
An Age of Exploration
For centuries, Europeans had traded with Asia through such Mediterranean
ports as Venice and Constantinople and along a land route known as the
Silk Road. Many middlemen took part in the Far Eastern trade. A middle-
man is a trader who buys goods from producers and sells them to other traders
and consumers. The middlemen drove up the prices of such luxury items as
dyes, silk, perfumes, drugs, gold, jewels, and spices such as pepper, cinna-

mon, nutmeg, and cloves.
In 1477, the publication of Marco

Polo’s Travels led many Europeans to
believe that China’s fabulous riches
could be reached by ship. The riches
of the East Indies, Polo said, were
“something wonderful, whether in
gold or precious stones, or in all
manner of spicery.” First, however,
Europeans had to find a shorter trade
route to the Orient before they could
make these items more available to
the people.

The Search for New
Trade Routes

Among those looking for a trade
route to the Far East was Prince Henry
the Navigator of Portugal. During the
early to mid-1400s, Prince Henry sent
ships along the southern coast of Af-
rica in search of an eastern passage to
the Indian Ocean. But it was not un-
til 1488, long after Prince Henry’s
death, that Bartholomew Diaz
rounded the southern tip of Africa at
the Cape of Good Hope.

Another European sea captain,
Christopher Columbus, believed
that the route to the Far East lay to

the west. Like other experienced navigators of his day, Columbus believed
that Earth was round. Columbus thought that the distance from Portugal to
Japan was less than 3,000 miles. (It was really 12,000 miles.) He also believed
that no land mass barred his way to the Orient. For years, Columbus tried to
get support for his plan from the monarchs (kings and queens) of France,
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As you read, look for:
• the reasons for the explora-
tions of the 1400s and 1500s,
• the early Spanish settle-
ments, and
• vocabulary term: middle-
man, monarch, and colony.
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In the summer of 1994, a diver found what is purported to be the bronze
bell from Columbus’s 1492 journey on the Santa Maria. The 31-pound,
10-inch tall, 10-inch diameter bell was found in 25 feet of water only 150
yards from the beach. It had spent 450 years under water.

The bronze bell was scheduled to be auctioned in Madrid, Spain, in
2003. Bids were to start at $1 million. However, Portuguese authori-

ties stopped the auction to verify
its authenticity.

A similar bell found in storage
in Puerto Rico in 1555 was
worth 32 pesos, or three times
the annual salary of a sixteenth-
century sailor. At that time, the
peso contained 24 grams of fine
silver. In present-day U.S. dollars,
1 gram would be worth about $4.
So the peso would have been
worth about $96 in U.S. cur-
rency. How much would the bell
be worth in today’s U.S. dollars?

A Million Dollar BellA Million Dollar Bell



Top: This mural in the U.S.
Capitol commemorates
Christopher Columbus’s first
voyage to the New World.
Above: America was named
for the explorer Amerigo
Vespucci.
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Portugal, and England. Finally, Queen Isabella and King Ferdinand of Spain
agreed to finance his voyage.

On August 3, 1492, Columbus, a 41-year-old Italian, set sail from Palos,
Spain, hoping to reach China and the East Indies. His ships were named the
Pinta, the Niña, and the Santa Maria. On one of the best-known dates in
American history—October 12, 1492—Columbus landed on a Caribbean
island he named San Salvador (now one of the Bahama Islands).

Columbus believed that the islands he had found lay off the coast of In-
dia. As you learned in a previous chapter, he even called the friendly and
gentle natives he met “Indians.” He believed that they could easily be con-
verted to Christianity and hoped to make them faithful subjects of the Spanish
monarchs.

In all, Columbus made four voyages to the western hemisphere (1492,
1493, 1498, and 1502). In his later voyages, he explored along the coasts of
Central and South America and was the first European to visit Puerto Rico,
Jamaica, and the Virgin Islands. In his reports, he described the extraordi-
nary beauty of the “New World” he found. (Europe was the “Old World.”)
When he died in 1506, Columbus still believed that he had discovered a west-
ward route to the Far East’s riches. Vast stores of gold and spices, he insisted,
lay close at hand.

John Cabot, who like Columbus was from Genoa, Italy, also sailed west.
In 1497, sailing under an English flag, he discovered Newfoundland in
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present-day Canada. Actually, how-
ever, he rediscovered it. Norsemen
led by Leif Ericsson had landed in
Labrador in the year 1001. They es-
tablished a settlement in a region
they called Vinland. After trying sev-
eral times to colonize the area, the
Norsemen fled back to Greenland.
Unfriendly natives helped hasten
their departure.

In 1498, Vasco da Gama sailed
around Africa and reached India. An
ocean trade route to the Orient had
finally been found.

Amerigo Vespucci, an Italian navigator, had the honor of giving his name
to the New World. In 1499, Vespucci sailed along the coast of South America.
His writings caught the attention of a mapmaker who, in 1507, named the
new land America.

In 1522, Ferdinand Magellan succeeded in reaching Asia by sailing west.
However, his route around the southern tip of South America was long and
hard. Europeans wanted an easier route to China and India. They were look-
ing for the so-called Northwest Passage, an all-water route to Asia through the
North American continent.

In the fifty years after Columbus’s first voyage, European explorers con-
tinued to search for a shorter and easier route to the East Indies. King Francis
I of France backed Giovanni Verrazano, who sighted land in March 1524 near

Map 19
Early Explorers and
Their Routes

Map Skill: How many voyages
are shown on this map?

Above: In 1498 Vasco da
Gama reached India by sailing
to the east, around Africa.
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Spanish explorer Christopher

Columbus kept two sets
of logbooks on his voyage to
the New World. One logbook
was public, the other was
private. Columbus believed
that the crew would panic if
they knew how far they were

actually sailing.



what is now Cape Fear, North Carolina. He followed the coastline south for
about 150 miles before turning to the north again. Verrazano did not con-
tinue farther south because he was afraid he would run into the Spanish.

