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that usually enters our minds is Christopher Columbus. A favo-
rable political and economic situation explains the 15th century 

itself as an important maritime power, while the Spanish also 
became the new missionaries of the Catholic Church. Economic 
ties developed between Europe and Asia, based on a trade of 
exotic products, pearls, spices, and dyes. 
In order to make access to all of these riches easier, Europe 
needed a new route that would avoid going through Muslim terri-
tory. The possibility of a route to the West started going through 
a good number of minds. Add to this a generalized economic 
growth, upheld by new banking tools and private investment, 
but also the emergence of new navigation and map-making 
equipment. All of these changes helped lead to an exploration 
of the West.
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John II of Portugal in 1483, but ran up against a refusal. It was, 
-

bus’ expedition in 1489. Three boats, The Niña, The Pinta and 
The Santa Maria
land on October 12th, 1492. The indigenous people called it 
Guanahani, but Columbus renamed it San Salvador. At that 
time, he was convinced that he had reached Asia, so he called 
those people “Indians”. None of the sought after spices were 

his voyage, and would discover Cuba and Hispaniola (today, 
Haiti and the Dominican Republic). He lost The Santa Maria, 
which sank near Haiti.

Also in 1493, Pope Alexander VI decreed that all lands discove-
red to the West would be divided between Spain and Portugal, 
separated by an imaginary line drawn from the Azores. His 

Treaty of Tordesillas, in 1494. But 
England and France had no intention of respecting this Papal 
decree and also set out toward the West. Europe was then 
divided into powerful kingdoms that worked on appropriating 
the best sailors – often Italian – to put them at the head of 
expeditions going to the New World. A veritable, frenzied and 
disorganized rush to go to America took place throughout the 
16th century. These expeditions resulted in colonization, long 
before the entire discovery of what was actually a new continent.
Between 1493 and 1495, Columbus discovered some new 
islands: Dominica, Guadeloupe, and Puerto Rico. A third expe-
dition, carried out between 1498 and 1500, led to the American 
continent, onto the coast of modern-day Venezuela. Columbus 
still believed he had arrived in India. It was Amerigo Vespucci, 
during a voyage that brought him to the Brazilian shores (1499-

continent. A cartographer named the continent in his honor, 

multiplied their expeditions toward South America, and soon had 
dominance over this continent, thanks to discoveries by explo-
rers such as Pedro Cabral, Hernando Cortez and Francisco 
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Christopher Columbus was convinced 
that he had reached Asia, so he called 
those people “Indians”.‘ ‘
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Pizarro. Waves and waves of conquistadors devoted them-
selves to conquering, pillaging and colonizing South America 
throughout the 16th century. Because the indigenous population 
was rapidly decimated by the brutality of the conquistadors, and 
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Look at the map. What made 
the Southward move of the early 
migrants possible between 40,000 
and 10,000 years ago?
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The Bering Land Bridge

DOCUMENT 1

Leif Ericson

DOCUMENT 2
Many historians believe that the 
Vikings are the people who should 
be given the credit for discovering 
America. What is your opinion?



First inhabitants
Humans were li-
ving in Asia long 
before the Ice Age. 
When the retrea-
ting ice gave them 
the opportunity, it 
was only natural 
that they followed 
the animals to the 
American conti-

nent, because they depended on them for food and 
clothing. Little by little, they spread over the entire 
continent, organized themselves, and developed new 

The Maya
In 1841, the explorer John Lloyd 
Stephens discovered the ruins of an 
ancient city in the jungle of Hon-
duras. The most prosperous period 
for the Maya was between 250 A.D. 
and 900 A.D. They left behind pyra-
mids erected in honor of their gods 
and goddesses. We know they were 
accomplished mathematicians and 

to use the zero. They also studied as-
tronomy and created two calendars.

