development of non-
democratic political systems (command systems) and by hier-
archical social structures. They often use terms such as chiefdom
to refer to political units and they see social hierarchy in every
grave with gift offerings, just as every executed person
becomes a human sacrifice, and so on. Basically, these are all
projections from their own European and Middle Eastern his-
torical experiences, projections which may have no validity at
all for Americans. 

Personally, I suspect that the mounds and other great
works were constructed voluntarily by devoted persons whose
spiritual values took precedence over other considerations. I
would imagine the republics that constructed these ceremonial
(and perhaps educational) centers as being large cooperative
systems of together-living persons. But, of course, this is not
the perspective of most of my colleagues of European back-
ground, who see incipient kingdoms, tribute-states, and
empires in the heart circles, and who regard the development
of hierarchy and oppression as necessary steps in the long
bloody trail of becoming “civilized.”

In any case, we can turn to the area of the Andes for the ear-
liest large cities in the Americas, and especially to the coast
where rich maritime resources coupled with trade led to popu-
lation concentrations in narrow river valleys. After 3000 B.C.
small urban settlements became very common, as at Huaca
Prieta (cited above) in Chicama, where what are assumed to be
“public buildings” have been identified. Rio Seco has two
mounds about four meters high to create a raised substructure
for an important building. By about 2500 B.C. there were towns
with permanent buildings both along the coast and in the high-
lands, many of which have monumental architecture. The early
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The Urban Tradition Among Native Americans 23

structures were small, but by the 2000-1500 B.C. period, some
were enormous.

The site of Aspero is described as a “huge preceramic cen-
ter by about 2000 B.C....” with seven mounds, as noted above.
No population estimates are given for Aspero, but Las Haldas,
north of Lima along the coast, is described as a very large city
with perhaps 10,000 or more people. Its area covers a site of
two kilometers by one kilometer, and it features a complex and
imposing temple structure with sunken circular courts. A date
of 1631 B.C. has been obtained for Las Haldas. It was probably
the largest city in the Americas at that time (1700-1400 B.C.) and
very possibly one of the largest in the world, outside of Kem
(Egypt) or Mesopotamia.12

Another early waka (sacred site) was Chiquitanta (El
Paraiso) at the mouth of the Chillon River, Peru, dating from
1600 B.C. It “is the largest preceramic complex of monumental
architecture yet known in South America, with at least six
mounds....” The two largest mounds are more than 300 meters
long, being built of cut stone plastered over with clay. In
between is a patio with a temple structure at one end. Clearly,
such a center required a large population nearby to construct
and maintain it.13 Other urban developments continue to
appear thereafter along the Peruvian coast, as at a site in Acarí,
dated about 1297-997 B.C. The site may include public buildings
and could be a city according to Rowe. By 1000 B.C. the
Americans there were cultivating cotton, gourds, lima beans,
squash, guava, and peanuts. During this same era, from about
1200 B.C. on for about one thousand years a cultural tradition
known as “Chavín” spread to many centers throughout a great
part of Peru. The site after which the culture was named,
Chavín de Huantar, is dated from 850-200 B.C., but the tradition
itself is worth commenting upon here because of the cat
(jaguar/puma/wildcat) motifs which remind one of similar
themes in Olmeca art of the same period. It strongly suggests
ideological contact between Mesoamerica and the Andean
region, but also contact with Amazonia. Scholars have suggest-
ed that Chavín iconography shows an Amazonian tropical for-
est influence, which is quite understandable since the city is
located on a branch of the far-flung Amazon River system.14

At this point, it is wise to note that ancient urbanization
along the alluvial plains of the Amazon, as well as on the east-
ern slopes of the Andes, is very likely, but data seem hard to
come by. This may, however, ultimately prove to be a key area
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24 AMERICAN INDIAN CULTURE AND RESEARCH JOURNAL

for American cultural evolution because of the nature of the
environment along the rich rivers. In any case, cities of 2,000
persons are quite possible along the Amazon, and one Apinayé
village had 1,400 persons as late as 1824, even after the effects
of disease, slave raids, and so forth. Robert L. Carneiro has cal-
culated that tropical forest agriculture, centered on manioc, can
be extremely productive in the alluvial areas. He states that the
Kuikuru, with whom he studied, have an agriculture which is
“more productive than horticulture as practiced by the Inca.”
The average Kuikuru gardener spends only about two hours
per day in manioc cultivation, leaving quite a lot of leisure
time, and making possible food surpluses.15 Thus, there are
many areas of the Americas where we cannot, as of yet, make
any certain statements about urban experiences in ancient
times.

