AN INTRODUCTION TO AMERICAN INDIAN HISTORY
RETHINKING FIRST CONTACT:
THE EFFECTS OF EUROPEAN ARRIVAL ON THE ESTABLISHED CULTURES OF NORTH AMERICA
TEACHER BACKGROUND

The persistent myth that “Columbus discovered America” ignores the rich American Indian cultures
that already lived in—and traveled throughout—the so-called “New World” long before the arrival of
Euro-Americans. Placing Columbus, a European, at the forefront of American history suggests that all
important contributions to this country’s past have been made by Europeans, and this Euro-centric
point of view downplays the historical importance of native societies and overlooks the impact first
contact had on these cultures.

Moreover, textbooks that do explore the consequences of contact generally focus on New England
and/or Plains Indians, effectively erasing the histories of Great Basin tribes. By telling the story of
Columbus in a way that includes the people he first contacted and comparing it to the experiences
of Great Basin Indians, students can form a new understanding of American history that recognizes
the impact of colonization on non-European cultures. They will also understand that the tribes of
Utah experienced the consequences of contact and exchange well before whites began to settle the
area in the mid-nineteenth century.

Objective

The student will combine their knowledge of Christopher Columbus with information about first
contact among the Great Basin tribes to understand the many consequences of contact between
Indians and Europeans in the Great Basin.

Teacher Materials
At a Glance: Utah’s Indians and First Contact

Map of the Ancestral Lands of Utah’s Indians

Map of European Expansion into the Great Basin

We Shall Remain: The Navajo (chapter 2, 3:25–5:27)

We Shall Remain: The Goshute (chapter 2, 8:55–11:50)
We Shall Remain: The Paiute (chapter 2, 4:15–5:15)
We Shall Remain: The Ute (chapter 2, 3:25–8:19)

We Shall Remain: The Northwestern Shoshone (chapter 2, 3:20–6:19)
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Student Materials

Blank Map of the Original Territories of Utah’s
Indians

Time Frame

Two thirty-minute periods

Additional Materials Needed
Crayons or colored pencils

Procedure

Ask the students what they know about Columbus, and have a brief discussion about the story of
Columbus and why he is so famous. Ask the students what they think “discovered” means. Point out
that while people say that Columbus “discovered” America, there were already people in America
with families and communities who called it their home. When Columbus met these first Americans,
it was a moment of “first contact” for both the Indians and the Europeans.
Explain that first contact was an exchange of cultures and ideas; you might want to briefly mention
some of the foods and animals that would have been exchanged between the Indians and the Europeans
(e.g. Indians: corn, potatoes, tomatoes; Europeans: wheat, horses, cattle). Note that contact changed
the cultures of both the Europeans and the Indians. Explain that, for native people, this process often
led to very difficult changes, as Europeans brought diseases that the Indians had never encountered
and, thus, for which they had no immunities. In addition, European settlers often treated the Indians
very badly. Point out that while first contact was an enormously challenging process for all Indian
communities, native people survived.
Next, ask the students to think about what “first contact” might have been like for the Indians living in
what is now Utah. Show them the Map of the Ancestral Lands of Utah’s Indians. Give them the blank
map of Utah, and have them draw in the ancestral territory of the each tribe and fill in each of those
territories with a different color. Using information in the At a Glance, the brief histories of each tribe,
and material from the films, explain what life was life for each of Utah’s tribes.

Next, show the students the Map of European Expansion into of the Great Basin. Have them draw in
and label the routes that explorers and settlers from Spain and the United States took through Utah.
Have them look at the ancestral Indian lands that these routes went through and think about the
Indians these explorers and emigrants would have met. Using material from the At a Glance and the
films, explain what these encounters were like. This may be a difficult topic for some students, but you
can emphasize that Utah’s Indians adapted and survived and that their descendents are alive and an
important part of Utah’s culture today.
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Assessment/products
Completed map

variations/extensions

Show the students the national documentary, We Shall Remain: After the Mayflower (chapters 2 and
3), and have them compare the New England experience to the Great Basin experience.
Have students create a new poem about first contact in the Great Basin in the style of “In fourteen
hundred and ninety-two, Columbus sailed the ocean blue.”

