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Chapter 4 – Section 2
Early American Civilizations

Male Narrator: The largest city ever built by the Mississippians was Cahokia. A thousand years ago the elite lived at the heart of the city, their homes and temples constructed on top of flat four sided platform mounds. At the center of the site and around the edges were large expanses of flat land, great plazas. Up to 20,000 people gathered here, living in small wooden huts around ritual center poles. Dominating the site and covering an area of 14 acres is the largest mound ever built in North America by human hands alone.  

Male Speaker: The magic of the mound is not the mere fact that millions of cubic feet of earth were moved to construct it in basket loads, but the fact that it was purposely designed, that specific materials were procured, mixed, placed in a systematic manner, with a very strong engineering sense to produce a true monument that stood for hundreds of years.

Male Narrator: Cahokia had its own center poles for each clan group, a circle of posts or hedge form the great sundial used as an observatory. The changing length of the shadows cast by the wood henge reflects the passage of the sun through the heavens in the course of the year.

Standing here its easy to imagine just what Cahokia must have looked like at its peak, there were people milling around the plaza, there were games, rituals and ceremonies and there was feasting and up here on the mound the chief mediated between the earth and the sky to keep the whole show on the road.

After over a hundred years of peace and prosperity around 1,200 A.D., the leaders of Cahokia began to face problems. Cahokians used wood for building, cooking and heating and demand increased dramatically with the rising population.  Archeologists now believe that deforestation had a devastating effect on the crops.

Male Speaker; The problem was the fields were getting flooded, they are maize fields and what I think is going on is they are actually fighting over land, its intra-nation warfare.
Male Narrator: Archeologists believe that power struggles broke out between the clans who had built Cahokia together. Cahokia’s elite, it seems, surrounded the central portion of the site with the stockade two miles long.

Male Speaker #2: First of all you are cutting down 20,000 trees and you are building this wall four times that’s a pretty sizeable forest you are cutting down, which means you are cutting down all the habitats of various animals that you hunt for food and other flora and fauna that are important to you. It means you’re competing more with other people for the same resources. So there is increased competition again more conflicts, it was kind of a vicious cycle.
Male Narrator: And the Cahokians shared some of our own problems with the environment.

Male Speaker #2: I guess its something that happens around the world, probably had pollution here, I’m sure they had smog if you think about all those fires burning everyday, hot summer day like this, you’d have just a pall of smoke hanging over the valley and it just became a city  with city problems.

Male Narrator: But, worse was to come. At this most scared site, there was a landslide even today the Westside of monk’s mound looks unstable.

Male Speaker #2: This would be the Vatican, the White House and Buckingham Palace all put together. Can you imagine what would happen if a quarter of its suddenly fell off?
Male Narrator: This omen must have caused even greater panic among people already fighting for survival. When they abandoned their site the Cahokians splintered into tribal groups and their old community structures were broken. The Europeans arrived on the American continent about a hundred years after Cahokia’s decline. The devastating effects of the diseases they brought with them and of the often brutal colonization make tracing Cahokia’s direct descendants even harder. No one can ever be certain what happen to them.
*****

PAGE  
1
Content Provided by BBC Motion Gallery