Spanish Exploration of the New World
Spanish explorers searched the Caribbean for wealth. In 1513, Juan Ponce

de León discovered Florida, and Vasco Nuñez de Balboa crossed the Isthmus
of Panama to reach the Pacific Ocean. (An isthmus is a narrow strip of land,
with water on both sides, that connects two larger pieces of land.)

Another Spanish explorer, Hernando Cortés, was the first to live up to
Spanish dreams of tremendous wealth. In 1519, he landed in what is now
Mexico. Within two years, Cortés had conquered the native Aztec Indians,
killed their ruler Montezuma, and won a treasure in gold and silver. Hearing
of the wealth of the Incas in Peru, Francisco Pizarro set out for the western
coast of South America. In 1535, in the Andes, Pizarro defeated the Incas. In
doing so, he captured the richest silver mines in the world.

Spanish Exploration of Georgia
In 1539, the Spanish explorer Hernando de Soto left Havana, Cuba, with a

huge group: over six hundred men, two hundred horses, and other animals
such as mules and dogs. They landed in Florida and marched north. In 1540,
they entered the southwestern part of Georgia, close to present-day Albany.

De Soto and his army wanted one thing as they moved across the state:
to find gold. When de Soto arrived in Georgia, the native tribes saw white
men and horses for the first time. De Soto had only a small number of men
to face thousands of American Indians, but his weapons were better. His army

Top: Before the coming of the
Spanish conquistadores, the
Aztec capital of Tenochtitlan
was a thriving city of 100,000
people. Smallpox so weak-
ened the inhabitants that they
surrendered the city to Cortez.
Above: In 1513 Vasco Nunez
de Balboa crossed the
Isthmus of Panama and
discovered the Pacific Ocean.
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Map 20
Route of de
Soto’s Expedition

Map Skill: Why do you
think de Soto’s route
was so tortuous?

had guns and crossbows, and his soldiers
rode horses. The Spanish also wore plated
armor, which arrows could not pierce.

During de Soto’s search for gold in
Georgia, his soldiers killed thousands of
American Indians. Many more Indians
died from diseases brought to the New
World by the Spanish and other explor-
ers. Some historians believe almost half
the Native American population died
from measles, smallpox, influenza, and
whooping cough.

De Soto’s expedition into North
America was a failure. He found no gold
or treasure. Most of his army was lost to
starvation and disease. De Soto himself
died somewhere along the Mississippi
River. However, his march through Geor-

gia changed the lives and culture of the American Indians forever.
De Soto was followed by many other European explorers, most of them

from Spain, France, and England. These nations established settlements in
Georgia and competed with each other and with the Native American tribes
for control of the land.

Early Spanish Missions
In 1565, Spain sent Captain General Pedro Menéndez to begin a colony in

St. Augustine, Florida. A colony is a group of people who settle in a new land
but who keep their ties to their homeland. In 1566, the Spaniards moved up
the coast to St. Catherines and Cumberland islands. That year the Spanish
founded a mission—Santa Catalina—
on St. Catherines Island. The Spanish
named the region Guale (pronoun-
ced “Wallie”) for the Indians living in
the area. About thirty men were left
to establish the first Spanish post on
Georgia soil. The Spanish later estab-
lished missions on St. Simons Island
and at Sapelo at the mouth of the
Altamaha River.

For most of the 1500s, Spain’s
hold over the missions and colonies
it established made it an important
player in the race for control of the
New World. As a result of the gold it
took from the New World, Spain be-
came rich and powerful. But this
wealth also brought with it the re-

Did You Know?Did You Know?

Above: A skilled swordsman,
horseman, and explorer,
Hernando de Soto had little
trouble enlisting young
Spaniards to travel with him
to Florida in search of gold.

De Soto lands in Tampa
Bay area, May 25, 1539

Expedition crosses
the Mississippi
into Arkansas
near Memphis,
May, 1541

Expedition circles
back to the
Mississippi,
where de Soto
dies, May 1542

After de Soto’s death, expedition
heads into east Texas, wandering
for months before returning to
the Mississippi, 1542

Survivors build boats that
carry them downriver to
the Gulf and eventually to
Mexico, 1543
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?
Hernando de Soto brought
pigs with him to the New

World as he moved north from
Florida. Although his men

were often hungry because
they were not good at

foraging (hunting and fishing)
for food, de Soto would not
allow them to slaughter the

pigs. In less than a year, there
were three hundred pigs who

protected the men from
poisonous reptiles.



sentment of other European nations. During the coming years, as Spain
fought to hold onto its gains, the English and the French fought to gain a
share of the treasures.

At sea, the conflict between Spain and England had already turned into
an undeclared war by the end of the 1500s. English sea captains, men such
as John Hawkins, Francis Drake, and Richard Greenville, captured Spanish
treasure ships filled with gold, silver, and other valuable goods. They also
attacked and burned Spanish settlements in the New World.

To counter these attacks, Spanish King Phillip II plotted to invade England,
using a huge fleet of ships that the Spanish called the “Invincible Armada.”
The plot failed as the English, who had superior seamen and faster ships,
destroyed or ran off much of the Armada. The Armada was damaged further
by fierce storms.

Above: After winding their
way through much of the
Southeast, the de Soto
expedition discovered the
Mississippi River, as depicted
in this mural in the U.S.
Capitol.

It’s Your TurnIt’s Your Turn

t
1. On what date did Columbus land at San Salvador?
2. What explorer tried to establish a settlement in Labrador in 1001?
3. For whom was the New World named?
4. What was de Soto searching for in Georgia?
5. Where was the region called Guale located?
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