Civilizations of Middle Americas
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People first came to the Americas from Asia between 60,000 BC and 18,000 BC.  By about 1500 BC, people had settled in Mesoamerica, a region made up of Mexico and Central America.  There they grew maize and other crops, raised animals, and lived in villages.  Some of these villages became great cities.  

The Olmecs formed the first civilization in the Americas.  It lasted from about 1500 BC to 400 BC. A class of priests and nobles were its leaders.  Later Mesoamerican peoples, including the Maya and Aztecs, adopted features of Olmec culture, such as carved stone, hieroglyphs and the calendar. The most dramatic remains of the Olmec civilization are the giant carved stone heads. 

The Mayas built a civilization in Southern Mexico (Guatemala).  This civilization was at its strongest between 250 BC and 800 AD.  The Mayas built great stone cities and each Mayan city-state had its own ruling chief.  They created stepped pyramids and used them as temples for their local gods.  Often carvings on temple walls recorded historical events.  Most of their written language was destroyed when the Spanish came over, therefore only a part of their written language is understood today.  Most of the people were in the lower class and worked as farmers or as craft workers while serving the well-educated rulers.  Mayan farmers developed complex ways to raise crops, corn being their most important.   Well-built stone roads connected the Mayan city-states.  Traders carried valuable goods along these roads, but relied heavily on water transportation.  Even though the Mayans knew about the wheel, they did not have wheeled vehicles because they did not have any animals to pull them.  Mayans developed a system of writing, an accurate calendar, and a number system.  The Mayan people were short.  The average height of the men was just over five feet and the women were about four feet eight inches tall.  They valued crossed eyes and tied objects to their infants’ foreheads to develop their eyes in this fashion.  They also tied boards to flatten their foreheads.  That sounds as strange as piercing a tongue or belly button.  It is a mystery as to what happened to the Mayans.  It was the most important civilizations in the New World until 800 AD.  Suddenly, however, the Mayas abandoned their great cities, probably due to civil wars and poor weather conditions.  
Directions:  Read the statements below and unscramble the words in bold to find the answer.
1. The Olmec civilization is known for their giant stones:  sedah ____________________ 


2. The Mayan civilization was built in present-day augaletma ________________________

3. The Mayan pyramids or ziggurats were used as tsmelpe________________

4. The Mayans religion was eisytpolhcit    _________________________

5. Mayan achievements include a writing system, number system and an accurate nelradca ____________________. 

6. Why did the Maya leave their cities?
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