Have students discuss their own—or a family member’s—immigration experience, focusing on
what it was like to experience “first contact” with new people in a new place. Have the student think
about how that contact experience might have been similar to, or different than, a Utah American
Indian’s first experience meeting a European or American.

additional references

Blackhawk, Ned. Violence over the Land: Indians and Empires in the Early American West. Cambridge,
Mass.: Harvard University Press, 2006.
Calloway, Colin G. First Peoples: A Documentary Survey of American Indian History. Boston: Bedford
St. Martins, 2004.
Conetah, Fred A. A History of the Northern Ute People. Ed. Kathryn L. MacKay and Floyd A.
O’Neil. Fort Duchesne, Utah: Uintah-Ouray Tribe, 1982.
Cuch, Forrest S., ed. A History of Utah’s American Indians. Salt Lake City: Utah Division of
Indian Affairs and the Utah Division of State History, 2000.

Loewen, James W. Lies My Teacher Told Me. New York: New Press, 2007.

Martin, Cheryl E., and Mark Wasserman. Latin America and Its People. 2d ed. New York:
Pearsons Education, 2008.

STANDARDS ADDRESSED

State Standards
Fourth Grade Social Studies – Utah Studies: 2/1/c; 2/2/a
Fifth Grade Social Studies – United States Studies: 1/1/c&d; 1/2/b; 4/1/c&d
Accreditation Competencies
Social and Civic Responsibility/Demonstrates an appreciation of diversity and
interdependence of all people/Willingly recognizes different points of view in a positive
manner
NCSS Standards
Early Grades: 1/b&d; 2/a,c&e; 9/b
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at a glance:
utah’s indians and first contact
The moment of first contact between American
Indians and Europeans—whether between
Columbus and the Taino people in the Caribbean
or between members of the DominguezEscalante expedition and the Utes in what is
now Utah—initiated massive changes in the
lives of native people. The arrival of Europeans
brought new animals and trade goods, but it also
brought disease, dislocation, poverty, and war.
Well before non-Indians began to settle their
homelands in the mid-nineteenth century, Utah’s
Indians experienced the effects of contact and
exchange. While contact with Europeans often
had tragic consequences for Indians, it is important to note that these cultures survived this
period of immense change and remain a part of
Utah’s culture to this day. The story of first contact, both in the Caribbean and in what we now
call Utah, is one of different cultures coming
together, beginning a period of irrevocable
change.
The people that Columbus met in the western
hemisphere, on the island of what the Spanish would call Hispaniola (what is now Haiti
and the Dominican Republic) were the Taino
people. Hispaniola was a densely populated
island, and while hunting and fishing were still an
important part of their economy, the Tainos also
practiced agriculture. Their main crop was
cassava or manioc, but they also grew a number
of other crops. A peaceful people, the Tainos
initially were friendly to the Europeans, but
warfare, slavery, and perhaps most importantly,
the diseases brought from the other side of the
Atlantic left them all but extinct by the end of the
sixteenth century. This pattern—of war, slavery,

and disease—would take its toll on all America’s
native peoples, including the Indians of the Great
Basin.

In looking at first contact in the Great Basin,
one of the best ways to understand the impact
in had on native peoples is to look at what life
was like prior to European settlement. While the
Indians who lived in the Great Basin had distinct
cultures and communities (see specific tribal
lesson plans and histories for more information),
these groups also had several things in common.
The people of the Great Basin were nomadic or
semi-nomadic, moving with the seasons to make
the best use of animal and plant resources. This
lifestyle required detailed and diverse knowledge of the uses of plants and animals for food,
medicine, clothing, and shelter. They usually
traveled in small groups, allowing them to live
more easily off the scarce resources that the arid
land provided; however, several times each year
these smaller groups would come together for
larger hunting and gathering purposes or simply
to trade and socialize.

