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Chapter

Toscanelli’s Map2
An Italian man named Paolo [pow-loe] Toscanelli 

[tos-kəh-nel-ee] may have been responsible for the 
Europeans landing in the Americas.

Toscanelli was a math whiz, an astronomer, and a 
mapmaker. In 1474, he made a map of the world, which 
he sent with a letter to the King of Portugal telling how 
to reach the Indies by sailing west. The King was very 
interested but Toscanelli was not correct.

On the right side of Toscanelli’s map, you can see 
some parts of Europe in orange. You may know some of 
them: Ireland, labeled “Irlanda;” London, England; and 
Lisbon, Portugal, labeled “Lisbona.”

To the south of Europe, you can see part of Africa. 
The part Europeans called Guinea is labeled. The 
Canary Islands, just off the coast of Africa, are labeled 
“Canariae.”
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Look at the left side of the map. This side shows 
parts of Asia, or, rather, it shows parts of Asia where 
Toscanelli thought they might be.

Do you see the big island labeled “Cippangu”? 
That was what Toscanelli and other Europeans called 
Japan. They had heard about Japan. They knew it was 
somewhere in Asia. But they did not know exactly 
where. Toscanelli put it on his map where he thought it 
might be.

Do you see the land labeled “Cathay Mangi”? That 
was what Toscanelli and others of his day called China. 
They had read about China in a book called The Travels 
of Marco Polo. But they did not know exactly where it 
was. Again, the map shows where Toscanelli thought 
China was, not where it really is.

Do you see the islands just south of Cathay Mangi? 
Those are parts of the Indies. They are the “spice 
islands” that Europeans were so eager to reach.
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Notice that Asia does not seem to be too far from 
Europe. That was one of Toscanelli’s big ideas. He 
thought Earth was not that big. He thought Asia was 
probably not too far from Europe. So that’s how he drew 
it on his map. 

Now, imagine you are Christopher Columbus. You 
want to find a way to get to the Indies. You look at 
Toscanelli’s map. 

“Wow!” you say. “Look at that! Asia is right there. It’s 
not so far from Europe. There’s nothing in between but 
a little water! It would not be hard to get to Asia! Why, I 
could get there in a few weeks. All I would need to do is 
sail west!” 

We can never be sure what was in Christopher 
Columbus’s mind when he first looked at Toscanelli’s 
map. We do know he made a plan to travel to the Indies 
based on Toscanelli’s map. Then, he set out to find 
someone who would pay for his voyage. In the end, he 
convinced King Ferdinand and Queen Isabella of Spain 
to pay for it.
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Chapter
Navigation in the 
Age of Exploration3

Do you ever go on trips with your family? How do 
the adults in your family find the places they want to 
visit? Do they write down directions? Do they use maps? 
Do they look for landmarks along the way? Do they 
have an electronic device that tells them where to turn?

Early European explorers didn’t have most of those 
things. Most sailors in those days stayed close to land 
and looked for familiar landmarks. However, this 
would not work for explorers. They could not look 
for familiar landmarks because they were sailing into 
unknown waters.

Early explorers did have some maps but they were 
not always accurate. So how did the explorers keep track 
of where they were?
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Chapter
El Castillo 
de San Marcos4

The building on the right is a fort in St. Augustine, 
Florida, where the Spanish established a settlement in 
1565. It is the oldest continuously occupied European 
settlement in the United States. You can visit there today 
and still see the old buildings standing.

This fort was built by the Spanish in the 1600s. It 
is called El Castillo de San Marcos. That is its Spanish 
name. Its English name is the Castle (or Fort) of 
Saint Mark.

El Castillo de San Marcos was not the first fort the 
Spanish built in St. Augustine. The Spanish built seven 
or eight forts before they built this one. But these earlier 
forts were made of wood and were not very strong. Some 
of them were destroyed in wars. Others were wrecked by 
hurricanes. In 1672, the Spanish decided to build a new 
fort. This time, they decided they would use stone to 
make it strong.
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The inside of the fort is shaped like a square. On each corner, 
there is a bastion shaped like an arrow. A bastion is a raised 
gun platform. The bastions stick out from the fort. They let the 
Spanish fire out of the fort in just about any direction.
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This is what a bastion looks like from the ground. 

Imagine you are a soldier. Would you like to attack a 
bastion like this? How would you do it?