The next place where urban developments seem to begin is
in the Tollan region of Mexico, along the Gulf Coast but in
reach of the Pacific Coast via the Strait of Tehuantepec. The cen-
ter of San Lorenzo has already been described (1200-900 B.C.) as
a major ceremonial and artistic place. But it also required a
large adjacent population to aid in all of the earthwork and
artistic productions, which included such architectural innova-
tions as u-shaped basalt storm drains, with the individual
pieces laid end to end. (It is noteworthy that a somewhat anal-
ogous drain system existed at Chavín in Peru.) About 200
house mounds at San Lorenzo have been located, which could
mean a resident population of some size.16 If this was one of
our early American universities, then, of course, these houses
could have been for students and faculty. 

The period beginning about 900-800 B.C. is fascinating
because urban developments and mound building moved for-
ward in many parts of the Americas, from the Andean region
north to the Ohio Valley. Is this because there was regular com-
munication, perhaps by maritime and river routes? No one has
adequately studied, to my knowledge, the tendency of many
Native Americans to travel vast distances both for trading pur-
poses (the pochteca of Mesoamerica are well known as traders)
and for such purposes as learning about new things, seeing
new places, and studying under new teachers. Until such a
study is carried out we cannot know much about American
ancient travelers, but we do know that navigation, both in the
Caribbean-Atlantic and the Pacific Coast sectors, was extreme-
ly well developed before 1492 C.E.
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The Urban Tradition Among Native Americans 25

About 850 B.C. Chavín in Peru evolved into a major city and
center, with an occupation area of about one kilometer by one-
half kilometer. Its ruins include “a great temple which is one of
the most remarkable surviving monuments of American antiq-
uity.” As noted, the city has cat motifs and a great pyramid, a
north pyramid, a great plaza, and the temple site. Canals were
created to run fresh water through the temple. Chavín seems to
have reached its peak in 400-200 B.C. Later it survived as a cer-
emonial center, with habitation areas abandoned.17

Farther north, urban developments also occurred in the
regions of Guatemala (at Izapa and Kaminaljuyú, for example)
and Tollan, or Great Tula on the Gulf. Gordon Brotherston tells
us that in ancient Mesoamerican texts Tula “is most often pre-
sented as the city with which recorded political history itself
begins.” On the other hand, it is also described as having four
parts with twenty towns, which leads me to believe that Tula,
Tollan, or Tulapan was a region (as I have described it above)
and not a single city.18 This is, I believe, borne out by the intro-
duction of Adrian Recinos to the Popol Vuh in which he identi-
fies many cities in Tula including Zuiva and Nonohualco. In
any case, Tollan plays a major role in the later history of peo-
ples speaking many different languages (Mayan languages
along with Nahuatl and others) who trace their origins, at least
in part, to the many cities of the region.19 The people of the
region are called Olmeca; however, they probably were not a
single group at all, but rather a cultural tradition. Some arche-
ologists believe that an Olmeca state or empire existed, but
there is no evidence to support any particular theory about
social structure. European scholars often regard the huge
basalt heads as being portraits of specific rulers, and other
statues are also supposed to be kings or leaders, but numerous
other interpretations are possible. For example, if it is true that
the American calendar, a writing system, and written mathe-
matics evolved here (which is not certain), then why not imag-
ine that the heads and statues are of great thinkers, inventors
of the new tools for recording events and for calculating solar
movements?

As noted earlier, La Venta (900-400 B.C.) was one major
Olmeca site, among many which have still not been studied or
located. A large population was doubtless living in the region,
judging from the public works constructed. About the time of
La Venta’s decline, the urb of Tres Zapotes, farther north,
became significant and maintained cultural connections with
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26 AMERICAN INDIAN CULTURE AND RESEARCH JOURNAL

Izapa along the Guatemalan Pacific Coast. But also much
urbanization was taking place in interior Mexico, as at Cholula
where, around 500 B.C., people are said to have arrived from the
Olmeca region. The pyramid constructed at Cholula possesses
a greater volume than the Cheops pyramid in Kem (Egypt). Its
base was 440 meters long and it was formerly higher than 210
feet. It “became one of the largest solid single structures in the
world.” Interestingly, the later great pyramid at Cahokia is
1,080 feet long, compared with 1,440 for Cholula, and 100 feet
(plus) high, about half as high. But both possess a greater mass
than the Cheops pyramid.20

At about the same time as the growth of Cholula, the Binizá
(Zapotec) people began to quicken the pace of urbanization at
Monte Alban in Oaxaca. The early period saw the construction
of a temple platform with drawings of the “dancers,” figures
thought by some to portray conquered enemies (but which, of
course, could represent a great many other things). The most
significant aspect, however, is the presence of hieroglyphs
associated with each of the figures. Current knowledge regards
this as “the earliest body of writing in Mesoamerica,” leading
to the idea that “it may be that it was the Zapotec who invent-
ed writing and the Mesoamerican calendar....” On the other
hand, it is quite arguable that Monte Alban was one of the great
centers of learning of its day and that scholars of many nations
resided there in order to study calendrics and associated disci-
plines. Eventually, Monte Alban became “a truly urban civi-
lization” with an estimated population of 20,000 to 40,000 resi-
dents. Its ruins cover about nineteen square miles, an area com-
parable to Thebes in Kem and larger than Rome at its peak.21