The Aztec
According to the legend, the 
Aztecs were nomads for centuries, 
searching for a place their Gods 
had revealed to them, where a 
serpent would devour an eagle. 
They believed to have found it on 
the banks of Lake Texcoco and 
settled there. They conquered the 

peoples of the region, one by one, and became powerful, 
rich and bloodthirsty, because they were convinced that 

The Inca
The Inca Empire extended all along 

for over 2,500 miles. The Inca were 
skilled builders and they left us a 
highly developed road system, as well 
as numerous bridges. They founded a 
glorious empire.

The Native Americans
Further North, in the territories which are now the 
United States, lived a Native American people that are 
today called the Anasazi, or “the ancient ones”, by pres-

Four Corners. They subsisted by hunting, but also by 

into the earth. Starting around 750 A.D., they began 
building pueblo houses. Just like the Hohokam, the 
Anasazi disappeared abruptly around 1300 A.D., and 
no one can provide a plausible explanation as to why 
even today.

DOCUMENTS: A LONG, LONG TIME AGO...              Part 1 

11

DOCUMENT 3
What did all these people 
have in common?



John Cabot sought to obtain new lands to the West in the name 
of King Henry VII. In 1497, Cabot reached North America from 
the North (Labrador, Newfoundland, and New England). This 
explorer thought he had reached China. A second, sizable 
expedition was planned in 1498, with the goal of reaching 
Japan. But Cabot did not return to England and no one knew 
what had come of him. Despite ending in failure, his expedi-
tions opened the way to the discovery and the colonization of 
North America, though the English did not launch any further 
expeditions for almost a century. France took up the torch.
Ponce de Leon landed in Florida in 1513 near the present 
city of Saint Augustine and proclaimed that he had found the 
‘Fountain of Youth’. In 1524, Giovanni da Verrazano (another 
Italian) explored the coast of North Carolina in the name of 
the French King François I. He sailed along the Atlantic Coast, 

the “Bay of Angoulême” in honor of the King. Verrazano’s 

new continent they had found. In 1528, a new expedition led 
by Verrazano ended in tragedy; the explorer was killed, then 
eaten by cannibals.
François I sent the sailor Jacques Cartier to Saint-Malo in 
1534, for a voyage to the West in search of a “large quantity 
of gold and other riches.” Cartier came within view of the New-
foundland coast after 20 days, crossing the Strait of Belle Isle 
and made his way around the Gulf of Saint Lawrence. During 
a second voyage in 1535, he sailed up the Saint Lawrence 
River and discovered modern-day Quebec. This was a crucial 
discovery, since it opened the way for penetrating the entire 
North American continent. But France was not yet prepared 
for a policy of settlement. Further south, other explorers pene-
trated into what is today the United States of America. 
Hernando de Soto headed a three-year expedition (1539-1542) 
throughout the South, searching for a hypothetical empire: he 

cross the Mississippi River. He is remembered as having been 
particularly cruel to the American Indians. Continually driven by 
the possible discovery of incredible wealth, a new expedition 
with Francisco de Coronado was organized between 1540 
and 1542. This explorer was looking for the Seven Cities of 
Cibola and their mythological golden walls, which actually tur-
ned out to be nothing but simple villages inhabited by Pueblo 
Indians. This expedition, however, resulted in the discovery 
of the Grand Canyon and the Great Plains. Coronado’s men 
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Augustine after Pedro Menendez established it when Spain 
drove the French out of what is present-day Florida. As for the 
French, new expeditions happened at the beginning of the 17th 
century, leaving from the Saint Lawrence Valley, which was 
colonized. Samuel de Champlain explored the Great Lakes 
region over numerous expeditions. The French were motivated 
by two goals: to obtain pelts and fur (hence the trade with the 
Huron tribe), and to convert the natives to Christianity. On his 
map of the discovered lands, he wrote “New France” below 

Following the Saint Lawrence River, the Mississippi River was 
a new route of exploration discovered and used by the French. 
Robert de la Salle sailed all the way down the Mississippi to 
discover the Gulf of Mexico. The territory that he discovered 
during this expedition was called “Louisiana”, in honor of Louis 
XIV, who had supported the explorer.
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