The cultures and economies of the Indians of
the Great Basin changed dramatically after the
Spanish settlement of the American Southwest.
The Spanish founded the colony of New Mexico
in 1598, and the effects of settlement were felt by
tribes who lived to the north, often even before
the Indians and Europeans first met. The Spanish
introduced new livestock that altered the economies of Great Basin tribes, most notably horses
and sheep. The Utes, Navajos, and Shoshones
adopted the horse as a means of transportation and as a result could travel and trade over
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greater distances and hunt more efficiently. The
Goshutes and Paiutes used the horse as a new
food source. Sheep, which were useful for their
meat, skins, and wool, became an important part
of the Navajos’ economy and culture.
Though there was a previous Spanish expedition
into the Great Basin, the first recorded encounter
between native peoples and Spanish explorers
was the Dominguez/Escalante expedition, began
in July 1776 and led by two Spanish padres,
Francisco Atanasio Dominguez and Silvestre
Veléz de Escalante, who wanted to establish a
trade route from the Spanish colony at Santa Fe
to the newly founded colony on the West Coast at
Monterey. Spanish officials were also interested in
finding potential converts to Christianity, exploring Spain’s northern frontier, and in learning of
its peoples, plants, and animals. Spanish accounts
of this expedition provided the earliest historical
record of many of Utah’s Native Americans. The
padres preached Christianity to the Timpanogos
Utes they met in Utah Valley, and they later
described the Utes as friendly and helpful. The
fathers promised to return the following year to
establish a permanent mission among the Utes
and to baptize them; however, the governor at
Santa Fe refused to authorize a new colony.
While they did not have to deal with Spanish
settlement on their homelands, some Great Basin tribes did begin to trade with the Spanish.
The Spanish had a number of desirable goods,
and tribes that wanted to obtain horses, metal,
tools, or weapons found themselves embroiled
in the violent Spanish slave trade. Spanish officials in New Mexico felt that physical labor was
beneath them and needed Indian slaves to support their economy. Slave raids and violence
became common, and people from all Great

Basin tribes, especially groups like the Paiutes
and later the Goshutes, were kidnapped and sold
into slavery. Slave trafficking increased in the
1830s and 1840s, after the opening of the Old
Spanish Trail, a trade route that connected New
Mexico (by then under Mexican control) to the
Pacific Ocean.

New Spain slowly lost control of its northern
frontier, including the land that would become
Utah. While Utah’s lands remained at the center
of Native American worlds, the area came more
firmly under American control as fur traders and
trappers from Britain, New Spain, and America
started to compete over the region’s rich furs in
the 1820s and 1830s. These fur traders greatly
impacted Utah’s Native American tribes. Native
Americans married the trappers, worked for
them, and became trappers themselves. In doing
so they participated in an international economy,
a fact that transformed their own cultures and
economies. The Utes, in particular, adopted more
of a hunting, raiding, and trading economy as a
result of their participation in the fur trade. They
acquired horses and firearms, which dramatically altered their culture. The Southern Paiutes,
however, bore the brunt of Ute slave raiding.

In the 1840s, Anglo emigrants began to traverse
Utah on their way to the West Coast. In 1841, a
group from the Bartleson-Bidwell Party became
the first Euro-Americans to bring overland wagons through Utah. Government explorer John
C. Fremont was not far behind; he led explorations into Utah in 1843, 1844, and 1845. Fremont’s published accounts of these explorations
were widely read, and he greatly expanded the
available knowledge about western lands and
their potential for settlement. Before departing
for the West from Illinois, members of the Church
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of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints read Fremont’s report and used it to determine potential
settlement locations. The perceived isolation of
the Great Basin kept most overland immigrants
moving westward, but that very isolation attracted Mormons settlers.

Unfortunately, all of these explorers and overland travelers failed to recognize that the region’s
Native American peoples had long-standing
claims and deep cultural ties to the land that is
now Utah. Already dealing with changes from
contact with non-Indians, Utah’s tribes would
face an even greater challenge when outsiders
began to settle their homelands (for more information on the story of white settlement of

Utah and its impact on Utah’s tribes, see the
“Rethinking Manifest Destiny” lesson). Too frequently the story of Utah’s settlement ignores
the Indian perspective. However, it is important
to see history from the Indian point of view
because, ultimately, the story of contact—with
the Spanish, with traders, with emigrants moving through, and with settlers coming to stay—
illustrates the great resilience of Utah’s Indian
people.
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map of the ancestral lands of utah’s indians
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MAP OF European Expansion into the great basin
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MAP OF THE ORIGINAL TERRITORIES OF UTAH’S INDIANS
name:

Date:
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