During this same period trends towards urbanity accelerat-
ed to the south in the Peten region of Guatemala and adjacent
areas of Mexico and Belize. The people living in this area are
largely Maya-speakers today, but in earlier times there may
have been other languages spoken also. Many smaller towns
developed, along with great population density, after about
2000 B.C. Some of these towns may not have ever come to
exceed 1,000 residents, but people from surrounding hamlets
seem to form part of their together-living circles.

On the other hand, large cities and ceremonial centers also
appear, somewhat later than Izapa and Kaminaljuyú. The latter
is described as “one of the greatest of all archaeological sites”
in the Americas, with a sophisticated culture by 800 B.C. It must
have been an extremely large city but sadly it has been largely
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The Urban Tradition Among Native Americans 27

destroyed by the growth of modern Guatemala City.22

Farther north, cities such as Nakbe and Tikal, to name but
two, grow great beginning in the 600-500 B.C. period. One
archeologist claims that Nakbe is the “first Maya city,” but
Tikal seems to have exceeded it in importance. The latter was
built in the midst of a heavily populated countryside covering
an area of fifty square miles. In this region “family com-
pounds” are said to be seldom farther than 500 yards apart.
Estimates of Tikal’s population range from 20,000 to 80,000,
without a doubt making it one of the world’s largest cities prior
to its abandonment soon after 889 C.E.23

During roughly the same period (600-150 B.C.) the Valley of
Mexico was becoming ever more densely populated with
many urban settlements such as Cuicuilco; however, it was
lacking in major cities in comparison to areas in the south. But
another wave of great city making was soon to begin, preced-
ed slightly by a similar surge in southern Peru and Bolivia.

Rowe tells us that many Andean towns qualify as urban in
the period after 700 B.C., but all appear to have been deserted
by 3100 A.C. (B.C./C.E. 1), with people spreading out in farming
communities in fertile river valleys. The one exception was
Tiahuanaco (Paypicala) at Lake Titicaca which may have
already been a city in Early Horizon times. Dates indicate its
existence from circa 239 B.C. to at least circa 800 C.E., about 1,100
years. Tiahuanaco became a great city, with a core area of at
least one and one-half by one and one-quarter kilometers. One
author states that the Aymara (Colla) people believed that
Paypicala (their name for the city) was the middle of the world.
In any event, Tiahuanacan cultural influences gradually spread
over a vast area.

Another important city was Pucara, “a very large urban set-
tlement with imposing public buildings” located in the Titicaca
basin. In the region were several other Pucara-like cities as
well. In the Ica Valley along the coast a few “very large urban
settlements” also appeared at about the same time (circa 100
B.C.). The Callango (Media Luna) site is one kilometer across
with fifteen small adobe mounds (probably public buildings or
temples). Later, irrigation canals were built to serve the agri-
cultural needs of the area.24

To put things in perspective, we can regard Tiahuanaco,
Tikal, Monte Alban, and Cholula as being among the great
“new” cities of the post-500 B.C. period. They also were con-
temporaries of Teotihuacan, Taxim (El Tajin), El Pital, Huari,
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and other cities which began perhaps slightly later (150 B.C. to
100 C.E.). Interestingly, many of these great cities declined or
were abandoned after about 800 C.E. This issue of abandonment
is extremely significant, and quite clearly must be examined
from a hemispheric perspective. Some scholars focus only on
abandonment in the Valley of Mexico, or in the Peten, or in Peru
and Bolivia, when, in fact, the issue is perhaps a continental one.

In any case, from about 3100 A.C. (B.C./C.E. 1) until about
3900 A.C. (800 C.E.) America was home to an incredibly large
number of great cities and urban regions, including many that
I have not mentioned or that have not even been described yet
by scholars. There is no doubt that America was far more
urbanized than was Europe in this era, especially since Rome
and Athens had become much reduced in size after the
Teutonic invasions.

Far to the north, population densities were increasing in all
of the river valleys of Sinaloa, Sonora, and Arizona. An exam-
ple of gradual urban development is Skoaquik (Snaketown), a
Hohokam town along the Gila River. Skoaquik commenced in
about 400 B.C. and lasted until 1100-1200 C.E. It went through
many phases, often reflecting influences from Mesoamerica
including ball courts, irrigation canals, and the construction of
a platform mound in circa 500 C.E. It seems to have had about
100 houses at any given time, thus yielding an in-town popu-
lation of 1,000 or more.25 The construction of at least three miles
of hand-dug canals by 300 B.C. (or earlier) would indicate a
large, supportive population in the area as well as direct con-
tact with Mesoamerica. 

