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chapter 1


THE NEW WORLD
EXPLAINED


Movies, books, and pictures of vampires and werewolves usually conjure up images of bloodthirsty beasts with a distinctly European flair. Whether it’s Count Dracula in his Transylvanian castle or the werewolves of London, these creatures come from the Old World. It might be surprising to learn that there are plenty of vampire and werewolf legends that come from the other side of the globe, from what is known as the New World.


What Is the New World?


The New World usually refers to the two American continents. It includes North America, South America, and Central America in between, along with the Caribbean islands. This area is called the New World because it was so named by European explorers in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries. The explorers came from the “Old World” with which they were already familiar: Europe, Asia, and Africa. As people like Christopher Columbus and Ferdinand Magellan set out to explore the seas, they came across lands they had never heard about before. From their point of view, the continents and islands they found were new.




Naming the New World


The term New World was probably first used by an Italian historian named Peter Martyr d’Anghiera. He referred to it in his work on the discovery of the Americas, called “On the New World” (De orbe novo), published in 1516. Since then, New World has become a term frequently used when talking about the Age of Discovery.





However, what we think of as the New World was definitely not new to its inhabitants. Millions of indigenous peoples were already living in the Americas when European explorers first set foot on land. No one is entirely sure how or when the first people reached America, but they probably came across the frozen Bering Strait, crossing into what is now Alaska, anywhere from 15,000 to 40,000 years ago. From there, groups of people migrated south, to cover all the land from Alaska to the tip of South America. Before the arrival of Europeans, there may have been as many as 18 million indigenous peoples.
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Today, werewolves have become a modern craze across North America. Young people are equally interested in tales of werewolves from the past as they are urban werewolves who haunt our modern streets.





Myths in the New World


Before the Clash of New and Old


Native Americans from all areas of the New World had a vast array of myths. Each of the many groups of peoples had their own way of explaining the creation of the world, natural phenomenon, animal and plant life, and death. Among the various myths and legends that existed before contact with Europeans were many that dealt with monsters and monstrous creatures. Some indigenous tribes had vampire-like creatures that sucked the blood out of hapless victims using various methods. Others had monsters that resembled werewolves, or other beasts that were actually transformed men and women. Many of the New World legends stretched the definitions of vampire and werewolf, sometimes combining features we traditionally think of belonging to one or the other, and blurring the lines between the two types of monsters.
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