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Early Explorations 
 

Six thousand years ago, people knew little of what existed more than a few days’ journey from 

their own homes.  Because they could grow all their own food and make anything they needed, 

they had no need to travel far distances.  As civilizations developed, so did the idea for trading 

goods with other peoples. Some of the earliest and greatest sea-faring merchants were the 

Phoenicians.  

 

The Phoenicians (1550 BC to 300 BC) 

The Phoenicians were the first great seafarers in history.  Their most valuable resource was cedar 

timber which they used for their own shipbuilding as well as exporting it to Egypt and other 

civilizations.  They also produced metal and glassware and a purple-red dye, which was obtained 

from sea mollusks.  Rulers and the nobility of different civilizations sought dyed purple cloth, 

produced by the Phoenicians, for centuries. 

 

Living along the eastern coast of the Mediterranean Sea, the Phoenicians became expert 

shipbuilders and sailors.  They explored throughout the Mediterranean area (1100 BC – 700 BC) 

looking for markets and establishing colonies.  One of the most powerful of these colonies, 

Carthage, would become a powerful trading empire, rivaling the Roman Empire.  

 

With the ability to sail for great distances in the Mediterranean, the Phoenicians journeyed 

through the strait of Gibraltar and into the Atlantic Ocean.  Once reaching the Atlantic 

Ocean, the Phoenicians sailed as far north as Britain and southward to West 

Africa. 

 

Known for their skill at sea, the Phoenicians 

gained a favorable reputation throughout the 

known world.  Whether it actually occurred, 

Egyptian writings state that Egyptian Pharaoh 

Necho II hired Phoenician sailors to sail and explore 

around the entire coast of Africa. According to Greek historian, 

Herodotus, the Phoenician sailors survived the long journey by going ashore 

every autumn and planting and harvesting crops for three years. According to Herodotus, the 

sailors noted that as they traveled west around the southernmost point of the continent, the 

midday sun stood to their right instead of the left.  This occurs in the southern hemisphere so the 

tale could be accurate, even though Herodotus himself did not believe it!  

 

The Egyptians  (3150 BC to 30 AD) 

The kingdom of Egypt developed along the Nile River.  The Egyptians depended on the Nile for 

food, transportation, irrigation, and communication.  Because the Nile River was vital to the 

survival of their civilization, the Egyptians became skillful sailors.  The Nile River was often 

crowded with cargo boats, fishing rafts, and even the royal barge, which carried their ruler, or 

pharaoh, along the seven hundred fifty-mile kingdom.   

 

To the south of Egypt was the large kingdom of Nubia.  In Nubia, Egyptians obtained gold, 

ivory, ebony, slaves, and even exotic animals.  Travel beyond the southern frontier of Nubia was 
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thwarted however.  Egyptian sailors encountered a series of dangerous rapids on the Nile that 

made travel impossible.  In order to travel further south, they were forced to travel over land.    

Because of these difficulties, the Egyptians were content with establishing trading posts along 

the Nile and in Nubia.  

 

Besides the difficulty of travel, the Egyptians were not motivated to explore unknown lands 

because of their concept of the earth and a great abyss.  The Egyptians believed the earth was flat 

and rectangular. They believed the earth lay between four massive pillars that supported the 

heavens. Beyond the pillars lay the vast, endless body of water:  the Ocean.  But as the Egyptian 

civilization expanded and became more complex, trade expeditions were sent out and the 

Egyptians encountered other civilizations with which to trade.  Egyptians, like the Phoenicians 

became skillful sailors. 

 

As they journeyed beyond their land, Egyptians made regular expeditions to the North African 

coast, across the Mediterranean to the island of Crete and along the eastern shores of the 

Mediterranean. The first sea voyage mentioned in Egyptian records was in 2600 BC.  Egyptian 

sailors traveled to Byblos, a city in Phoenicia, to buy timber for building.  In their travels and 

expeditions, the Egyptians encountered other peoples from the area of Mesopotamia:  The 

Akkadians, the Babylonians, and the Sumerians.  

 

In 1493 BC, Queen Hatshepsut sent Egyptians to the land of Punt for gold and incense.  Because 

Punt was located on the eastern coast of Africa, travel by sea would be impossible.  In order to 

sail to the kingdom, the Egyptians carried their shipbuilding materials over 150 miles of desert to 

the Red Sea.  After the ships were constructed, they set sail south to the land of Punt (present-day 

Somalia).  Once in the land of Punt, the Egyptians traded for ivory, ebony, myrrh and 

frankincense. They also returned with many plants, including myrrh trees, in hopes of growing 

their own supply.   

 

Myrrh was a vital part of Egyptian religious ceremonies.  Frankincense and myrrh were aromatic 

resins that could be made up into incense for use in temple ceremonies, as cosmetics, and in the 

mummification process.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Egypt’s pharaohs were male.  Although she did not take the title of “pharaoh,” 

Queen Hatshepsut was one of the most intriguing and remarkable women in history.  

She seized power and ruled Egypt for twenty-two years. Because some Egyptian 

ceremonies required a male to perform the rituals, she often dressed in men’s 

clothing and wore a beard! 
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The Greeks (750 BC to 146 BC) 

 

The ancient Greeks, unlike many earlier civilizations, were curious about the world.  For much 

of their history, they lived in small city-states but created a civilization that excelled in 

government, philosophy, literature, drama, and the arts.  

 

Travel by sea was the predominant method of transportation for the Greeks.  The rough terrain of 

their mountainous land, called Hellas, discouraged trade by land.   Located in between Europe 

and Asia, the Greek city-states had access to the Aegean and the Mediterranean Seas. The 

Aegean was filled with thousands of small islands inhabited by other Greek traders and settlers. 

With the population growing, the Greek city-states, around the 8
th

 century BC began sending 

some of their population to settle new lands and colonies.  Greek settlements were found along 

the Mediterranean and the Black Sea. 

 

In 336 BC, a young ruler, Alexander of Macedonia, led Greek soldiers in expeditions into Asia.  

He was not interested in trade; he was in pursuit of becoming 

the King of Asia.  With a relatively small army, he swiftly 

destroyed two huge Persian armies, captured the wealthy 

Phoenician city of Tyre and marched into Egypt, establishing 

the important city of Alexandria.   

 

Over the next few years, Alexander pursued the Persian king, 

Darius III into Asia.  Alexander’s well-trained army defeated 

the Persian king.  Determined to conquer the entire Persian 

Empire, he and his army moved further into Persia and 

conquered the cities of Babylon, Susa, and Persepolis.  He 

continued his push into present-day Afghanistan and over the 

Hindu Kush mountains, into the lands east of the Caspian 

Sea.   

 

Weary of fighting and travel, Alexander’s troops requested 

rest.  Reluctantly, he stopped his eastward advancement and led his soldiers back westward into 

India.  In 326 BC, he defeated the Indian king, Porus.  After avoiding a near-mutiny, he sailed 

down the Indus River to the Indian Ocean, and then followed the coast to Persia, seeking his 

desire to reach the "ends of the world and the Great Outer Sea." 

 

Returning to his capital at Babylon, Alexander began planning several new expeditions around 

Arabia and to conquer Europe.   After arriving in Babylon, Alexander died at the age of 32 as the 

ruler of the largest empire in the Western World.  He conquered remote lands and established 

seventy cities.  Along with his record of exploits, discoveries, and soldiers, Alexander brought  

historians, scientists, engineers, and “steppers” (men who measured distance by counting their 

steps) to accompany him on his journeys.  At the end of his life, he controlled the land from 

Greece to India, spread Greek culture throughout the near East and Egypt, and established trade 

connections between Europe and Asia.  
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The Romans (31 BC to 476 AD) 

After Alexander the Great’s death, the Roman Empire ruled Europe and parts of Asia by 100 

AD.  The Roman army was strong, well trained, and seasoned travelers.  Before the Romans 

conquered a territory, troops were sent to the frontier to build roads and gather information about 

the culture of the people in the area.  Roads and forts were built while the commanders planned 

how to subdue the indigenous peoples.   

 

Once the new territory was captured, army engineers built more roads, forts, and bridges so that 

the area could be easily controlled by Rome.  Each conquered country offered new opportunites 

for Roman merchants to establish businesses.   

 

The Arabs (750 AD - 1258 AD) 

The first Muslim communities lived and worshiped in the cities of Mecca and Medina in Arabia 

in the early 7
th

 century.  Arab warriors traveled vast distances to forge an empire that stretched 

from northern Spain across North Africa to Indian.  These holy wars were launched to spread the 

Islamic faith and many Muslim communities were 

established.  A shared religion, language, and a 

common system of law created a new, international 

civilization. 

 

Arab merchants also traveled in all directions to find 

new trading areas.  Initially, Arab traders avoided sea 

travel and instead traveled across the Sahara on camels 

and on horseback to Asia. As trade expanded, the 

Arabs began also using the seas. By the 13
th

 century, 

Arab sea vessels, dhows, were used to sail across the 

Indian Ocean in order to purchase spices, silks, and 

jewels from the Far East. Arab merchants grew 

wealthy not only from trading goods, but also from 

slave trading.  Some prisoners were captured in 

Europe and Asia, but most came from Africa.  The 

slave trade continued up until the 19
th

 century when 

European powers took control over most of Africa. 

 

Although many Muslim adventurers left no record of their journeys, some of the tales survived.   

The most famous Muslim traveler was Ibn Battuta.  During the 14
th

 century, he spent thirty years 

exploring new lands.  From Constantinople he traveled across Russia to the Baltic Sea. He 

crossed the Sahara to the Niger River, climbed over the Hindu Kush Mountains and into India, 

sailed to Sumatra and Southern China, and traveled on horseback to Mongolia.  His journey to 

Mongolia proved to be challenging due to the weather.  In his accounts he described the bitter 

weather experienced on his travels as well as the wild Vikings he met.  The cold was so intense 

that Ibn Battuta wore three coats and two pairs of trousers and boots.  His clothing was so thick 

and bulky that he had to be helped onto his horse! 

 

One of the strangest tales of an Arab traveler was that of Al Fasi.  He traveled numerous times 

across the Sahara to several African kingdoms.  While on one expedition, Al Fasi was captured 
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by pirates and sent to Rome.  In Rome, he was converted to Christianity and took the name, 

Johannes Leo.  Leo X, Pope of the Roman Catholic Church, encouraged him to write about his 

encounters in Africa.  After writing his account, Description of Africa, he became known as Leo 

Africanus.  The book remained the descriptive authority on Africa for the next two hundred 

years, even though some details were in error.  For example, he claimed that hippopotamuses 

could be tamed similar to horses and the Niger River flowed westward to Timbuktu when it 

actually flows to the east.   

 

The Chinese 

Isolated from the world, the Chinese were self-sufficient and had little interest in the “Outer 

Regions.”  As Europeans and Arabs ventured further east for adventure and markets, they sought 

luxury goods, such as silks and spices, from China.  The main, overland route of trade from the 

west to China became known as the Silk Road. 

 

The Silk Road, one of the oldest and most important land routes, was formed around 500 BC.  It 

was used for trade between China and Europe until a sea route was established in 1650 AD.  

Chinese merchants sent silk and spices westward to Europe over treacherous mountains and 

deserts while gold, silver, and horses were imported to China.  Although the road was established 

in the 6
th

 century, no one had traveled the entire length of the Great Silk Road.  Marco Polo was 

the first European to travel the entire route in the 13
th

 century.  The road was approximately 

4,300 miles long and it was considered to be very dangerous. 

 

Because the road passed through many different kingdoms, 

the rulers demanded money and gifts from the travelers.  