About 150 B.C. (or later), major urban development com-
menced in the Valley of Mexico with carefully planned designs
featuring avenues and plazas arranged in a systematic manner
totally unknown in most European cities of the time.
Teotihuacan, soon to be the largest city in the world, came to
possess a ceremonial area of seven square miles. It eventually
had a population between 125,000 and 250,000 persons. The
total urbanized zone covers more than twenty square kilome-
ters (five times larger than Rome within its walls), but evidence
indicates that the entire valley was utilized as a food-produc-
ing area for the city, with highly efficient chinampa horticulture
around the great lake in the center.

Teotihuacan commenced cityhood with about 7,500 people,
but by 150 C.E. it had become much larger (45,000 or more) and
impressive public monuments such as the gigantic Pyramid of
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the Sun had been completed along with the complex of major
north-south and east-west avenues. The discovery that there
are seven caves or caverns under the Pyramid suggests that
Teotihuacan was connected with the ancient city of Seven
Caves in Tabasco (Tulapan). Recinos mentions Vucub-Pec
(“Seven Caves,” in Maya) along with Tulan-Zuiva and Vucub-
Zivan (Seven Ravines) as being places visited by the Quiché
and the Yaqui (a Nahuatl-speaking group) in their migrations.
A tradition relating to the origin of the people who established
themselves in Anahuac (central Mexico) has them coming from
Chicomoztoc, which is said to mean seven caves or ravines
also. Thus Teotihuacan was perhaps selected as a sacred site
from early times.

Clearly, Teotihuacan became a major spiritual and educa-
tional center for Mesoamerica as well as a center for trade and
manufacturing. In addition to pilgrims and students who were
probably attracted from great distances, large numbers of the
local people of the Valley of Mexico came to be housed there, in
some 4,000 apartment-like dwellings, perhaps exchanging
farming for craft activities as the food production system in the
countryside became ever more efficient.

Teotihuacan was a multilingual city, with a barrio of
Oaxacan (Zapotec) people, a barrio of people using Early
Classic Maya pottery from the Peten, and probably people of
Mixtec and Nonohualco languages, the latter from Tabasco.
The dominant language of this fantastic City of the Great Spirit
(Deity) was perhaps Nahuatl, but this is not certain.
Teotihuacan “outposts” existed as far away as Matacapan on
the Vera Cruz coast and at Kaminaljuyú in Guatemala. The
influence of the city’s lifeways reached virtually throughout
Mesoamerica.26

Some archeologists speak of a Teotihuacan “empire,” but
evidence for such a command state is lacking or ambiguous.
Europeans seem to love to discover empires, perhaps because
Euro-Asian history is so replete with an emphasis on one great
command society after another. The fact that cities come to
share certain physical similarities is insufficient to establish the
existence of a common command state, as one can readily see
by comparing Shanghai, Singapore, New York, and Toronto.
The appearance of similar features in New York and London,
such as subways and tall buildings, does not prove that both
belong to the same empire although clearly there are shared
material traits.
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The period of about 3100 A.C. (B.C./C.E. 1) to 3200 A.C. is
remarkable for the evolution of several extremely significant
cities in both Mesoamerica and South America. It is almost as if
the two areas were following the same rhythm of growth. In
the coastal region of Vera Cruz the great centers of Taxim (El
Tajin) and El Pital developed. The latter is located on the
Nautla River, accessible by small boat from the Gulf of Mexico.
It is forty miles south of Taxim and features some two hundred
structures including earthen pyramids more than eighty feet
high, most of them covered with stucco formed from seashells.
The city center covers almost one mile square but is surround-
ed by about forty square miles of outlying settlements with
raised fields and sophisticated irrigation systems. The popula-
tion must have been as dense as that of Taxim (which had tens
of thousands of residents). Little is known about El Pital
because the area was still unrestored or studied as of three
years ago.27

Taxim may have evolved slightly later, but it certainly
became a uniquely beautiful center with a remarkable style of
architecture, related to that of Maya country in certain respects.
It is located on the Tecolutla River, near sites going back to 2900
B.C. Taxim covers 2,550 acres (about four square miles) and
seems to have become a major “administrative and religious
complex.” The city had at least ten ball courts with large-scale
irrigation projects and terraced hillside agriculture in the vicin-
ity. Taxim endured until about 1100 C.E.28