If you tried to get close, Spaniards on top of the 
bastion would open fire. They would shoot at you with 
guns and cannons. 

If you got close enough to set up a ladder, the men 
in the fort would tip it over. They might drop hot oil on 
you. Ouch!

You could try to attack with cannons. But the walls 
of the fort are thick and strong. A few cannonballs 
would not harm them. But don’t forget, the Spanish had 
cannons of their own. They would fire back at you and 
you would not have thick stone walls to hide behind!
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The fort was surrounded by a moat. It is no longer 
filled with water. It is now a dry moat. 

There was only one way into the fort. You had to 
enter a mini-fort that stood just in front of the main fort. 
This mini-fort was called the ravelin. 

A bridge led from the ravelin across the moat and 
into the main fort. The last part of this bridge was a 
drawbridge. It could be lifted up to keep people from 
getting in. 

It was not easy to open the drawbridge. It took five 
men fifteen minutes to open it.

In this image, you can see the bridge that leads into 
the fort. It is on the left.

El Castillo de San Marcos was a strong fortress. It was 
attacked many times but it was never captured. 
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was rumored to be there. De Soto invested much of his 
own money in his Florida expedition, and he prepared 
for it carefully. De Soto signed up lots of other experts, 
including soldiers, sailors, tailors, shoemakers, engineers, 
and priests. Most of the seven hundred men on his 
expedition were Spaniards, but there were a number of 
recruits from other countries in Europe. The expedition 
sailed from Spain in April of 1538. After a year in Cuba, 
de Soto and his men sailed to Florida, arriving at the end 
of May in 1539.

Hernando de Soto preparing for the expedition.
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Hernando de Soto finding Ortiz at de Soto’s base camp.

De Soto sent a scouting party inland and discovered 
an abandoned Indian village. Finding abandoned 
Indian villages was not unusual. By this time, many 
native people had learned that the arrival of Spaniards 
was usually not good news. Many chiefs decided that it 
would be best to avoid the Spanish so they abandoned 
their villages. Sometimes, they would return to the 
village after the Spanish moved away.

De Soto and his men established a base in the 
abandoned village and began to explore the surrounding 
land. They made a surprising discovery on their 
exploration when they found a Spaniard who had been 
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was friendly, allowing them to stay in her village. She 
had very little gold, but she did have some pearls that 
she gave to the Spaniards as gifts. Later, however, de Soto 
arrested the Lady of Cofitachequi, held her hostage, and 
marched on.

No one is sure what happened to the Lady of 
Cofitachequ, but some historians say that she stayed with 
de Soto and his men for a while until she had a chance 
to escape through the woods. The Spaniards could not 
track her down because they were unfamiliar with the 
land. They never saw her again.

De Soto and his men went on a trek north and west 
through what is now Georgia and South Carolina, to 
the edge of the Blue Ridge Mountains. They passed 
through territory controlled by the Mississippians. 
Everywhere they went they looked for gold but had very 
little success. The de Soto expedition eventually reached 
the area now known as Alabama, where de Soto and his 
men fought one of their biggest battles. They killed more 
than two thousand Mississippians. Only twenty-two of 
de Soto’s men were killed, but about two hundred were 
injured, including de Soto himself. The Spanish also lost 
many of their horses. By November of 1540, the de Soto 
expedition had entered into Mississippian territory in 
northeastern Mississippi. They spent the winter in an 
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abandoned native village. Eventually, the Mississippians 
attacked, firing flaming arrows. The Spanish escaped 
only because their stampeding horses scared off the 
attacking natives.

With all of the constant marching and fighting,  
De Soto’s men grew very tired and were ready to go 
home. They didn’t believe that there much gold to be 
found in these parts of America. Some of them began to 
plan a mutiny against de Soto. De Soto, however, did not 
want to give up and go home empty handed. He pushed 
his men on. They marched and fought their way west.

De Soto’s route with Indian territories marked
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De Soto crossing the Mississippi

 In May of 1541, they reached the mighty Mississippi 
River. De Soto and his men constructed flatboats to 
carry the men and horses, and crossed the river at night 
to hide from the attacking natives.