Along with bandits, disease also made the four-year 

journey perilous.  The accounts of his travels and 

experiences peaked the curiosity and excitement of many 

Europeans.  In addition to his descriptions of various 

peoples and their culture, Marco Polo’s writings also 

contained descriptions of the various types of Chinese 

ships, or junks. 

 

The Chinese used junks for trade and warfare.  According 

to Marco Polo, some of the junks were extremely large and had as many as sixty cabins on their 

decks.  The junk’s appearance was unique with their square bows, long rudders, and squared-off 

sails made of matting enforced with strips of bamboo.  It also was flat-bottomed which enabled 

the vessels to carry large amounts of cargo.   

 

In the early 8
th

 century, Chinese sailors made long sea voyages to trade with wealthy cities 

located on the coast of the Indian Ocean and the Persian Gulf.  They exchanged silk, tea, and 

spices for ivory, gold, and rhinoceros horns. 

 

As the Chinese grew in wealth and population, an expeditionary voyage set sail in 1405.  Under 

the command of Cheng Ho, 317 ships and over 28,000 men began a series of seven sea 

expeditions.  Although the voyage’s purpose was for trade, they also were a demonstration of 

China’s power and wealth.  After Cheng Ho’s death in 1435, the records of his voyages were 
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destroyed.  The emperors of the Ming dynasty wanted China to return to its traditional practice 

of isolationism.   

 

The Age of Exploration 

 
About the same time the Chinese were halting their overseas travels, Europe was entering 

into the “Age of Exploration.”  Prior to the 15
th

 century, the Crusades exposed many 

Europeans to other foreign cultures, learning, and trade 

opportunities.  Europeans reopened trade routes with the East 

and sought luxury items from China, India, and the Spice 

Islands.  Merchants traded for silk, rubies, diamonds, porcelain, and 

spices, such as cloves and cinnamon.  

 

15
th
 Century Exploration 

The returning Crusaders and merchants also sparked a revival in 

learning.  Universities were established first in Bologna, Italy and in 

Paris, France.  At the first half of the 15
th

 century, Johann Gutenberg 

invented a movable-type printing press.  As books became more 

available, more people read and their curiosity about the world grew.  Ptolemy’s 

writings on the subject of geography were re-discovered in 1406, and it was translated 

into Latin. His massive work on the subject gave instructions in laying out maps by using three 

different methods of projection, provided coordinates for some eight thousand places, and 

included basic concepts as geographical latitude and longitude.  The writings soon became the 

authority to all geographical questions and the spherical shape of the Earth was becoming 

accepted doctrine by many.   

 

As new goods were introduced to the west, the demand for spices and luxury goods increased 

and trade grew.  In order for Europe to receive the goods from the Far East and Near East 

(Middle East), merchants and traders traveled along dangerous roads.  All Asian goods came to 

Europe through the Middle East.  But there were many problems along the rugged route apart 

from thieves and robbers.  Rulers of local areas charged travelers taxes to pass through their 

territory.  Needing to make a profit, the taxes merchants paid drove up the prices of the products.  

In addition to goods becoming more expensive, the Italian merchants held a monopoly on 

oriental trade.  As long as Europeans were willing to exchange gold for the luxury items, the 

Italian merchants could set high prices on goods and increase their profits.  

 

In the 15
th

 century, the Ottoman Turks dominated the Middle East.  They attacked trade caravans 

and trading posts.  Europeans who still wanted luxury items from the East needed a new route to 

the Orient and sought a way to bypass the dangerous Ottomans, tolls and taxes, and the 

monopolies held by the Italian merchants.   

 

 

 

 

 

There was a legend of a Christian king called Prester John who ruled over an African 

kingdom just beyond Muslim North Africa.  Portuguese explorers hoped to find Prester 

John and join with him to fight the Muslims.   
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In 1415, Prince Henry of Portugal and his army captured the Muslim port of Ceuta in North 

Africa.  The Moroccan city was filled with Eastern treasures:  silver, gold, Persian carpets, 

Indian muslins, and an abundance of cinnamon, pepper, cloves and ginger.  Henry also heard 

stories about places unknown to Europeans and the potential wealth of the African slave market.  

But fear of the unknown had stopped many from exploring the “dark continent” of Africa.  

 

The Muslims referred to the unknown waters as the Green Sea of Darkness.   It was a common 

belief of the time that the west coast of Africa was not navigable and as travel continued south, 

the water of the ocean would be boiling hot and would burn ships; humans would die after 

inhaling the poisonous air.   

 

Undaunted, Prince Henry sent expeditions along the coast of Africa to collect information and 

plant specimens.  Headed by two men, John Goncalves and Tristan Vaz, the initial expedition 

was blown off course during a storm.  After the storm subsided, they spotted an unknown island 

and named it Porto Santo.  They gathered plants and wrote down their observations and headed 

back to Portugal.  Prince Henry was encouraged by their findings and sent subsequent voyages 

back to the region.  The voyages resulted in the discovery of the Madeira Islands, Cape Verde, 

and the Azores.  In addition to new land, they sailed over 2,000 miles along the coast of West 

Africa documenting their discoveries.  

 

Prince Henry “the Navigator” 

Determined to learn more about the science of navigation, Prince Henry established a school 

where explorers, sailors, cartographers, and astronomers could exchange information.  A new 

design of ship, the caravel, was based on earlier Arab ships and the Portuguese ships that sailed 

in rivers.  A caravel had three triangular sails instead of two square-rigged ones and the length of 

the vessel was only about seventy-feet long.  Because the ships were smaller, there was only 

room for about twenty sailors and their supplies.  More importantly, the design of the caravel, 

allowed the ship to turn into the coastal winds and return home.  

 

The Portuguese gained not only knowledge but also wealth from trading with African peoples.  

The new markets created more demand for sugar, gold, ivory, and slaves.   

As interest in Prince Henry’s navigation school and information was exchanged, three things 

were of great importance to explorers:  accurate maps, compasses, and navigational instruments 

to calculate their location.   

Maps 

As each captain sailed farther down the 

western coast of Africa, he reported his 

findings back to the school.  The 

information gained in one expedition 

allowed new expeditions to travel even 

farther yet.  Maps were updated to include 

new discoveries.  With the invention of 

printing, more maps were distributed which 

opened the door to further exploration.   
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Navigational Instruments 

The Chinese invented the early compass, a magnetized needle placed on a cork in water.  

Europeans mounted the compass on a stiff board marked with cardinal points of north, south, 

east, and west.  The new design allowed sailors to efficiently determine direction and course on 

board a ship.  In addition to the compass, explorers relied on more complex instruments:  the 

astrolabe, the quadrant, and the cross-staff.  The instruments measured the angle between a star 

and the horizon.  From this information, sailors could determine their latitude, or the distance 

from the equator.   

 

Although Henry’s captains had not reached the equator by his death in 1460, his 

accomplishments laid the foundations for future explorers.   

 

The Portuguese Explorers 
 
Bartholomeu Dias 

Nearly thirty years after Prince Henry “the Navigator” died, the king of Portugal sent 

Bartholomeu Dias down the coast of Africa to find a new sea route to India.  After a fierce storm, 

Diaz lost sight of land for thirteen days.  When the waters became calm, he instinctively sailed 

north and found that the African coast now ran west to east rather than north to south.  He had 

found the southern tip of Africa almost by chance!  He concluded that there might be an all-

water route to the Orient.  Fearing the unknown and having short supplies, his crew refused to 

continue any farther, and the ship returned to Portugal.  Diaz called the southern tip of Africa 

“Cabom Tormentoso” which means Cape of Storms.  The king later rejected the name to the 

“Cape of Good Hope” because he hoped that Diaz had finally found a direct water route to India.  

 

Vasco da Gama 

Ten years after Diaz returned to Portugal, the Portuguese king selected Vasco da Gama to lead 

an expedition around the Cape of Good Hope to India.  In July of 1497, da Gama set sail with 

four ships bound for India.  Instead of following African coast to the Cape of Good Hope, da 

Gama made a large westward sweep to gain more favorable winds and currents. The ships saw 

no land for fourteen weeks before reaching the southern tip of Africa.   

 

Along with other supplies that da Gama carried on his voyages were stone crosses called 

padroes.  The padroes were set in high ground as markers for the sailors for future expeditions.  

They were also used to claim the newly discovered land for Portugal.   

 

Nearly one year after leaving Portugal, da Gama reached the southern port of Calicut in India.   

He was the first European to reach India by sailing around Africa.  As he arrived, he told those 

he greeted, “We have come to seek Christians and spices” but instead he was met by Muslim 

traders who not only controlled trade in the Indian Ocean but also on land.  The Muslims 

resented da Gama’s efforts to trade with the Indians and sabotaged his efforts with the local 

Hindu king.  Although he did gather some treasure, da Gama was only able to trade for a small 

amount of spices and a few gems.  But when he returned, he was determined to conquer the 

region with more ships and men.    
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Return voyages of da Gama and other Portuguese sea captains subdued the area.  The Portuguese 

not only controlled the water route along the coast of Africa, they were also able to break the 

Muslim trade monopoly in the Indian Ocean.   

 

Spanish Exploration 
 
Christopher Columbus 

The spirit of exploration spread across Europe.  In 1480, an Italian, Christopher Columbus, 

announced that China and Japan could be reached by sailing west.  He had studied Ptolemy’s 

calculations as well as the accounts of Marco Polo and calculated that the East Indies were only 

2,795 miles to the west (which was later proved inaccurate).  For many years he tried to convince 

the king of Portugal to finance a voyage westward.  

The idea at the time was that a voyage westward was 

impossible.  In 1492, Columbus managed to convince 

the Spanish monarchs, Ferdinand and Isabella, to pay 

for the expedition.  In August of that year, he set sail 

with three ships:  the Nina, the Pinta, and the Santa 

Maria.  Columbus was not only seeking a westward 

trade route to the Far East, but believed his voyage 

would spread Christianity to distant lands.   

 

The voyage seemed like an eternity for the sailors on 

the three ships.  Each day Columbus calculated his 

latitude using an astrolabe but because his crew was 

afraid of sailing off the edge of the world, he did not 

tell them how far they traveled each day.  After weeks 

of not seeing land, the crew demanded that the ships 

return to Spain.  Columbus convinced his crew to 

travel for a few more days.  Two days later, on 

October 12, he sighted land and named it San Salvador (“Holy Savior”).  He believed that he was 

in the East Indies but he was actually landed in the Bahamas.  He then sailed south to Cuba and 

believed he had landed in Marco Polo’s China (Cathay).  He ventured further to the island of 

Hispaniola and believed he had reached Japan (Cipango). 

 

Columbus made three more voyages farther into the Caribbean and on the coast of Panama in 

Central America.  Until his death, he was convinced he had discovered the westward route to the 

East Indies.  In 1508, an Italian navigator, Amerigo Vespucci became Chief Royal Pilot of Spain.  

All Spanish sea captains were required to report to him after their voyages so he could add the 

information to his maps.  After Columbus’s voyage, the updated information was given to 

Vespucci.  Amerigo Vespucci was the first to realize that Columbus’s newly discovered land was 

a new continent and not Asia.  The new land, “America,” was named after him. 

 

16
th
 Century Exploration 

As a result of Columbus’s voyages, Spain began to compete with Portugal for trading rights and 

new territories.  To avoid conflict, Spain asked Pope Alexander I to divide the world between the 

two countries.  In the Treaty of Tordesillas, a Line of Demarcation was drawn through the 
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Atlantic Ocean from north to south.  Portugal could claim lands east of the line and Spain could 

claim lands west of the line.   