Along the coast of the Andean region many cities developed
or grew during the period after 3200 A.C. (100 C.E.). There were
“large urban sites” in the southern valleys of Pisco, Ica, Nasca,
and Acarí. Tambo Viejo was the largest urban site in the latter
valley, with an area of about one kilometer by one-half kilome-
ter. The greatest city in the southern region was Huari, located
twenty-five kilometers to the north of present-day Ayacucho.
“The site of Huari is enormous,” according to Rowe. The Huari
culture included the “construction of very large building com-
plexes consisting of plazas, corridors, and ... rooms laid out
according to a formal plan.” Rowe believes that Huari was an
imperial city. “It represents the formation of an imperial state
with a well organized administration.” Regions that came
under Huari influence tended to have a large part of the popu-
lation concentrated “in large cities.” This is similar to what was
happening at Teotihuacan at the same time. After about 800 C.E.
both Huari and Tiahuanaco were abandoned, although their
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cultural influences continued to exist until circa 1100 in north-
ern Peru. In any case, “in a large part of southern Peru and
Bolivia the abandonment of cities was general.” Virtually no
new cities were established in the region and “the entire pattern
of settlement in large cities was eliminated.” Nonetheless, the
Ica Valley continued to have imposing ceremonial centers after
800, but settlements were small. Apparently, heart circles had
replaced concentrated urban centers.29

Farther north, however, cities such as Pachacamac contin-
ued to thrive until gradually declining in the period between
1100 and the Inca conquest (fifteenth century). Pachacamac
was “a very large city” in circa 800, with a beginning in the
3200 A.C. era. It and Cajamarquilla were already large urbs in
the 100-800 C.E. period.30

Along the north coast of Peru the early pattern had been
heart circles, that is, ceremonial centers rather than concentrat-
ed cities. This pattern continued, for the most part, during the
Moche or Mochica period (about 100 to 750-800 C.E.). The
Moche lifeways (named after a single settlement and also
known as “Early Chimu”) involved advanced irrigation sys-
tems; heavy use of crops such as maize, beans, avocados,
squash, chili peppers, manioc, potatoes, coca, and peanuts;
heavy reliance on seafood; and the use of tamed llamas, guinea
pigs, and muscovy ducks. The people built huge pyramids,
including the famous Huaca (waka) del Sol, a massive adobe
brick structure with 50 to 140 million bricks used in the con-
struction. The mound is 135 feet high and covers about 12.5
acres (450 feet wide by 1,200 feet long). It is comparable to
those at Cholula and Cahokia.

The Mochica peoples were sophisticated metal-workers
and wonderful artists, producing unique portrait-like ceramics
of the finest possible quality. They traded in all directions. The
population was very dense, in spite of the absence of large
cities. One place, Pampa Grande in the Lambayeque Valley had
pyramids surrounded by “a sprawling urban center that
apparently supported 10,000 people.” Some scholars think that
the Mochica were highly warlike, since armed men are often
illustrated in their art. Interestingly, the archeologists seldom
comment upon the highly erotic nature of Mochica art. 

In any event, the Mochica lifeways were modified in the
750-900 period when influences from the south, called
Tiahuanacoid by some and Huari by others, became dominant.
The southern ways included the introduction of cities, and
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Rowe notes that there were “many large cities of imposing
size” as a result. But by 1100 C.E. local lifeways began to revive,
leading into the Chimu culture (to be discussed).31

During this general period, the Calusa people (or their pre-
decessors) in southern Florida were constructing mounds
along the coast. One was first inhabited in 50 C.E. while others
were built in stages between 600 and 1400. Significantly, these
mounds have yielded papaya seeds and chili pepper seeds, the
first in the United States (dated about 3100 A.C.). This illustrates
direct contact with the Caribbean and via the Caribbean with
South America perhaps.32

The region of northern Central America and southern
Mexico, similar to Peru, Bolivia, and central Mexico, was going
through a great period of urban development in the period of
250-900 (3350-4000 A.C.), so much so that this has been referred
to for years as the “Classic Period.” There were numerous great
cities in addition to Nakbe and Tikal, cities such as Copan,
Palenque, Becan, and Dzibilchaltun, to name but a few. The lat-
ter is said to have had 40,000 people at its peak, while Tikal may
have had up to 125,000 (at a high estimate). Perhaps some 3 mil-
lion persons were living in the lowlands of Peten, Yukal-Peten
(Yucatan), and adjacent areas. The entire region can almost be
said to have been urbanized or, at least, all areas were urban-
linked. Cobá, an important city in Yucatan, with a twelve-tiered
pyramid, has a dated monument of November 30, 780, which
also counts back 1.422 million days to the date of August 11,
3114 B.C. or what I am calling year 1 A.C. In any case, the great
cities in much of the area were abandoned around 900 (4000
A.C.) just as in southern Peru and Bolivia. No one knows why
such abandonments occurred in either region, although many
theories exist including one focused on revolts by the macewalob
(the macehuales, or common people). There is also recent evi-
dence of several long periods of drought or irregular rainfall for
the Maya region corresponding with this period.33

