
CHAPTER V

THE MAYA COUNTRY

The first point on the American mainland to be reached by
Europeans was Cape Catoche in northern Yucatan. The first In-
dian tribe met by the Europeans on the mainland was the Maya.
For many years this courageous tribe waged a fierce fight against the
strangers. The Spaniards were in quest chiefly of loot, and as the
Mlayas gave them much trouble, and little gold was found in their
country, they centered their energies upon the highlands of Mexico
where gold was plentiful. Moreover, the Maya civilization was in
decay, and the Aztec civilization at its zenith at the time of the Con-
querors. Much was written home to Spain about the latter, and
very little about the former. It is only during the last fifty years
that scientists have begun to realize that the Maya race produced the
highest civilization of the American continent, and only very recently
has the world taken an interest in this ancient civilization.

The "Mlaya area," as we now style it, lies between 87° and 95°
west longitude and 15° and 22° north latitude. Roughly, it may be
said to extend from the Isthmus of Tehuantepec on the west to the
northwest part of Spanish Honduras on the east. To the north it
is bounded by the Mexican Gulf and the Caribbean Sea, and to the
south by the Sierra Madre Mountains.

The present-day geographical division is the States of Tabasco,
Chiapas, Campeche, Yucatan, and Quintana Roo of the Republic of
Mexico, British Honduras, the greater part of the Republic of
Guatemala, and the northeastern fringe of the Republic of Hon-
duras.

Linguistically, this area is inhabited by peoples who speak May-
ance dialects up to this day. Only one outlying zone of Maya lan-
guage exists-the Huasteca, living along the Panuco River in the
northern part of the State of Veracruz.

By the hand of nature the area has been divided into two sec-
tions, and strangely enough these sections correspond to the two
major divisions of Maya history. As we now stand in our knowl-
edge of this history, we divide it into two periods, the Old and the
New Empires. Roughly, a line drawn from the Laguna de T6r-
minos on the Gulf Coast to Chetumal Bay on the Caribbean, marks
the division. What lies south of this line pertains to the Old Em-
pire, and what lies north to the New Empire.
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