 

This agreement between the two countries impacted exploration and colonization for the next 

centuries to come.  First, the line gave Portugal the eastern boundary which enabled Portugal 

exclusive rights to colonize and trade in parts of Africa and the East Indies.  Second, the 

agreement gave Spain the right to nearly all of the New World.  The line, however, cut across 

Brazil, giving territorial rights to Portugal.  Third, the boundary dissuaded Spain from seeking an 

eastward route to China and India.   

 

Ferdinand Magellan 

A Portuguese explorer, Ferdinand Magellan, applauded Columbus’s accomplishments but knew 

the Italian had not made it to Asia.  Magellan was commissioned by the Spanish king Charles I 

to find a westward route to Asia.  Spain was eager to compete with Portugal in the profitable 

markets of the Spice Islands.   

 

In September of 1519, he sailed with five ships from Spain to the coast of South America where 

he spent the winter.  He continued his voyage by sailing around the tip of South America, which 

is now called the Strait of Magellan.  At this point of the voyage, one of the ships deserted and 

another was destroyed in a severe storm.  When Magellan finally reached the calm waters on the 

western side of the continent, he referred to it as the “sea of peace” or Pacific Ocean.  He became 

the first European to sail from the Atlantic to the Pacific Ocean.   

 

The three remaining ships continued across the Pacific but food became scarce.  Many of the 

sailors died of starvation.  The ships finally landed in the Philippines.  Instead of a peaceful 

encounter, Magellan was killed by natives when he tried to help a local ruler in a tribal war.  The 

crew continued their voyage to the Spice Islands and traded for an abundance of spices.  With 

only one ship remaining and only eighteen sailors out of the two hundred who began the voyage, 

the ship returned home.  They did not use the route they came by but sailed around the tip of 

Africa to Spain.  The three-year voyage was the first voyage to circumnavigate the earth, proving 

that the earth, indeed, was round.   

 

Spain claimed much of North America under the Treaty of Tordesillas and sent explorers, or 

conquistadors, to search for riches, Christianize the native populations, and claim and place the 

conquered lands under Spanish authority.   

 

The Conquistadors 

The conquistadors found that the people in the new lands were easily subdued with firearms and 

horses.  Often their desire for wealth and fame overshadowed their religious goals.  Many of the 

conquistadors showed cruelty to the tribes they were sent to “convert.”  The same cruel treatment 

was also used in order to gain riches.   

 

Between 1509 and 1511, Spain had colonized Puerto Rico, Jamaica, and Cuba.  Trading posts in 

Venezuela and Colombia were also established.  A Spaniard, Vasco Nunez de Balboa came to 

the New World in search of adventure but ended up working on a farm on the island of 
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Hispaniola.  When he heard that a new colony was to be established on the mainland, Balboa 

stowed-away on a ship, headed for a new life.   

 

Vasco de Balboa 

Dissatisfied with the leadership of the colony, Balboa won control and moved the colony to a site 

on the coast of Panama.  Faced with imprisonment, Balboa hoped to impress the king by 

discovering gold or new lands.  Hearing rumors of a great 

ocean to the west, he gathered two hundred men and began 

cutting his way through the dense vegetation.  Crossing the 

Isthmus of Panama for three weeks, Balboa climbed up a 

small mountain and saw a great body of water which he 

named the South Sea. (Magellan renamed it “the Pacific” 

seven years later). 

 

Balboa sent word of the discovery back to Spain for a royal 

commendation but instead was arrested by a jealous rival 

and beheaded. Among the men who helped Balboa on his 

expedition was Hernando Cortes.  Although he is called 

“the greatest of the conquistadors,” his cruel methods for 

acquiring gold and silver from the Aztecs would tarnish his 

accomplishments. 

 

Hernando Cortes 

In 1519, Hernando Cortes landed on the shore of Mexico.  In order to avoid a mutiny, he sunk 

his own ships and began a trek inland.  Cortes and his men encountered an advanced civilization, 

the Aztecs, which was ruled by the powerful king, Montezuma.  Montezuma welcomed the 

Spaniards giving them gifts of gold and jewels believing Cortes was their god, Quetzalcoatl, 

who, according to legend, would return to them from across the sea.  Fueled by their greed, the 

Spaniards massacred hundreds of Aztecs and destroyed the city. Cortes began building a new 

settlement, on the ruins of the Aztec city.  It would be the foundation for one of the capital cities 

of “New Spain,” Mexico City. 

 

Seeking more treasures, Cortes and his men headed north.  For the next twenty years, he 

continued his search for gold and glory.  With an abundance of great riches, he returned to Spain 

in 1539 and died eight years later.   

 

Francisco Pizarro 

Another soldier who accompanied Balboa on his expedition 

across the Isthmus of Panama was Francisco Pizarro.  He came to 

the New World not to convert the Indians, but for their gold.  

After Balboa’s expedition and execution, Pizarro and a small 

band of men headed south.  It was rumored that people of the 

southern region, the Incas, had vast amounts of riches. 

 

In 1531, Pizarro and his men, set out for Peru, the center of the 

Inca civilization.  They landed on the coast and moved inland, 



12 

 

plundering villages along their way.  Pizarro captured the Inca ruler, Atahualpa, and held him for 

ransom.  Atahualpa convinced Pizarro that he could fill an entire room with gold and silver if he 

were released.  Keeping their bargain, the Incas gave Pizarro thirty-thousand pounds of gold and 

twice the amount in silver.  After receiving the ransom, Pizarro broke his promise and executed 

Atahualpa.   

 

Continuing his quest for gold and silver, Pizarro continued to explore and conquer the areas.  

Two years later, Pizarro founded the city of Lima, the modern capital city of Peru.  Because of 

the growing greed for riches and jealousy, Pizarro was killed in his home by other Spaniards.   

 

Hernando de Soto 

Spanish exploration was not only confined to Central and South America, but Spanish explorers, 

seeking gold, ventured into North America.  Hernando De Soto was a captain in Pizarro’s 

expedition to Peru.  After the Incas were defeated, he returned to Spain with gold and gave the 

king accounts of their journey.  The king was pleased and allowed de Soto to return to the New 

World with soldiers and supplies in order to establish a colony and to find more riches in the 

“land of gold.”  In 1539, Hernando de Soto landed in an area near present-day Tampa Bay, 

Florida.  

 

Although de Soto did not find the “golden cities,” or gold, he and his men explored a large part 

of the present-day southeastern United States and discovered the Mississippi River.  His 

expedition led the way for further exploration of the United States. 

 

Francisco  de Coronado 

Francisco Vasquez de Coronado also sought the legendary riches of “Seven Cities of Cibola”  

and “El Dorado.”   According to American Indian folklore, there existed a wealthy ruler, El 

Dorado, and his fabulous city of gold.  It was said that there was so much gold dust on this land 

that the ruler sprinkled gold dust on himself each morning and washed it off in a nearby lake 

each evening.  The people of El Dorado, wishing to please their gods, threw golden statues and 

jewelry into the ruler’s lake.   It was also rumored that the amount of gold was so great in this 

land that gold dust clung to the roots of plants as they were pulled up from the earth.   

 

From Mexico, Coronado and his soldiers explored new areas of New Mexico, Arizona, Kansas, 

and Texas.  Although he, too, did not find gold, some of his men who traveled westward, 

discovered the Grand Canyon. 

 

Because of the two expeditions, Spain decided not to continue exploring North America but to 

concentrate on the land they held in the New World.  This opened up opportunities for other 

European countries to settle on the continent.   

 

Early English Expeditions 
 

Soon after Columbus’s voyage in 1492, the English began exploring the New World.  King 

Henry VII hired a Venetian sailor, John Cabot, to lead the first English expedition across the 

Atlantic.  In June of 1497, Cabot dropped anchor off the coast of Canada.  He believed the land 

he spotted was India.  He and his crew went ashore seeking the riches of India but, instead, 
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Cabot and his men found a vast wilderness.  There he claimed the land for Henry VII.  Cabot and 

his crew returned home to England.  King Henry VII rewarded him with large sums of money. 

 

Like the Spaniards, the English sought riches from the New World but their methods of 

obtaining it differed.  For the most part, the English did not engage in the cruel tactics of Spain’s 

conquistadors.  The English brought families and settlers to develop the land and markets.   

 

The French Explorers 
The French first came to the New World as explorers, seeking a route to the Pacific Ocean and 

wealth.  As the land was explored, the French, unlike the Spanish conquistadors, befriended 

native Indian tribes.  Many of the French explorers relied on the Indians, for knowledge, 

supplies, and trade.    

  

Jacques Cartier 

The first great French explorer to the new world was Jacques Cartier. Convinced there was a 

northern passage to the Pacific Ocean, he made a total of three voyages to what is now eastern 

Canada.  On his second voyage in 1535, he sailed up the St. Lawrence River to an Iroquois 

Indian Village.  During his stay in the village, Cartier climbed a nearby mountain and was so 

impressed by the landscape that he named it “Mount Royal” which later became one of Canada’s 

largest cities, Montreal.   

 

17
th
 Century Exploration 

Samuel de Champlain 

Seventy years after Cartier’s expedition, Samuel de Champlain continued the search for the 

Northwest Passage.  He further explored and colonized the area around the St. Lawrence River, 

and established the colony of Quebec in 1608.  Local Indians led Champlain to two large lakes:  

Lake Ontario and Lake Huron.  From there, they led him farther in to a lake we know today as 

Lake Champlain. 

 

Marquette, Joliet, and La Salle 

Farther south, a French missionary, Jacques Marquette, and 

his friend, Louis Joliet, explored the interior of North 

America.  In 1673, they explored the great river in canoes.  

Starting on the northern section of the Mississippi, the two 

paddled downstream to an area in southern Arkansas before 

turning back. 

 

Less than a decade later, Sieur de La Salle traveled the 

entire path of the Mississippi River and reached its mouth in 

1682.  He claimed the entire Mississippi River Valley for his 

king, Louis XIV. In honor of his king, he named the area 

Louisiana.   

 

England Colonizes in the New World 

In 1585, Elizabeth I of England gave permission to Sir 

Walter Raleigh to establish an English colony in the New 
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World.  The establishment of a permanent British colony, however, was difficult.  Two attempts 

at colonization were made on Roanoke Island (then known as Virginia).  Sir Richard Grenville 

organized the first attempt at colonization.  In April of 1585, Grenville transported 600 settlers to 

the area based on reports that the neighboring Indians were friendly and the land was well-suited 

for the establishment of a colony.  But because supplies ran short and the settlers antagonized the 

local tribes, the initial colony failed. 

   

The Lost Colony of Roanoke 
In 1587, Raleigh organized another venture to settle the colony.  Under the leadership of John 

White, 115 settlers, including women and children, landed on Roanoke Island in August 1587.  

Finding the original village abandoned and burned, the colonists set out to rebuild the settlement.  

White left the colony and returned to England for more supplies.  He hoped to return within three 

months.  White’s return was delayed.  England became embroiled in a war with Spain and all sea 

vessels were confiscated to help in the war effort.  White finally returned to Roanoke in 1590.  

The colony, once again, was abandoned.  The only clue to the location of the settlers was the 

word “Croatoan” carved in a fencepost.  The colonists were never found thus giving Roanoke the 

name, “The Lost Colony.”  After the failure of Roanoke, England did not try to establish a 

colony for twenty more years.   

 

Jamestown 

The first permanent English settlement in the New World was the Jamestown colony in 1607.  

Under the leadership of John Smith, the colonists built a village and began to explore the land.  