Some of the Maya-like people seem to have moved north
for a time into central Mexico. The city of Cacaxtla, near
Cholula and Tlaxcala, is thought to have been founded by
Olmeca-Xicalanca from the Gulf Coast, perhaps being the
Xicalanca capital after 650. The city features elaborate murals of
a Maya type (but, of course, art knows no ethnic boundaries
and always transcends language distinctions). In any case,
Cacaxtla seems to have been very carefully abandoned in circa
900 (4000 A.C.).34 Various chronicles of Maya peoples, such as
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the Popol Vuh, indicate many migrations during this era, pri-
marily from Tulapan (Tabasco) into Yucatan, Peten, and into
highland Guatemala perhaps. Some of the migrants were pos-
sibly non-Maya in origin, such as Ah Zuytok Tutul Xiu (987-
1007) who took up residence at Uxmal and whose group
remained dominant there until the Spanish invasion. The Tutul
Xius were said to be from Nonoual(co) in Tulapan by one
chronicle.

At about this time, a group of Toltecas (people from Tollan
or Tulapan) migrated into the Valley of Mexico, it would seem.
There they joined forces with some Chichimec people led by
Mixcoatl (Cloud Serpent) and founded the new city of Tula to
the north. The spiritual figure of Quetzalcoatl is intimately con-
nected with this new Tula and, indeed, with old Tollan as well.
One source tells us that Quetzalcoatl was associated with the
Nonoalco people of Tabasco, and, as we shall see, that is where
Topiltzin Quetzalcoatl returned after the fall of this new Tula
(in 1064 according to the Cuauhtitlan Annals, but perhaps later
according to some scholars). Tula became a very impressive
city, with an art style which later influenced Chichén Itzá. Some
scholars believe that Tula was the capital of a kingdom or
empire and that the Toltecas were quite warlike, but other evi-
dence argues for exactly the opposite type of culture. In any
case, Topiltzin Quetzalcoatl was forced eventually to flee to the
Gulf Coast and from thence to Tabasco and Yucatan.35

Significantly, during the period in which the new Tula exist-
ed and when many cities were being abandoned in
Mesoamerica there was a quickening of the pace of urbaniza-
tion in the north. In southern Arizona the Hohokam entered
into the so-called colonial period from 500 to 900 C.E., during
which their area of cultural influence expanded and the
Mesoamerican ball courts were being played upon, using a
rubber ball (showing direct trade with the rubber-producing
regions of the Mesoamerican tropical lowlands). Between 900
and 1100 the Hohokam culture reached its peak, with villages
concentrated near the Gila and Salt rivers. More irrigation
canals were dug and pottery manufacturing reached the stage
at which thirty-gallon jars could be produced. Pottery was
traded widely and copper bells from Mexico were being
obtained. At the same time, the size of towns in northern
Arizona, New Mexico, and Sonora was increasing while a sim-
ilar process was occurring in the Mississippi Valley and its trib-
utaries. This stage was probably due to increased mastery
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and/or adoption of maize horticulture, along with resultant
population increases and perhaps the acceptance of an urban
way of living.36

The origins of what is known as Mississippian Culture are
not entirely clear, but by the period of 700-1000 the major ele-
ments of the way of life seem to have emerged. Typically, social
units seem to have included a major town and ceremonial cen-
ter with a number of outlying hamlets, a still larger number of
“farmsteads,” and resource-gathering locations, such as quar-
ries, fishing locations, etcetera. The larger towns had platform
mounds around an open plaza, with structures located on top
of the mounds, in the southern Mesoamerican style. The larger
mounds were built during a period of 300 years or more, thus
indicating stability as well as devotion. According to James B.
Griffin:

Towns vary in size, but a population of 300-500 would prob-
ably be the norm. A population of over 1,000 would have
indicated a major town, while sites like Cahokia,
Moundville (Alabama), or Angel in southwestern Indiana
are unusual with populations of 2,000-5,000 or perhaps even
10,000 for the central Cahokia area at its peak.37

In the Ohio Valley region a tradition known as Hopewell pre-
ceded Mississippian influence and spread outward between
900 and 1300. This tradition featured large communal projects
such as burial mounds and great earthworks. One site has an
elevated circular platform 500 feet in diameter, reached by a
graded six-hundred-foot-long road. At the other end of the
road is an oval area enclosed by a low earthen rampart twenty
feet wide. Inside are burial mounds. The Hopewell people are
said to have been the finest metal-workers in pre-European
North America. They traded very widely, with a network cov-
ering all of eastern North America and extending as far west as
the Rocky Mountains.38