After De Soto and his men crossed the Mississippi 
River, they explored what is now Arkansas. They met 
natives near what is now Camden, Arkansas, who lived 
in tipis and hunted buffalo. De Soto and his men spent 
the winter there. 
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Chapter
Spanish 
Settlements7

The expeditions of de Soto and Coronado showed 
that the age of the conquistadors was ending. 
Both men had hoped to find fabulous riches and 
outdo the achievements of Cortés and Pizarro. Both 
the expeditions of de Soto and Coronado ended 
unsuccessfully. Both found little gold. De Soto didn’t 
even make it home.

De Soto (left) and Coronado (right)
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Soon after, the Spanish attacked and captured the 
French fort, Fort Caroline, and renamed it San Mateo. 

St. Augustine, Florida, was established in 1565, 
twenty years before the English settlement on Roanoke 
Island and forty-two years before the settlement at 
Jamestown. There have been people living there ever since. 
In fact, St. Augustine is the oldest continuously inhabited 
European settlement in the continental United States.

The Spanish also sent missionaries who worked 
to convert the native people to Christianity. The 
missionaries set up communities called missions. 

Founding of St. Augustine
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Some natives were also taught crafts, such as carpentry, 
woodworking, weaving, soap-making, and candle-making. 
They also raised cattle, sheep and other animals. Most 
missions also had bakeries, craft shops, and storerooms 
for the crops grown on the farms and orchards.

In the missions, the native peoples attended a 
school where they received instruction from priests, who 
included religious teachings. They were taught about 
Christianity and the life, death, and resurrection of Jesus 
Christ. Adults and older siblings would also work in the 
mission’s farms or orchards, while young children were 
taught to read, write, and speak in Spanish—not their 
native language.

An old Spanish mission building





culture, and traditions. It was only temporary, however, 
because about a decade after Popé’s death, the Spanish 
returned and reconquered the land. 

When the United States expanded to the south 
and west, it took over Spanish territory in Florida and 
the Southwest. Most of the Spanish missions were 
abandoned when Spanish lands came under control of 
the government of the United States, but a few of them 
still operate today, and many can still be visited. If you 
live in the Southwest, or can travel there, you can visit a 
historic mission yourself.

Photo of a mission today
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After a long day of work, sailors were ready to fall 
into bed and rest their aching bones. They were ready—
but there were no beds for them to fall into. The captain 
had a bed to sleep in, but the sailors did not. They slept 
on the deck. As the ship rolled back and forth with the 
waves, the sailors rolled with it. 

Most sailors had to stand watch for part of the night. 
When that was done, they could sleep for a few hours. In 
the morning, they would get up and do it all over again. 
A sailor’s day started bright and early.

So, what do you think? Does a sailor’s life sound 
good to you?
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On September 3, they came upon a large river 
that emptied into the Atlantic. Hudson and his men 
explored the river, sailing upstream. When Hudson 
saw the river widening out, he thought the river he 
was exploring might be the Northwest Passage that he 
and explorers before him had been seeking for years. 
Farther upstream, the river narrowed, and Hudson 
began to think maybe it would not lead him through the 
continent. Nevertheless, it was an interesting discovery. 
Hudson claimed the area for the Netherlands and the 
Dutch.

Hudson sailing upriver
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that it had the appearance of being built with an arched 
roof. It contained a great quantity of maize or Indian 
corn, and beans of the last year’s growth; and there lay 
near the house, for the purpose of drying, enough to 
load three ships, besides what was growing in the fields. 
On our coming into the house, two mats were spread 
out to sit upon, and some food was immediately served 
in well-made red wooden bowls.

Two men . . . brought in a pair of pigeons, which 
they had shot. . . They supposed that I would remain 
with them for the night; but I returned, after a short 
time, on board the ship. The land is the finest for 
cultivation that I ever in my life set foot upon, and it 
also abounds in trees of every description. These natives 
are a very good people; for when they saw that I would 
not remain, they supposed that I was afraid of their 
bows; and, taking their arrows, they broke them in pieces 
and threw them into the fire.”

In late September, Hudson decided to sail back to 
Europe. He himself wanted to stay in the “New World” 
for the winter, but his men were tired of exploring and 
were threatening to mutiny. 

The river Hudson discovered on his third voyage 
was later named after him. Even today it is known as 
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Map of fourth voyage

Hudson sailed west, but he stayed far to the north. 
He reached Greenland in early June. A few weeks later he 
and his men found a large strait that led into the center 
of North America. Hudson hoped it might lead all the 
way through to Asia. 