The Jamestown settlers experienced a desperate shortage of food and supplies.  The warm 

climate of Virginia caused their supplies of food to spoil 

rapidly. In June of 1607, Powhantan, an Indian chief, 

issued an order to stop the raids on Jamestown and sent 

gifts of venison to the settlement.  The colonists also 

realized that they had not cleared enough land or built 

enough shelter for the approaching winter.  Instead of 

planting crops and preparing for winter, some of the men 

had left the colony in search of gold.  In addition to the 

disease and starvation, colonists began to argue over 

work assignments and conditions. 

 

Leadership of the colony was vital to its success. John 

Smith, the colony’s leader, was an adventurer and a 

soldier.   Under his leadership, colonists planted crops 

and worked as a community to ensure the success of the 

colony.  For a while, the conditions of the Jamestown 

colony seemed to improve.  The colonists’ life had 

stabilized but it was far from thriving.  Supplies and more 

colonists continued to arrive from England.  Although the 

new supplies were low for the growing number of colonists, the farmers remained self-sufficient.  

They hoped that a good harvest would provide enough food for the colony.  Their hopes would 

be short-lived.   
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Although the village burned in 1608 and their hardships increased, the settlers stayed and 

Jamestown became a vital part of the English economy.   

 

The Dutch in the New World 
The most famous of the explorers from the Netherlands was an Englishman, Henry Hudson.  He, 

too, was looking for the Northwest Passage to the Pacific Ocean.  After exploring the eastern 

coast of North America, he entered the Hudson River in 1609.  He believed this was the 

Northwest Passage.  He sailed up the river and established a colony on the site where Albany, 

New York now is located. Because of his expedition, the Dutch had a claim in the New World  

and founded the city of New Amsterdam, along the Hudson River. 

 

Hudson returned to Europe by way of England.  In England, Hudson and other English crew 

members were detained.  The British government refused to allow him to explore for any other 

foreign country.  Backed by British businessmen, Hudson returned to North America in a new 

ship, the Discovery.   

 

In 1610, Hudson sailed into the Hudson Strait and around the Ungava peninsula.  There he found 

a large body of water.  He named it the Bay of God’s Mercies.  Not wanting to be trapped in icy-

waters, Hudson sailed south along the coast of the bay.  The bay, now known as Hudson Bay, 

was too large and winter set in.  By November of 1610, the Discovery was trapped.  During the 

winter, the crew mutinied.  In June of 1611 when the ice started to break, the crew sent Hudson, 

his son, and a few sick crew members adrift in a small boat with few supplies.  They were never 

seen again. 

 

The Discovery returned to England.  The remaining crew claimed Hudson had hoarded rations 

and favored some crewmen over others.  Because mutiny was considered treason, the crew 

claimed that the ringleaders of the mutiny had all died on the route home.   

 

Although the accounts of the voyage were unconfirmed, the voyage itself was successful.  For 

the next twenty years, English businessmen continued to send sea captains to North America 

looking for a Northwest Passage.  

 

European Expansion in the East 
The growing competition among European powers was not limited to the New World.  Because 

Spain was limited to trade by the Treaty of Tortdesillas, the Netherlands, the English, and the 

Portuguese traded and established colonies in the eastern hemisphere.   

 

The Portuguese 

In 1506, Afonso de Albuquerque was named as viceroy over all Portguese holdings in the East.  

Under his leadership, the Portuguese commercial empire grew.  Discouraging mistreatment of 

natives, he and Portuguese traders established colonies and trading posts by securing the 

entrances to the Persian Gulf and the Red Sea.  By 1520, the Portuguese had taken the island of 

Ceylon (Sri Lanka) and the town of Banten on the island of Java.  Banten was a strategic location 

because it controlled one of two entrances to the Orient.  The Portuguese already controlled the 
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other.  Within four years, they established trade with Japan and settled the colony of Macao on 

the Chinese mainland. 

 

The Portuguese were not able to maintain their vast commercial empire 

because they lacked a military to defend their new territories.  In 

addition, its small population was dwindling because many Portuguese 

sailors were killed.  It is estimated that one voyage in every seven 

ended in disaster.  Although the Portuguese at one time had control of 

the area, the Asians, because of the Portuguese’s cruel treatment of 

conquered peoples, began trading with other competitive European 

powers.   

 

 

The Dutch 

The Netherlands was not a wealthy country in the 16
th

 century but it did have an outstanding 

navy.  Unhappy with the high prices set by the Portuguese monopoly of trade, the Dutch sought 

to trade with Asia directly.  With its well-trained sailors, the Dutch established settlements on 

Java and Sumatra and pushed the Portuguese from the port city of Banten and the island of 

Ceylon.  Soon, the Dutch controlled exclusive trade with Japan and Formosa (Taiwan), and 

extended their influence from Persia to Japan.  

 

In 1652, the Dutch, needing a depot for fresh food and supplies for their long voyages, 

established a colony at the Cape of Good Hope.  The new colony was named Cape Town.  The 

mild climate and business opportunities attracted many settlers to the area.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The English 

After the defeat of the Spanish Armada in 1588, Britain became the European leader in sea 

power.  In 1591, the British began trading voyages to the East Indies.  Trading along side the 

Dutch for years, the British eventually seized control of the Persian Gulf and opened up trade 

from both the east and west coasts of India.   

 

 

Due to the length of voyages, sailors often had to live for long periods of time on stale 

bread, or hardtack, salted meat and fish, and beer.  Often maggots infested the beef, fish, 

and bread; water became stagnant and undrinkable.  The only thing that did not spoil was 

the liquor.  Disease and malnutrition caused the death of many sailors.  One disease, scurvy, 

caused a sailor’s gums to swell and bleed.  As the gums swelled, the teeth loosened.  The 

disease also caused the sailor’s limbs to swell and become discolored.  We now know that 

scurvy is caused by a Vitamin C deficiency.  Although no one knew about Vitamin C at the 

time, some sea captains came up with a cure:  fresh fruit and vegetables.  Because fresh 

food was impossible to keep on long voyages, the British navy began requiring ships to 

carry limejuice on every voyage.  Because of this practice, British sailors were referred to as 

“limeys.” 
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Mercantilism 

The dominant economic system of the Age of Exploration was mercantilism. Mercantilism 

profited a nation by supporting the establishment of colonies that would supply materials and 

markets.  A nation’s might and prestige depended on the wealth the markets produced.  Because 

markets were vital to the strength of a nation, most European countries had tight controls over 

their colonies. 

 

Colonies supplied the “mother country” with raw materials and markets.  The colonies were not 

allowed to produce or trade items that the mother country produced or traded.  They were only 

allowed to trade with the mother country.  Because of this system, mother countries became 

wealthier and wealthier.   By establishing colonies, European countries hoped to be self-

sufficient.  Direct trade with other countries might deplete a country’s gold and silver supply.  A 

country, under mercantilism, would benefit the most if they exported more goods than they 

imported.   

 

Although the wealth of nations seemingly grew, mercantilism had adverse affects on the 

economies within the country.  First, it inadvertently created national monopolies that deterred 

competition.  Because mercantilism is a “sellers” market (and the key being to obtain gold and 

silver), a government could become myopic on profits but not for the welfare of its people.  

Agricultural and industrial goods were important only if they could be sold overseas for gold and 

silver, not necessarily to benefit the people of a nation.   

 

Capitalism 

From mercantilism, emerged another economic system:  capitalism.  Where mercantilism created 

wealth during the Age of Exploration, capitalism advanced wealth.  Individuals used the money 

they had to make more money.  Investments were made with the hope of making more money. 

 

Many of the early capitalists were bankers.  They exchanged money between people and nations, 

and they kept money safe.  Using their business profits, wealthy bankers would invest in trade 

voyages.  The investment was risky.  A ship could be overtaken by pirates or sunk by a storm.  A 

ship’s disaster could mean financial ruin for the investor. 

 

To minimize risk, men organized companies and pooled their money.  

They all shared in the gains and in the losses.  From these investment 

companies developed the joint-stock company.  In a joint-stock 

company, investors were issued stock certificates that 

showed how much money the individual invested.  The 

money invested became part of the company’s supply of 

money, or capital.  The company’s capital was then 

used to finance business ventures.  If a profit was 

made, the investors were paid in the form of 

dividends.   

 

Another way to raise capital was to post a prospectus in a public place.   

A prospectus outlined the details of a future business venture.  People who wrote their names 

below the prospectus agreed to help share in the cost of the business opportunity.  If the venture 
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was successful, they would profit.  If the venture failed then they would assume the loss.  

Insurance companies are often referred to as “underwriters” because of this practice.  Lloyds of 

London, today one of the world’s premier insurers, began in 1688 by a group of men who 

underwrote voyages to the New World.   

 

During the Age of Exploration, many joint-stock companies were formed.  Three joint-stock 

companies were especially successful:  The English East India Company, the Dutch East India 

Company, and the French Company of New France.  

 

How much could an investor in a joint stock company make?  The British East India Company 

averaged over a 300% return each year between 1609 and 1613.  For example, if an individual 

invested $1000 in the business venture, they would receive three times their money.  The Dutch 

East India Company, established in 1602, paid average dividends of 18% each year.  In addition 

to earning money for investors, the joint-stock companies also set the bases, or settlements, in an 

area of trade.   

 

Introduction of the Slave Trade 

In 1619, the first Dutch ship arrived with twenty Africans.  The Dutch sold the Africans to the 

English colonists for planting and harvesting of tobacco crops.  By 1644, three hundred African 

slaves lived in Virginia.  Some were slaves for life, others worked as indentured servants, and a 

few became independent farmers.  As the tobacco industry grew in the colonies, so did the need 

for laborers.  

 

Triangular Trade 

Although slavery existed throughout the ancient civilizations, it grew into large business in the 

1500s. Europeans viewed slaves as the most profitable item in trade.  Spain’s American empire 

sparked the need for slaves, creating the Atlantic slave trade.  Thousands of enslaved Africans 

were sent to the Americas each year to work on the tobacco and sugar plantations. 
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Although Europeans rarely went into the interior of the African continent to capture slaves, 

slaves were captured by the African tribal rulers and traders and sent to the trading posts on 

coastal areas.  There the captives were traded for textiles, tobacco, rum, and weapons. 

 

 

The Atlantic slave trade was one leg of a network of trade, known as the triangular trade, 

between the Americas, Europe, and Africa.  Numerous patterns of the triangular trade existed.   

For instance, goods, such as paper, metalwork, blankets, etc were shipped from England to the  

merchants in the American colonies.  There the items might be traded for fish, meat, and oil.  

The barges then loaded the American ships with goods for trade in the West Indies.  In the West 

Indies, the American goods would be traded for sugar to be refined in Britain. 

 

Another pattern began with merchants.  On the first leg of the trade triangle, the merchants, 

selling goods such as rum and tobacco, brought goods to Africa in exchange for slaves.  The 

second leg, known as the Middle Passage, brought the slaves to the West Indies in exchange for 

sugar, molasses, and other products.  These products were then shipped to the Americas. 

 

For enslaved Africans, the Middle Passage was horrific.  Because the slave traders were trying to 

maximize their profits, they crammed the captives, men, women, and children, into the decks 

below.  Food and provisions were sparse.  It is estimated that 10-50% of slaves on board a ship 

died of disease or brutal mistreatment on the six to eight week voyage.   

 

Olaudah Equiano (1745–1797), also known as Gustavus Vassa, was born in Benin (in west 

Africa).  When he was about ten years old, Olaudah was kidnapped by Africans and sold into 

slavery.  After being sold multiple times, he was purchased by Europeans who shipped him to 

Barbados and then to Virginia.  Ultimately, Equiano gained his freedom, moved to England, 

became a Christian missionary and abolitionist, and wrote his life story.  In the excerpt below, he 

recounted his experience of the brutal “middle passage” across the Atlantic to the  

Caribbean.  

