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THE TAMAULIPASAURUS
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The oldest dinosaur bones discovered in Mexico so far date from around 180 million years ago. They date from a time when the south of Mexico would have enjoyed a very different climate, with a vast river delta covering much of the land.

One of the oldest fossils found in the region belonged to a member of the Tamaulipasaurus species, a reptile from the Early Jurassic period. Some 'squamate' descendants of these particular dinosaurs still exist today.

Dinosaur fossils were discovered in the area as long ago as the 6th century BC. Before people understood where these bones came from, they often used the relics for ritual purposes. Many years later, European explorers would come across such fossils for the first time, before they were discovered on other continents.
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THE DINOSAURS OF MEXICO
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Around 66 million years ago, most life on Earth – including all non-avian dinosaurs – was wiped out by a sudden mass extinction event at the end of the Cretaceous period.

This event is now believed to have been caused by the impact of a six-mile long asteroid that hit Mexico's Yucatán Peninsula. The strength of the impact was approximately 10bn times as powerful as the atomic bombs that were dropped on Hiroshima in the 1940s.

Today, the impact site is known as the offshore Chicxulub crater. It's around 120 miles in diameter and 12 miles deep, and it's the second largest known impact structure on the planet; the only larger crater is in South Africa, but was created around 2bn years ago before complex life evolved.
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THE EARLIEST HUMANS
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There's still a lot of (sometimes quite heated) debate about how and when humans first reached the Americas.

The most widely accepted theory at the moment is that they crossed from Siberia via the Bering Land Bridge and then gradually made their way down the west coast of what is now the United States, eventually reaching Mexico.

Evidence from Chiquihuite Cave in northern Mexico suggests that humans might have reached the area around 33,000 years ago. Some archeologists don't accept these findings, however, and think that humans didn't reach the region until roughly 14,000 years ago.
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THE CLOVIS CULTURE
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Between roughly 11,500 and 10,800 BC, this Paleoamerican culture flourished in North (and to a lesser extent) South America. They're named after two archaeological sites at Clovis, New Mexico, and they're distinguished by their distinctive bone and ivory tools.

The oldest Clovis site in North American is now believed to be El Fin del Mundo, in northwestern Mexico. However, researchers often disagree about the precise age of such sites, due to difficulties in the methods used for dating the various finds.

The Clovis culture likely died out as a result of a general cooling of the region. The Younger Dryas was a period of much colder weather that lasted for more than a thousand years.
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THE OLMECS
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Pre-Columbian Mexico is generally said to have been populated by seven major civilizations. The Olmecs, who flourished between c. 1200 BC and 400 BC, are the oldest of these civilizations.

They emerged from previous unknown communities and were centred around the southern Gulf Coast. They practised ritual bloodletting, developed the distinctive Mesoamerican ballgame and most famously left behind a series of colossal stone heads, some of which are more than 3 meters high.

They left behind other items, too; The Wrestler is one of the most famous examples, depicting a man sitting cross-legged. Despite the statue's name, the figure is unlikely to have been an actual wrestler and today is believed to have been some kind of shaman.
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THE MAYANS
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The second major Pre-Columbian civilization was that of the Mayans, which developed a little further south and extended to also cover Guatemala, Belize and parts of both Honduras and El Salvador.

Between c. 250 BC and the late 17th century AD, Mayan civilization saw major developments in terms of crop cultivation and writing. Monumental architecture characterised the key Mayan cities, and a complex network of city-states allowed for the emergence of rival Mayan groups across the continent.

By the 2nd century AD, millions of Mayans lived in the various kingdoms. The wealthy elite were known for their construction of complex pyramid-like temples, many of which still exist today.
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YAX NUUN AHIIN I
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? - c. 404 AD

This Mayan ruler, probably born in the prominent city of Teotihuacan, ascended to the throne of a city called Tikal and went on to rule for several decades.

He's believed to have been young when he became king, since the early years of his reign were dominated by a regency-style system led by a general named Sihyaj K'ahk'. Some archaeological sources hint that Yax Nuun Ahiin I might have been put on the throne following the overthrow of his predecessor.
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