In the Southwest and in northwest Mexico urbanization
increased rapidly after about 900 (4000 A.C.), with the construc-
tion of large towns which are often in the form of row houses
or apartments arranged in an arc or in a rectangle, or in the
shape of an “E.” Generally, most towns at this time were com-
pact masses of contiguous rooms (from twenty to about 1,000).
During this period many of the great pueblos of Arizona and
New Mexico were built including Pueblo Bonito (919-1130),
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Aztec (1110-1121), Mesa Verde area (1073-1262), White House
(1060-1275), Showlow (1174-1393), and Yellowjacket (south-
west Colorado, 950-1300). Yellowjacket was the largest city in
Colorado and it contained “the highest density of ceremonial
structures ever found in the Southwest, including 182 kivas, a
great kiva, 17 towers, and a great tower.” Some room blocks
were three stories high. About 30,000 persons may have
resided at Yellowjacket and in the adjacent fertile Montezuma
Valley at the peak in the mid-1200s, whereas about 4,000 per-
sons are estimated to have been living in the nearby Mesa
Verde cliff dwellings at about the same time.

It is clear that many of the pueblos of the Southwest were
ceremonial centers in the same sense as the centers of the
Mississippi, Mesoamerica, and Andean regions. The difference
seems to be the use of kivas going down into the earth rather
than breasts going up into the sky. But both made use of plazas,
apparently, for ceremonial activity even as they do today. One
also should not overlook the educational functions of such
large centers. Recently, scholars have begun to examine the
elaborate system of trails leading in virtually all directions
from the great Chaco Canyon centers and have also begun to
question whether some of these towns were not primarily reli-
gious or educational centers.

Pueblo Bonito, built in an arc shape, had at least 800 rooms
and many stories. Aztec, also related to the Chacoan tradition,
had at least three stories with 221 rooms in the lower story, 119
in the second, and twelve in the third, but much had been
destroyed over the years. Strangely, Aztec was abandoned
about 1130 and then reoccupied in 1220-1260, perhaps in
response to environmental factors. In 1276-1299 tree rings indi-
cate a severe drought in the region, and at about that time most
of the large cities were abandoned.39

New towns began to be established in the Rio Grande
Valley as well as to the south of the Chaco region. An example
is San Marcos (1100-1680), south of Santa Fe. Immigrants, per-
haps from the Four Corners, swelled its population along with
other pueblos in the vicinity. San Marcos had two and three or
more stories, with twenty-two room blocks surrounding five
large plaza areas. It had about 2,000 ground-floor rooms, with
perhaps 5,000 rooms in all (although not necessarily occupied
at the same time). Clearly, the population was very substantial.
In 1680, after Spanish oppression and diseases had taken a toll,
600 persons were still residing there.40
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Many of the new towns established after 1300 (some dated
back to 1150 and just grew after 1300) were, and are, quite
large. They frequently were multistoried, some as high as four
stories. These cities had streets and plazas and good-sized pop-
ulations, with many exceeding 1,000 persons. Pecos, a very
large pueblo, had perhaps 2,000 persons and was four stories
high in 1590. In modern times such survivors as Isleta, Laguna,
Santo Domingo, and Zuni have all exceeded 1,000 while many
others have been close to that figure. Among these are our old-
est continually occupied cities, including such places as
Acoma, Oraibi, and Taos.41

During the same era, peoples of the Mogollon-Mimbres tra-
dition inhabited many pueblos in Arizona and vicinity, eventu-
ally building Casa Grande and Pueblo Grande near Phoenix.
Casas Grandes, Chihuahua, and Sahuaripa, Sonora, were large
pueblos in north Mexico.42 Most of the towns were abandoned
after 1400-1450, in a trend similar to what happened in many
parts of the Mississippi Valley.

Turning to South America, the period of 1200-1400 wit-
nessed the growth of the great city of Chan Chan whose ruins
still cover an area of up to eleven square miles and whose pop-
ulation is estimated at from 50,000 to 200,000 persons, probably
making it larger than any other city in the world, outside per-
haps of eastern or south Asia, until the rise of Tenochtítlan.
Chan Chan had a harbor at its west wall, with docks which
could be closed with gates. It had a well-laid-out plan with res-
idential districts with gardens, pyramids, and extensive irriga-
tion canals (one having a length of seventy-three miles). The
Chimu culture possessed great engineers, indicating an
advanced educational system. They were able, for example, to
construct a “huge dam” in the Nepeña Valley. Chan Chan is
said to have been the largest premodern city in South America,
but the great metropolis declined before the rise of the Inca
State.43 The latter’s culture did not favor large cities, organizing
the people instead into smaller cities with granaries and inten-
sive agricultural zones. The major exception was Cuzco, the
capital, which was a carefully planned city laid out in the form
of a puma. Cuzco in the early 1500s had some 4,000 residential
buildings, along with neighborhoods serving particular social
functions, in keeping with the Incan “welfare state” system of
production and rational planning.