 

“At last, when the ship we were in had got in all her cargo, they made ready with many fearful 

noises, and we were all put under deck, so that we could not see how they managed the vessel. 

But this disappointment was the least of my sorrow. The stench of the hold while we were on the 

coast was so intolerably loathsome, that it was dangerous to remain there for any time, and some 

of us had been permitted to stay on the deck for the fresh air; but now that the whole ship’s 

cargo were confined together, it became absolutely pestilential. The closeness of the place, and 

the heat of the climate, added to the number in the ship, which was so crowded that each had 

scarcely room to turn himself, almost suffocated us. This produced copious perspirations, so that 

the air soon became unfit for respiration, from a variety of loathsome smells, and brought on a 

sickness among the slaves, of which many died, thus falling victims to the improvident avarice, 

as I may call it, of their purchasers. This wretched situation was again aggravated by the galling 

of the chains, now become insupportable; and the filth of the necessary tubs, into which the 

children often fell, and were almost suffocated. The shrieks of the women, and the groans of the 

dying, rendered the whole a scene of horror almost inconceivable. 
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The voyage itself took between 6 and 8 weeks. The enslaved Africans were chained together by 

the hand and the foot, and packed into the smallest places where there was barely enough room 

to lie on one’s side.” 

 

In 1518, a Spanish ship carried the first slave cargo directly to the New World.  During the next 

two centuries, the slave trade increased significantly.  It is estimated that approximately 300,000 

slaves were exported from Africa in the 16
th

 century, one million in the 17
th

 century, and by the 

18
th

 century, the number rose to over six million.  Altogether, it is estimated that as many as ten 

million slaves were brought to the Americas between the 16
th

 and 19
th

 centuries.   

 

European Conflict in the New World 

As mercantilism flourished in the 1700s, the population grew. Spain, England, France, and the 

Netherlands were competing for trade and colonies throughout the world.  In North America, the 

main competitor of English colonies was France.  France controlled large areas of North 

America from the St. Lawrence River west to the Great Lakes and south to the Gulf of Mexico.  

To protect their holdings and colonists, France built a system of forts along its territorial claims.  

The forts, however, blocked the English colonists from expanding to the west.  England and 

France were already involved in a series of wars in Europe.  The tensions spread to North 

America.   

 

France had established a very profitable fur trade in the Ohio Valley.  As towns and colonies 

became populated and businesses thrived, some colonists wanted to push westward, past the 

British Colonial boundaries of the Appalachian Mountains and into the Ohio Valley.  The French 

were determined to stop the expansion of the English.  Not only did the Ohio Valley support a 

profitable fur trade, it was also an essential connection to their holdings and settlements in North 

America.   

 

The French were not the only settlers in the Ohio Valley.   The Native Americans had hunted 

animals and farmed the land in the Ohio Valley centuries before the European claimed the land.  

As tensions between the French and English grew worse, the Indians believed that the only way 

to maintain their way of life was to choose one side or the other.  France seemed to have the 

advantage.  The French had built strong alliances with the Indians before the English colonists 

moved into the area.  The French settlers, unlike the English settlers, generally did not take and 

clear Indian lands for towns and ports.  Many French trappers married Indian women thereby 

strengthening their relationship.  

 

In 1753, a young Virginian, Major George Washington, was given an 

assignment.  He was to deliver a message to the French to withdraw 

French troops from the Ohio Valley.  The French denied the request.  

Washington was ordered to return to the Ohio Valley and build a fort 

near the present site of Pittsburg.  As he returned to the area, Washington 

learned the French had just completed building a fort on the spot where 

Washington had hoped to build a British fort.  However, he was 

determined to carry out his orders.  As French scouts slept in the 

nearby woods, Washington and his men marched silently toward the 

scouts and launched a surprise attack on the French.  The French scattered.  Washington 
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hurriedly built a makeshift fort, Fort Necessity.  The French, with their Indian allies, surrounded 

the fort.  Washington was outnumbered and forced to surrender.  The British defeat set off a 

number of skirmishes in an undeclared war. 

 

The Great War for Empire 

The conflict between rival European countries heightened during the mid-18
th

 century.  Europe 

became involved in a continental war over land and commercial power.  Although the tension 

was initiated by Austria and Prussia, military alliances trapped Russia, France, and Britain into 

the conflict.  As countries were invaded, land taken, and global territories of trade obtained by 

rival countries, the war spread from Europe to North America. The North American part of the 

conflict is known as the French and Indian War, but historians also refer to the war as the Great 

War for Empire. 

 

The French and English formally declared war in May 1756. Even though the French were 

outnumbered by the English military, the French dominated the English for the first three years 

of war.  The war changed in Britain’s favor when William Pitt became head of the British 

government in 1757.  His first directive was to win the war in North America.  Once the British 

defeated the French, the British could focus on the conflicts in the rest of the world.  Pitt sent his 

best general, Jeffrey Amherst, to America to defeat the French.  Amherst successfully captured 

Louisbourg, the most important French fort in Canada and Fort Duquesne.  The English renamed 

the fort, Fort Pitt, after the British leader. 

 

The British continued capturing French land and forts.  Pitt sent General James Wolfe to take 

Quebec, the capital of New France.  The city sat on the edge of steep cliffs that overlooked the 

St. Lawrence River. Because of the cliffs’ steep jagged edges, the French thought the British 

would not attack from this unlikely front and only posted a few guards on the cliff.  Late at night, 

Wolfe ordered his British soldiers to row in the darkness toward the cliffs.  The soldiers scaled 

the cliffs ready for battle.  The French, outnumbered and surprised, surrendered to the British 

after a bloody battle.   

 

Although the war between the French and the English had ended in North America, it continued 

on other continents.  Overseas in India, the French and English were embroiled in conflict.  

British and French merchants prospered in trading for Indian tea, spices, and textiles.  Initially, 

neither the French nor the English sought to establish trade colonies as they did in other parts of 

the world.  Instead, they used small armed forces to protect their trading posts.  In addition to 

protecting their property, the trading companies and their armed forces protected the Indian 

governors of the provinces.  These governors were known as nawabs.  European private 

companies, such as London’s East India Company, paid the nawabs for their “help” in promoting 

trade with tribute payments. 

 

As the conflicts in Europe and the New World heated up, competition for trade in India followed. 

In the 1740’s, a young clerk of the East India Company, Robert Clive, was directed by the 

company to oust the French and to suppress any subsequent native opposition to British rule in 

Bengal.  The nawab of Bengal favored the French and amassed a fighting force of over 50,000 

men.  Because Clive had only a small-armed force, he bribed a Bengali general.  The Bengali 

forces were defeated at the battle of Plassey in June of 1757.  The opposing nawab was deposed 
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and the general was placed on the throne of Bengal. After this, nawabs held little power among 

their peoples and instead, became figureheads for the East India Company.  The company began 

to collect taxes, control trade, and increase its military forces.  A number of civil wars that 

followed along with obtaining power through puppet-rulers, allowed the East India Company to 

dominate most of India.   

 

In 1763, Britain and France signed the Treaty of Paris that ended the war between the two 

nations.  According to the terms of the treaty, the French had to give up Canada and all of French 

land east of the Mississippi River except New Orleans.  France was allowed to keep two islands 

in the Gulf of St. Lawrence and its islands in the West Indies.  Spain, who entered the war on the 

side of the French in 1752, gave up Florida to the British.  In return, Spain received lands west of 

the Mississippi and the port of New Orleans.  Spain was allowed to keep control of its claims in 

Central and South America.   

 

Consequences of the French and Indian War 
The Treaty of Paris ended the French and Indian War and the Great War for Empire, but the 

consequences of the war went much deeper.  France no longer held its political power and 

influence in North America. Britain, victorious in North America, strengthened its hold on the 

colonies due to unwavering leadership in Parliament and with the help of the British colonists.  

The French and Indian War, however, would become a major cause of the American Revolution 

two decades later. The French and Indian war plunged Britain into debt.  

 

In 1784, Britain’s Parliament passed the India Act of 1784 that took governing power away from 

the East India Company in India and placed it under the authority of the British government.  

Lord Cornwallis, the British general who surrendered the American colonies in 1781, was named 

as the first governor-general of India. 

 

The British Raj 

Changes to Indian society were made under the authority of Lord Cornwallis.  In order to create 

a social class loyal to British rule, or raj, Cornwallis gave title deeds to Indian landholders.  Prior 

to this, Indian landlords collected rent from peasants living on their land but they did not have 

the authority to move them off their land.  Under 

Cornwallis, the landlords were able to remove the 

unwanted peasants and do with the land whatever 

they wished.   

 

Even though the Indian landholders now had 

control of their land, they could not be considered 

for jobs as high-ranking government officials.  

Those jobs, including the position of governor-

general, were exclusive to “whites.”  In each district, the government appointed two British 

magistrates:  one for administering justice and the other for tax collection and law enforcement.  

The British officials employed Indian clerks, translators, and runners.   

 

Later in the 19
th

 century, British missionaries, reformers, and educators came to the continent to 

assimilate the Indian people into British society believing it was their duty to impose European 
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values in India.  This social “value” system was brought about by an 18
th

 century intellectual 

movement known as the Enlightenment. 

 

The Enlightenment 

The term “Enlightenment,” also referred to as the Age of Reason, refers most specifically to 

philosophical and political thought in 18
th

 century America and Europe.  The scientific and 

intellectual developments of the Scientific Revolution in the prior century, however, fostered the 

ideas of the Enlightenment. Scientific discoveries prompted philosophers to apply the scientific 

method to their study of man and the search for truth.  Enlightenment thinkers placed a strong 

emphasis on the power of human reason, natural law, and universal order.  Reason, they believed 

was the means to human progress.  Man, through his efforts, would continue to make the world 

better.   

 

Many French writers were influenced by the writings of John Locke, a 17
th

 century English 

philosopher.  Locke promoted the idea that men possess certain natural and inalienable rights – 

rights that cannot be transferred or taken.  He also believed that people, the governed, had a 

social contract with their government.  If the government violated the people’s trust or acted 

unjustly, the people had the right to change their government. 

 

The voice of the Enlightenment was the French philosophes.  The philosophes openly challenged 

society’s values and institutions and became the social and political reformers of the 18
th

 century.  

A French baron, Montesquieu, believed that the power of government should be separated into 

three branches of government.  Voltaire, a writer, wrote satiric articles about abuses in society 

and political intolerance.  As a champion of freedom of the press, Voltaire’s articles criticized 

the nobility and kings of Europe and he was forced to leave country after country.  Jean Jacques 

Rousseau believed that man was basically good and was born free.  His beliefs cultivated the 19
th

 

century thought pattern of the Romantic Age.  Romanticism promoted a “back to nature” 

philosophy and the idea of the “noble savage.”  This influence would eventually change how 

colonial people would be treated under their European governments.   

 

The chief instrument for spreading the ideas of the Enlightenment was the Encyclopedie, edited 

by Denis Diderot.  The Encyclopedie was a large collection of writings from the philosophes on 

a wide variety of subjects.   

 

Mercantilism vs. Free Trade 

In the 16
th

 and 17
th

 centuries, the quest for colonies was motivated by mercantilism.  Colonial 

markets and trade provided European countries with wealth.  But by the 18
th

 century, the cost to 

maintain and protect the colonies had become financially draining to the European economies.  