Farther north, large cities continued to exist in Mexico, as at
Mayapan in Yucatan (1250-1350) where 11,000-12,000 people
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lived, and at Dzibilchaltun with even a larger population, as
noted.44 Many cities had disappeared throughout Mexico, but
in the central area Cholula, Atzcapotzalco of the Tepanecas,
Culhuacan, Texcoco, and others remained fairly large. In 1325
the people known as the Aztecs or Mexicas founded
Tenochtítlan on an island in the Lake of Texcoco, and during
the 1400s it became, with its close neighbor Tlaltelolco, the
greatest city in the world, perhaps the greatest planned city
ever created by human beings anywhere.

Much can be written about Tenochtítlan, but I will be very
brief. Its population is variously estimated at from 100,000 to
200,000, or much more, but all agree on the incredible beauty
and “modernity” of the city, with a geometrical arrangement of
both streets and canals, with causeways and a freshwater aque-
duct to the mainland, and with perhaps some 200,000 canoes
operating on the lake and along the canals. It was a thorough-
ly planned city with public health concerns of a startlingly
advanced nature. The removal of hazardous trash and feces,
and the provision of fresh water and plentiful food supplies,
made Tenochtítlan a model city; however, we should note that
it was probably patterned in this respect after earlier cities in
the Americas. All of this was destroyed by the invading
Spaniards.45

In many parts of America large settlements were in exis-
tence. Unfortunately, time and space do not allow for a careful
documentation of cities in the Caribbean or in many other
areas. One example will suffice to show, however, that many
Americans were town-dwellers, even in regions we might nor-
mally think of as being “rural.” Scholars have found that a
Mandan town in North Dakota in the 1550-1675 period covered
3.43 hectares and had 103 dwellings, surrounded by a ditch
and palisaded earthwork on three sides (and the river on the
fourth). Long rectangular houses were aligned in rows with an
open plaza in the center and a large rectangular structure locat-
ed therein, probably a ceremonial building. Ethnographic data
support a population of some ten to fifteen persons per
dwelling, and so the town very much resembles many small
cities located in other regions, such as the Mississippi and Ohio
valleys. After European contact the size of northern plains
towns declined greatly.46

Meanwhile, in the Mississippi Valley and throughout much
of the southeastern United States, the Mississippian tradition
reached its peak of development after 1100-1200. Many large
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and impressive ceremonial centers and associated cities typify
the period, represented especially by huge centers in such
places as Moundville (Alabama), Angel (Indiana), and Cahokia
(Illinois). Probably the greatest was Cahokia, a city which not
only featured its own group of impressive mounds but which
stands at the center of hundreds of other mounds within a
radius of seven miles. Cahokia is the “largest precolumbian site
within ... the United States.” One of its early visitors compared
its population with that of Philadelphia in 1811, a city of 50,000.
But it was more than simply a residential, commercial, and cer-
emonial metropolis. It appears also to have been a major calen-
dric and astronomical center with many “circles” designed to
record solar movements precisely. A beaker found in an offer-
tory pit near a winter solstice sunrise position has on it a cross
symbol remarkably like the Maya symbol for sun and time.
Cahokia is also thought to have been a political center, con-
trolled by a ranked, hierarchical society, but such opinions sim-
ply do not jibe with the political behavior of the people who are
descended from the Cahokians, namely many Siouan-speak-
ers, and perhaps others, including Iroquoians and
Algonquians.

In any case, a decline seems to have occurred after 1300-
1400 for many of the large cities, especially north of about
Memphis. The end is said to be “abrupt” in southeastern
Missouri (circa 1350) but perhaps a bit later elsewhere. To the
south, however, some areas showed new growth and large
towns still existed in 1541 when the Spaniards invaded the
southeast and caused a massive decline in population. For
example, the city of Etowah in Georgia, founded in circa 1200,
reached its peak of about 3,000 persons just before 1500. Some
mounds and associated villages continued in use until the
eighteenth century in the lower Mississippi Valley, as among
the Natchez and Choctaw.47

Over vast areas of America some Native peoples lived
highly urbanized lives for many millennia. Other Americans
lived in sizable towns of a permanent character, usually with
many other nearby towns in the region. Often ceremonial cen-
ters and heart circles were associated with these cities and
towns. Much of this changed prior to European contact,
although we cannot rule out the spread of disease from pre-
1492 events (such as the possibility that the bubonic plague or
other diseases were introduced by the Norse). What remained
after 1500 was largely destroyed by the European invasions
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and by the resulting population declines and dislocations. But
we need to be able to study the earlier centuries if we are to
fully comprehend our aboriginal American heritage. After all,
many of us have roots going back to Cahokia or Tenochtítlan,
and not so long ago at that.
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