Free trade policies, or trade between nations without quotas or protective tariffs, began to slowly 

replace the one-sided trade of mercantilism.   

 

In the early 1800s, European nations taxed foreign imports (goods coming into a country) in 

order to protect the local economies.  Middle-class businessmen and merchants believed that if 

the tariffs, or taxes, were eliminated, then merchants everywhere would make more money and 

the people who bought their goods would benefit due to market competition. 
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In addition to shifts in markets, colonial holdings in the Americas increased costs to the parent 

countries because colonies were seeking independence.  The French and Indian War and the 

Great War for Empire devastated the British economy.  Looking to rebuild Britain’s assets and 

wealth, the British Parliament enacted new taxes and regulations that affected the colonists. 

 

The American War for Independence 

Because the American colonies enjoyed a large measure of self-rule, resentment against the 

British government grew while the ideas and influence of the Enlightenment spread not only 

throughout Europe but also to the American colonies.  Wanting to be represented in Parliament 

and heard by the king, the colonists organized and protested.  As a result of the protests, the 

British government, through further restrictive laws and acts, passed harsher legislation to put the 

colonies back in line.  When negotiations failed, the colonists banded together and fought and 

won against Great Britain in the American War for Independence.  

 

After the American War for Independence was won, France experienced its own revolutionary 

war, the French Revolution.  Inspired by the success of the Americans and influenced by the 

philosophes writings, the French people rebelled against the French kings and established a 

secular government. The French Revolution, however, did not follow the same course as the 

American Revolution.  After ousting the king, some of the leaders became very radical and 

sought to maintain control by imprisoning, torturing, and beheading anyone who disagreed with 

them.  Eventually the radical government was replaced and a young general, Napoleon 

Bonaparte came to power. 

 

The Slave Who Defeated Napoleon 

www.historywhiz.com 

 

“Napoleon was one of the greatest generals who ever 

lived. But at the end of the 18th century a self-educated 

slave with no military training drove Napoleon out of 

Haiti and led his country to independence. 

 

The remarkable leader of this slave revolt was 

Toussaint Breda (later called Toussaint L'Ouverture, 

and sometimes the “black Napoleon”). Slave revolts 

from this time normally ended in executions and failure 

– this story is the exception. 

 

It began in 1791 in the French colony of Saint 

Dominique (later Haiti). Though born a slave in Saint 

Dominique, Toussaint learned of Africa from his 

father, who had been born a free man there. He learned 

that he was more than a slave, that he was a man with 

brains and dignity. He was fortunate in having a liberal 

master who had him trained as a house servant and 

allowed him to learn to read and write. Toussaint took 

full advantage of this, reading every book he could get 
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his hands on. He particularly admired the writings of the French Enlightenment philosophers, 

who spoke of individual rights and equality. 

 

In 1789 the French Revolution rocked France. The sugar plantations of Saint Dominique, though 

far away, would never be the same. Spurred on by such Enlightenment thinkers as Jean-Jacques 

Rousseau, the early moderate revolutionaries considered seriously the question of slavery. Those 

moderate revolutionaries were not willing to end slavery but they did apply the "Rights of Man" 

to all Frenchmen, including free blacks and mulattoes (those of mixed race). Plantation owners in 

the colonies were furious and fought the measure. Finally the revolutionaries gave in and 

retracted the measure in 1791. 

 

The news of this betrayal triggered mass slave revolts 

in Saint Dominique, and Toussaint became the leader 

of the slave rebellion. He became known as Toussaint 

L'Ouverture (the one who finds an opening) and 

brilliantly led his rag-tag slave army. He successfully 

fought the French (who helped by succumbing to 

yellow fever in large numbers) as well as invading 

Spanish and British. 

 

By 1793, the revolution in France was in the hands of 

the Jacobins, the most radical of the revolutionary 

groups. This group, led by Maximilian Robespierre, 

was responsible for the Reign of Terror, a campaign to 

rid France of “enemies of the revolution.” Though the 

Jacobins brought indiscriminate death to France, they 

were also idealists who wanted to take the revolution 

as far as it could go. So they again considered the issue 

of “equality” and voted to end slavery in the French 

colonies, including what was now known as Haiti. 

 

There was jubilation among the blacks in Haiti, and Toussaint agreed to help the French army 

eject the British and Spanish. Toussaint proved to be a brilliant general, winning 7 battles in 7 

days. He became the governor of the colony. 

 

In France the Jacobins lost power. People finally tired of blood flowing in the streets and sent 

Maximilian Robespierre, the leader of the Jacobins, to the guillotine, ending the Reign of Terror. 

A reaction set in. The French people wanted to get back to business. More moderate leaders 

came and went, eventually replaced by Napoleon, who ruled France with dictatorial powers. He 

responded to the pleas of the plantation owners by reinstating slavery in the French colonies, 

once again plunging Haiti into war. 

 

By 1803 Napoleon was ready to get Haiti off his back: he and Toussaint agreed to terms of 

peace. Napoleon agreed to recognize Haitian independence and Toussaint agreed to retire from 

public life. A few months later, the French invited Toussaint to come to a negotiating meeting 

will full safe conduct. When he arrived, the French (at Napoleon's orders) betrayed the safe 
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conduct and arrested him, putting him on a ship headed for France. Napoleon ordered that 

Toussaint be placed in a prison dungeon in the mountains, and murdered by means of cold, 

starvation, and neglect. Toussaint died in prison, but others carried on the fight for freedom. 

 

Six months later, Napoleon decided to give up his possessions in the New World. He was busy in 

Europe and these far-away possessions were more trouble than they were worth. He abandoned 

Haiti to independence and sold the French territory in North America to the United States (the 

Louisiana purchase).” 

 

The Spanish Colonies of South America 

The Latin American colonies, unlike the English colonies in North America, were tightly 

controlled by Spain and Portugal.    Spanish officials, known as peninsulares, were appointed by 

the king and controlled colonial affairs.  Using their positions to create personal fortunes, they 

were often criticized by the criollos (Spanish born in the New World) for their arrogant attitudes 

and corrupt practices.   

 

Because of the growing discontent with Spain and its officials, independence movements in 

Latin America began to occur.  Many of the educated people in Latin America, inspired by the 

works of the Enlightenment writers and the success of the American War for Independence, 

supported the movements for independence from Spain. 

 

South America Gains Independence from Spain 

In the late 18
th

 century, two men, Simon Bolivar and Jose de San Martin, wanted the Spanish 

colonies of South America to be free of Spain’s control.  They raised troops and Bolivar’s men 

successfully secured the independence of Gran Colombia (Colombia, Venezuela, Panama, and 

Ecuador) in the north. With the help of a free Argentina, San Martin’s troops freed Chile and 

Peru from Spanish control.    

 

Brazil, a Portuguese colony, experienced a more peaceful transition to independence.  In 1807, 

Napoleon’s troops invaded Portugal.  The royal family was forced to flee to Brazil, its colony in 

South America. The Portuguese king, Dom Pedro, ruled his empire from his new South 

American capital, Rio de Janeiro.  Under his rule, Brazil’s economy and trade prospered.  After 

the defeat of Napoleon by the combined European forces, Dom Pedro returned to Portugal in 

1821.  His son, Dom Pedro II, stayed in Brazil as his regent.  When the Portuguese legislature 

attempted to restore Brazil to its colonial status, Dom Pedro II declared Brazil to be independent 

of Portugal and the economy continued to thrive.   

 

The New Imperialism 

1800-1914 

 
As European countries were forced out of the Americas, they looked to opportunities and 

markets of Asia and Africa.  During the years 1870-1914, the race for overseas possessions was 

revived and a new form of empire building and expansion emerged:  imperialism. European 

countries, in search of raw materials for industry and new markets, conquered and colonized 

virtually all of Africa and parts of Asia within a few decades.  As private companies established 
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trading posts and markets, the governments followed and established “spheres of influence” to 

protect their possessions and investments.  

 

In addition to the need for raw materials for growing industry, European imperialism was 

motivated by extreme nationalism.  An overseas empire brought prestige and honor to a country. 

A country’s strength was measured by its possessions and ability to govern them.  As a country 

expanded its influence, other countries established posts and colonies in the region to stop further 

advancement.  European countries also established colonies for the needs of the military and 

merchant vessels. 

 

A third incentive for imperialism was humanitarianism.  Expansion was seen as a way to bring 

European civilization to a non-Western world.  European countries believed it was their 

responsibility to share Western culture with the world.  European nations sought to improve 

education, medical care, industry, and technology within their possessions.  Because of the basic 

beliefs of the Enlightenment, individual freedom, equality, and liberty, European nations, once 

embroiled in the institution of slavery and its profits, could not philosophically support slavery.  

European countries, led by Britain in 1807, sought ways to abolish the trade.   

 

Canada 
The American Revolution also had an impact on how Britain reacted to unrest in her other 

colonies.  When France lost Canada to Britain in 1763, thousands of French colonists remained.  

In addition to the French, thousands of British loyalists left America to settle in lands under 

British control.  Because different cultures, including Native Americans, were under British rule, 

tensions rose.  Britain passed the Canada Act (1791) which divided Canada into two provinces:  

English-speaking Upper Canada and 

French-speaking Lower Canada.  Each 

had its own legislatures, traditions, and 

government officials. 

 

It was not long until the Canadians 

grew discontent with the government.  

The people of Lower Canada charged 

that the British government ignored 

them while people in Upper Canada 

resented the governmental power held by the elite.  As a result, Canadians in both provinces 

revolted. 

 

But because of the American Revolution, Britain’s reaction to the upheaval was different. The 

British government used diplomacy and sent Lord Durham to study the causes of the unrest.  In 

his report, he called for the two Canadas to be reunited and given control of their own affairs.  

The Act of Union (1840) gave Canada an elected legislature to determine its own policies.  

However, Britain continued to control foreign affairs and trade. 

 

As the population of Canada grew and spread out across North America, Canadians feared that 

the divided government would weaken Canada economically and politically, fearing the United 

States might try to dominate them. 
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In 1867, Parliament passed the British North America Act which united the four large provinces 

of Canada into one self-governing nation.  Although Canada elected its own Parliament and had 

control over most of its own foreign policy, it still maintained close ties with Britain. 

 

Australia and New Zealand 
In the 1600s, Dutch explorers discovered a large unknown mass of land but because of its 

distance from Europe, establishing colonies on the foreign land was not practical.  Europeans did 

not discover Australia until 1770 when James Cook, a British sea-captain, mapped the island's 

east coast and claimed it for Great Britain. 

 

When the American War for Independence began in 

1775, the colony of Georgia, which served as a 

British penal colony, was no longer an option for 

Britain’s crowded prisons. Beginning in 1788, 

Britain sent convicts and guards to Port Jackson in 

Australia.  Most of the convicts were not considered 

to be dangerous criminals but had been imprisoned 

on minor charges or debt. 

 

In the early 1800s, Britain encouraged free citizens to settle in Australia by offering free land and 

tools.  Although most settled along the coast, some settlers found that sheep herding was suited 

to the climate and the land.  Sheep ranchers moved farther into the interior, or outback. 

 

In 1851, gold was discovered and the population of Australia boomed and the economy 

flourished.  By the end of the 1800s, Australia became a part of the growing world economy. 

 

Like Canada, Australia was composed of separate colonies.  The British, fearing interference 

from other world powers, allowed Australia self-rule. In 1901, Britain helped the colonies unite 

into the independent Commonwealth of Australia.  Although Australia enjoyed self-rule, it kept 

its ties to Britain by recognizing the British monarch as the head of state. 

 

Captain James Cook also claimed the other land for Britain in the South Pacific.  In 1769, New 

Zealand, became another possession of the British crown.  Although the native population, the 

Maoris, settled the land in the 1200s, escaped convicts from Australia and seamen who deserted 

their ships now joined them.  In 1814, a new wave of immigrants came to the islands, European 

missionaries.   

 

The mild climate and good soil attracted white settlers from Europe, and  in 1840, the British 

annexed New Zealand.  The settlers raised sheep and cattle, exporting wool, mutton, and beef to 

other nations.  As settlers came in, the population increased substantially and whites overtook 

more and more land.  The Maoris, resentful of the new settlers, entered into wars with the 

settlers.  By 1870, the wars ended but the conflict devastated the Maori population due to 

fighting and disease. 
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Like Canada and Australia, New Zealand settlers sought self-rule.  In 1907, they were granted 

their independence and their own government, still keeping close ties to Britain.   

 

While European nations grew stronger, other civilizations in the East were weakening. In a few 

decades, western imperial gained control over most of the world.  In Europe, the rapid expansion 

benefited merchants, businessmen, bankers, and the workers. 

 

Western Imperialism in Asia and Africa 
Western expansionism succeeded for a number of reasons.  Although the economy and military 

strength of the European nations was growing, many Asian dynasties were in decline.  The rulers 

of Mughal India, Ottomans in the Middle East, and the Manchu dynasty of China experienced 

internal conflicts that weakened their political power.  In Africa, the slave-trade negatively 

impacted the population and undermined African empires and kingdoms. 

 

Secondly, Europeans had superior military forces, technology, and economies.  Their wealthy 

economies afforded larger, well-equipped soldiers and steam-powered ships.  Faced with these 

forces, the Africans and Asians often fell to the demands of the Europeans. But European 

expansion also resulted in the formation of societies and groups which fought the western 

invaders by bringing about change within their own traditions and by promoting a sense of 

nationalism.   

 

India 
After the Battle of Plassey (1757), the British East India Company gained control of India for the 

next hundred years.  Although the British government did not directly rule India, it allowed the 

East India Company to act as the governing body.  As the company tried to 

expand its authority and to impose Western culture on Indian society, 

tensions among Indians rose and an insurrection occurred.   

 

The Sepoy Rebellion 

In 1857, Sepoys, native Indian troops employed by the East India 

Company, revolted. The revolt, known as the Sepoy Rebellion, symbolized 

the people’s dissatisfaction with Western rule. Indian resentment mounted 

as the company forced rapid westernization of India and the British 

annexing of the important Indian state, Oudh. 

 

The Sepoys were a combination of Hindu and Muslim soldiers. Just before the Rebellion there 

were over 200,000 Indians in the army compared to about 40,000 British. The revolt was started 

with the introduction of new rifle cartridges.  The new cartridges, which had to be bitten off, 

were greased with sheep fat to keep the powder dry.  Rumors spread that the grease on the 

cartridges were not sheep fat but cow and pig fat.  Because cows are considered to be sacred 

among the Hindu and Muslims consider pigs unclean, the Sepoys refused to use the cartridges.  

Several Sepoys were severely punished.  In reaction to the punishment, the Sepoys shot their 

European officers and marched to New Delhi.  Along the way, European and Indian Christians 

were butchered.  British troops were called in and after several months, the mutiny was put 

down. 
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After the Mutiny, British India became a Crown possession, and Victoria was granted the title of 

Queen Empress of India. No longer ruled by the East India Company, the British government 

assumed the responsibility of providing for the welfare of its people and directly governed India.    

 

Sanitation and medical care improved.  Railroads and roads were built and factories were 

constructed.  Although schools were built and western thought and culture were still promoted, 

many young Indians desired self-rule.  The Indian middle classes realized a violent revolution 

was not practical. This influenced the tactics of the later Indian Nationalist struggle. 

 

China 
In 1644, the Manchu dynasty of China closed all Chinese ports to foreign merchants except for 

the port at Canton. Despite strict government regulations, foreign trade in China expanded during 

the late 18th century and early 19th century. As trade grew, the West found that they had a 

growing trade deficit with China.  The western 

countries attempted to balance the trade.  

Although the West wanted tea, silks, and spices 

from China, China wanted little from the West, 

except silver.  

 

European and American merchants found a 

good that the Chinese did want:  opium.  In the 

19
th

 century, the Manchu dynasty’s leadership 

was wavering.  Because of its political 

weakness, European countries sought greater 

trade privileges with the vast country.   

 

In the 1830's, opium had become a problem in 

Chinese society. Virtually all men under 40 

smoked opium. Faced with this problem, the 

Chinese government opened a debate among 

Manchus and senior officials.  

 

The debate lasted for two years. In the end, a minority group which favored a strict, 

uncompromising stand on ridding the country of its opium problem, prevailed. In 1839, the 

emperor issued decrees against possessing, smoking, or trading opium.  Punishment for breaking 

these decrees were severe, including death. A Special Commissioner Lin Ze-xu, was sent to 

Canton to ensure the rules were carried out. In June, Lin forced foreign merchants to hand over 

20,000 chests of opium and burned the opium in a public demonstration and scattered the ashes 

across the sea. When Lin gave the order that Canton should be completely closed to foreign 

trade, the British merchants objected which sparked the Opium Wars. 

 

Even though China had a large population, its army could not match that of the British.  The 

British forced the Chinese to sign the Treaty of Nanking, which opened four more trade ports 

and gave Britain the island of Hong Kong.   
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A second war (1856-1860) broke out and further weakened China.  The British and French 

joined together and China was forced to give even more trade concessions.  Although China 

never lost her independence, foreign countries were able to affect her policies.  By the end of the 

century, European and American powers carved spheres of influence, or areas in which each 

country claimed exclusive rights to trade and invest, along the Chinese coast.   

 

Many Chinese were angered by foreign control of their trade and pledged to rid China of 

Westerners.  Forming societies, members of the groups began to terrorize and kill Westerners, 

destroy railroads and bridges, and attack western businesses.  The uprising became known as the 

Boxer Rebellion after a leading society known as the “Righteous and Harmonious Fists.”   

 

In response to the Boxers, European and American troops were sent to China to put down the 

rebellion.  In the end, the rebellion failed, the Manchu dynasty collapsed, and the Western 

powers extended their spheres of influence and power.  The “open door” trade policy in China 

had been strengthened.   

 

Japan 
In the 19

th
 century, Japan was an isolated, feudalistic society ruled by the Shoguns of the 

Tonkugawa family.  In order to maintain traditional Japanese customs and cultures, Japan’s 

rulers excluded all western influences.  Sensing trade opportunities, the United States sent naval 

commander, Matthew Perry, to Japan with four warships in 1853.  His mission was to open trade 

between Japan and the United States.  After presenting the request and leaving various machines, 

Perry told the Japanese that he would be back in one year for their answer. 

 

One year later, Perry returned with a larger fleet of 

warships.  Reluctantly, the shogun signed the Treaty of 

Kanagawa with the United States that opened limited trade 

between the two countries.  Japan’s period of isolation had 

ended.   

 

Following the treaty, Japan experienced a civil war between 

the armies of the Shoguns and the imperial family’s forces.  

The Shogun was overthrown and the emperor was restored 

as the authority.  The emperor, with pro-Western leanings, 

declared, “The uncivilized customs of the former years shall be abandoned.” 

 

Adopting and using western technologies, Japan transformed itself from a feudal society to an 

industrial power.  The Japanese government sent people to study Western government, schools, 

and the military.  After studying Western culture, Japan modeled what they thought to be the best 

ideas and established new educational systems, judicial courts, and reorganized its military.   

 

Within a short period, Japan became the first industrialized country of Asia.  Because Japan 

adopted Western culture, the country was able to thwart being taken over by other imperial 

powers.  The small island country began to compete with other nations for territory and influence 

in Asia.  In the search for land and raw materials for industry, Japanese expansionism caused two 

wars which became known as the Sino-Japanese War.  The first was a short war with China 
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(1894-1895) over the control and territory of Korea.  The Japanese defeated the Chinese.  It was 

a humiliating defeat for China.  China had always considered the Japanese to be inferior, but 

because of the defeat, China was shown to be the weaker country.   

 

In the second conflict, the Russo-Japanese War (1904-1905), the Japanese defeated the Russians 

on both the sea and land.  The war was caused by disputes over land in Korea and Manchuria, 

China.  After the two wars, Japan proved that it could compete with other world powers.  During 

the first half of the 20
th

 century, Japan continued to build its industry and military.  Her 

aggressive expansionism will be one of the contributing causes of the Second World War. 

 

Africa 
Before European countries began colonizing Africa in the 

early 1800s, Africa was made up of kingdoms of varying 

size, rural villages, many different tribes, cultures and 

languages.  African kingdoms traded with each other. The 

Arabs, Asians, and Europeans valued each other’s goods 

and also established profitable trade.  

 

In 1652, the first European settlers in Africa were the Dutch 

who established the Cape Colony on the tip of southern 

Africa.  During the Napoleonic Wars, Britain captured the 

colony and encouraged British settlers to move to southern 

Africa.  By the middle of the 19
th

 century, Dutch colonists, 

known as the Boers, who resented British rule began 

migrating northward, passing the Orange River into the 

interior.  The eight-year migration of the Boers became known as the Great Trek.  Over 14,000 

people left the Cape Colony looking for grazing land for their cattle and to move away from 

British control.   

 

The Great Trek 

The Boers founded the republics of Transvaal and the Orange Free State.  During the Great Trek, 

the Boers came into conflict with native Africans who did not want foreigners on their land.   

 

For several decades, the Boers lived in peaceful isolation from the British settlers in the Cape 

Colony, but when diamonds were discovered in the Orange Free State in 1867, miners flooded 

into the area.  Even more miners and settlers rushed into Boer country after gold was discovered 

in Transvaal twenty years later. 

 

The Boer War 

As tensions grew between the Boer and the British, the Boer War (1899-

1902) resulted.  The British won the war and placed the areas under their 

control; however, the British allowed the Dutch farmers to use their own 

language in schools and court and helped them financially recover from 

the war.  In 1910, the Boer regions and the colonies at the Cape 

combined to form the Union of South Africa, another area under control 

of the British Empire.  
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The Dark Continent 

Prior to the 1800s, Africa was known as the “Dark Continent” because its interior remained 

unexplored.  Although Europeans had explored the coastal regions of Africa and entered into the 

slave trade, no European had penetrated the interior of the continent.  Curious about the 

geography of the interior, two early explorers, Mungo Park and Richard Burton, set out to map 

the terrain and rivers of Africa and found the sources of rivers including the Nile, the Congo, and 

the Niger Rivers.  

 

Missionaries followed the explorers.  With a sincere 

desire to help and to convert the native people of Africa, 

they built schools, medical clinics, and churches.  Like 

most westerners, the missionaries viewed the Africans 

as a people in need of guidance and wanted the Africans 

to adopt western culture.    

 

“Dr. Livingstone, I presume?” 

The best-known explorer/missionary was David 

Livingstone.  For thirty years he criss-crossed the 

interior of Africa enduring great hardships.  In his 

journals, he wrote about the people of Africa and 

bringing an end to the slave trade.  While on a lengthy 

expedition, Dr. Livingstone did not correspond for a 

long time.  Rumors began to spread about his 

whereabouts and demise. 

 

A New York paper sent British journalist and explorer, Henry Stanley, to Africa to find Dr. 

Livingstone.  In 1871, Stanley found Dr. Livingstone at Lake Tanganyika in Tanzania.  As 

Stanley approached Dr. Livingstone, he casually greeted him by saying, “Dr. Livingstone, I 

presume?” 

 

Word of Dr. Livingstone’s expeditions spread with great excitement.  New expeditions and 

missions were planned for the areas Livingstone explored.  The expeditions opened the door for 

European powers to expand in the areas. 

 

King Leopold II of Belgium 

After Stanley’s return, the king of Belgium, Leopold II, hired Stanley and other explorers to 

acquire the Congo River Basin and arrange trade negotiations with the African rulers.  Although 

the king’s public motives were to bring a more “civil” life to the Africans, he desired wealth 

through its conquest. 

 

The Partition of Africa 

As a result of the expeditions, the Congo Free State, with over nine hundred square miles, was 

established for Belgium.  The Congo Free State was seventy-five times the area of Belgium. 
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Unlike other European countries, the representatives of King Leopold treated the Africans 

harshly.  When news of their cruel treatment reached Europe, King Leopold was forced to hand 

his authority over to Belgian government.  The area became known as the Belgian Congo. 

 

In order to stop further atrocities in Africa, the European countries met at a national conference 

in Berlin in 1884.  The Berlin conference recognized Belgium’s claim in the Congo but also 

formally agreed that no European government could claim land in Africa unless they set up a 

government office and administrators.  Another decision of the conference was to open free trade 

along the Congo and Niger rivers. 

   

From 1880-1914, European countries raced for territory in Africa.  Prior to this time, Europe 

controlled only ten percent of Africa.  But within a short span of thirty-four years, only Ethiopia 

and Liberia remained independent.  Britain conquered heavily populated areas rich with 

resources.  In the north, the British gained control of Suez Canal as well as the Egyptian 

economy and government. 

 

In 1830, the French invaded Algeria in northern Africa. With the help of its elite guard, the 

Foreign Legion, it slowly built the largest empire in Africa that spanned from western and central 

Africa to northern Africa.  

 

Other European countries raced to Africa to grab land and increase their prestige and wealth.  

The Portuguese claimed land in Angola and Mozambique when Italy occupied Libya and parts of 

the eastern “horn of Africa.”  Although Germany was a slow-starter in the race for Africa, the 

newly united country established the colonies:  German Southwest Africa (Namibia) and German 

East Africa (Tanzania). 

 

The Ottoman Empire 
At its height, the Ottoman Empire stretched across the Middle East, North Africa, and 

Southeastern Europe.  The empire encompassed many different cultures and was ruled by 

regional rulers known as pashas.  The rivalry between pashas as 

well as their growing greed and corruption weakened the once 

mighty empire.     

 

In the 18
th

 century, the Ottoman Turks began instituting reforms.  

The western ideas of tax collection, education, and government 

were modeled.  The Turks improved transportation by building 

railroads, and even hired Europeans to train its military.  The 

reforms helped the empire to prosper.  As the population of the 

empire grew, and the spirit of nationalism spread throughout 

Europe, the peoples of the Ottoman Empire sought self-rule.   

 

In the Balkans, a southeastern part of Europe, the Greeks, 

Bulgarians, Serbs, and Romanians gained their independence from the Ottomans.  However, 

when rebellions spread into the Middle Eastern areas of Arabia, Lebanon, and Armenia, the 

revolts were successfully put down.  Even though the Middle Eastern countries did not win their 

independence, the revolts further weakened the Empire.   
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Britain gained control of Egypt and France conquered Algeria.  Russia’s expansion policies were 

different than those of Europe.  Instead of claiming lands throughout the globe, Russia sought to 

increase her boundaries.  Concerned with Russia disrupting the European balance of power, 

Britain and Russia fought the Crimean War over the Balkans (1854-1856).  Twenty years later, 

Russia again tried to advance its borders. Desiring access to the Mediterranean Sea, the Russians 

initiated a war with the Ottoman Turks for control over the Bosporus and the Dardanelles.  

 

Consequences of Imperialism 

Although imperialism furthered the spread of westernization, education, medicine, and religion 

to lands throughout the world, it also created political tensions.  The western powers attempted to 

change the culture of kingdoms and tribes, creating instability.  The tensions caused some 

western educated Africans and Asians to organize efforts to become independent from the 

European powers.   

 

In Europe, imperialistic tactics and policies of expansion and alliances created an atmosphere of 

rivalry and distrust that developed into the first global war in 1914.  Because the Great War, 

World War I, did not solve the competitiveness and imperialistic ideals, a subsequent war, World 

War II was fought between 1939 and 1945.   

 

After World War II, the great imperial powers of Britain and France were economically 

weakened.  The smaller empires consisting of the smaller European countries of Belgium, 

Netherlands, and Portugal, were dwindling.  Determined to gain independence, a new generation 

of leaders inspired their countries to break free of the European powers.   

 

South Asia was the first region to achieve its independence after World War II.  Because of 

regional and religious tensions between the different peoples of the Indian subcontinent, power 

struggles developed and the British government’s plan for self-governance failed.   

 

Asia 

In 1947, the British announced 

they were leaving.  An 

independent Pakistan was 

created for the Muslims and an 

independent India was created 

for the Hindus.  In China, the 

Communist Party under the 

leadership of Mao Zedong 

(1893-1976), gained support 

by appealing to the conditions 

faced by the vast majority of 

Chinese, the peasants.  The 

Chinese Revolution brought an 

abrupt end to western 

interference in the Far East.  

Although Mao Zedong 
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promoted the idea of an independent, proletariat working class of farmers, millions of Chinese 

experienced the hardships of the Communist government.   

 

 

Alarmed by the growing Communist threat, the western “superpowers” increased their 

involvement in Asian affairs.  The western world, led by the United States, was determined to 

stop the spread of Communism.  This conflict of political ideals would be fought with soldiers 

and rhetoric for the next fifty years.  It became known as the Cold War.   

 

After World War II, Korea, a former Japanese-controlled country, was divided along the 38
th

 

parallel.  North Korea was backed by Communist Soviet Union and South Korea was backed by 

the United States.  In 1950, the North Koreans invaded South Korea.  With the help of additional 

military forces led by the United States, the North Koreans were pushed back northward toward 

the Chinese border. At the border, a massive Chinese army met the South Koreans.  After two 

and a half years of a stalemate, the Korean War ended.  The original dividing line, the 38
th

 

parallel, was once again in place.  

 

Southeast Asia 

The push for independence in Southeast Asia continued.  The French surrendered its control of 

Indochina, the modern-day countries of Vietnam, Cambodia, and Laos after being defeated by 

the Communist leader, Ho Chi Minh.  The Geneva Accord of 1954 carved out the independent 

nations of Laos and Cambodia and divided Vietnam into North and South, each free from French 

control.  Even though the French did not control the government, its cultural influence remained.  

Communist North Korea, the Viet Minh, wanted the North and South to be united and to 

establish a Communist nation.  The United States, alarmed by the growing Communist threat, 

sent troops to the region. 

 

North Africa 

The French also gave up control of the countries of Tunisia, Morocco, and West Africa.  In those 

regions, there were few settlers and limited financial markets.  In the North African country of 

Algeria, however, the stakes were higher.  France conducted a bitter war against Algerian 

independence.   

 

At the end of World War II, the French government wanted to restore French rule to Algeria.  

Many of the French nationalists that were involved in the resistance movement were former 

French soldiers and French-educated young 

adults.  Determined to regain power after 

its humiliating defeat by Hitler, the French 

military massacred tens of thousands of 

Algerians.   

 

An Algerian nationalist group, the National 

Liberation Front, reemerged and attacked 

the privileged, French settlers and their 

Arab allies who were opposed to Algerian 

independence.    
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In response to the attacks, the French government sent troops to Algeria.   

 

Although both sides were guilty of torturing and murdering civilians, the Algerian nationalists 

publicized French atrocities worldwide and appealed to the postwar affirmation of human rights.  

The United Nations and the United States, a former ally of France, called for French withdrawal 

of Algeria.  In 1962, French President Charles de Gaulle signed the Evian accords which made 

Algeria an independent nation.   

 

The Middle East 

Before World War II broke out, there were over 600,000 Jewish Europeans living in Palestine, a 

British controlled area.  After World War II, the Holocaust spurred the Western powers’ 

commitment for an independent Jewish state.  In 1947, the British gave the area over to the 

United Nations to decide how the land was to be partitioned between the Jews and the Arabs of 

the area.  The UN agreed to partition Palestine into an Arab region and a Jewish region.  

Conflicting land claims, however, led to war.  On May 14, 1948, the formal state of Israel was 

declared.   

 

After the war, the need for oil, especially in Europe, increased.  Oil resources shifted from the 

Gulf-Caribbean region to the Middle East.  It was predicted that by the 1950s, Europe would 

receive 80% of its oil from the Middle East.  The area became a primary focus of both Britain 

and the United States.  The oil-rich nations of the Middle East successfully negotiated lucrative 

deals with the western, oil-dependent countries.   

 

Sub-Saharan Africa 

After India’s independence, the British government was determined to control as much of Africa 

and the Middle East as possible.  The European settlers on the continent violently resisted any 

type of independence movement.  They saw independence as a threat to their lifestyle, their land, 

and their wealth.  African men, most of whom had fought for the British as soldiers in World 

War II, formed rebel groups calling themselves “The Land and Freedom Army” but the British 

called them “Mau Maus.”  After the eight-year conflict, the Mau Mau Rebellion was successful 

and Kenya gained its independence in December of 1963.   

 

In 1948, Afrikaners, originally Dutch, French, and German settlers, took control of South Africa 

and formed a government based on a system of apartheid (“apartness”) which would last until 

the 1990s.  

 

New laws were passed that classified inhabitants into four racial groups:  "native," "white," 

"coloured" and "Asian."  Residential areas were segregated, sometimes by means of forced 

removals. From 1970, blacks were deprived of their citizenship.   The government segregated 

education, medical care, beaches, and other public services, and provided black people with 

services inferior to those of whites.  

 

South Africa also had the highest number of western-educated black elites; many of whom 

formed resistance movements and united against the apartheid government.   
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Immigration 

Due to unrest, conflict, and war, many immigrants from former colonies arrived in European 

countries.  Although considered to be citizens under colonial rule, many immigrants were denied 

official citizenship and faced discrimination.  However, immigrants saw Europe as a land of 

good government, wealth, and opportunity.   

 

The large number of immigrants in European countries prompted European politicians to start 

focusing on the issues of race and immigration.  After the 

war, the British Parliament passed legislation separating 

former British colonists from citizenship and 

not allowing them entrance into the 

country if they did not have a job or a 

useful skill.   

 

In the 1960s, however, Parliament, 

under the leadership of the Labour 

Party, passed bills mandating equal 

treatment of immigrants regarding 

housing, jobs, and advertising and 

provided services such as medical care, 

financial services, and education for 

immigrants.   

 

As non- European immigrants flooded into 

European countries, they sought the safety and 

familiarity in their own communities.  The cultural 

practices brought by the immigrants to Europe influenced nearly every facet 

of culture from fine arts and literature to popular music and cuisine.  In this period of 

cultural mixing, Europeans, for the first time, began to acknowledge that their society and 

customs were becoming increasingly multicultural, seeing the change as a positive development. 

 

Conclusion 

As the transformation from imperialism of the 16
th

 century to the decolonization of the 20
th

 

century took place, the world saw the birth of dozens of independent nations, many of whom 

kept their close ties with European business.  Despite the loss of their empires, European 

economies were growing and the need for more workers enticed many non-European immigrants 

into their countries, giving rise to a new, multi-cultural continent.   
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