On August 2, Hudson sailed out of the strait and 
into a large bay. Today this bay is known as the Hudson 
Bay, and the strait is known as the Hudson Strait. 
Hudson spent the next few months exploring the coast 
of the bay.
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In November, his ship got stuck in the ice. He 
and his crew had to go ashore for the winter. It was a 
difficult, freezing cold winter. The men were fighting 
with Hudson as well as with one another. Several of 
them fell ill with scurvy, a disease that preys on people 
who have not been eating a healthy, balanced diet.

When spring came, Hudson wanted to explore some 
more. Most of the men on the ship wanted to sail back 
to England. A big fight broke out.

In the end, the sailors mutinied. They put Hudson, 
his son, and some others they did not like in a small, 
open boat and sailed away. Henry Hudson, the great 
explorer, was never heard from again.

Hudson abandoned by his crew
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Now it’s our turn to ask a question: Who was the first 
known European to “discover” America? 

As you have heard, Christopher Columbus is 
the European often credited with “discovering” the 
Americas. While searching for a route to the East Indies, 
he accidentally bumped into islands in the Caribbean, 
now known as the West Indies.

However, Viking explorer Leif Eriksson, another 
European, had also traveled to the Americas. Eriksson 
landed in Vinland, which is in present day Canada and is 
now called Newfoundland.

Historians believe that the Vikings landed in North 
America about five hundred years before Christopher 

European explorers
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Columbus and John Cabot. John Cabot landed in the 
same area as the Vikings. Though Newfoundland was 
not continuously inhabited, it had certainly been by the 
time Columbus landed in the Caribbean.

All of the European explorers we’ve learned about—
Columbus, Ponce de León, de Soto, Coronado, Cabot, 
Hudson, and Champlain—landed in many different 
parts of the Americas, claiming their discoveries in honor 
of their countries. But it’s important to remember that 
when these explorers made landfall, they learned there 
were already people living in North America. Who were 
these people?

What do you remember about the Native Americans? 
These people had already been in the Americas for many, 
many years. Though archaeologists debate exactly when 
and how they arrived here, most agree that they came 
from Asia between fifteen thousand and fifty thousand 
years ago. 

Strong evidence that suggests there were about 
twenty million native people in North America when 
European explorers first arrived. That means that for 
every one of Columbus’s men who scouted out North 
America, there were ten thousand Native Americans 
already living here! 
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Chapter
The Fur Trade 
and Samuel de 
Champlain11

Many of the Frenchmen who came to North America 
in the 1600s and 1700s were fur traders. These traders 
traded with the native people. They gave them European 
goods in exchange for animal skins and furs.

The traders collected many kinds of fur but they 
were most interested in beaver pelts. Beaver hats were 
popular in Europe. You could sell beaver hats in 
England, France, Germany, and Russia. 

Why were beaver hats so popular? For one thing, 
beaver fur is thick. It is thick enough to keep your head 

warm in a cold Russian winter and 
it is waterproof. Rain runs off a 
beaver hat. Your head stays dry.

Some hat makers used the 
beaver fur as it was. They 
made soft, puffy hats. Others 
processed the beaver fur to make 

felt. The smooth, waterproof felt was A beaver hat
96





July, 1609

We continued on our journey until we came to an 
island. The island was about three leagues long and 
had the finest pine trees that I had ever seen. We went 
hunting here and captured some wild animals.

The next day, we started out again, floating down 
the river as far as the entrance to a large lake. There 
were many pretty islands there. They all contained 
many fine forests and lush meadows. There were too 
many birds to count. Also, we saw all kinds of wild 
animals such as deer with their young fawns, bears, 
and many animals that move from the mainland over 
to the islands and back again. We captured many of 
these animals as well. There were many rivers that 
emptied into the lake as well as dense forests of fine 
trees. I found chestnut trees on the border of the lake. 
I had never seen trees like this before. There were great 
numbers of fish in the lake.

I noticed that many of the mountains in the 
distance to the north had snow on top of them. I was 
told that the Iroquois lived there and that there were 
many beautiful valleys with fruit and grain there.
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Eventually, however, the Vikings left. Viking 
settlements in Greenland seem to have been abandoned 
in the 1400s, not long before the voyage of Columbus.

The Vikings also explored lands west of Greenland. 
Around the year 1000, the famous Viking explorer 
Leif Eriksson visited a land he and other Vikings called 
Vinland. Most experts believe Vinland was somewhere 
along the coast of Newfoundland, in modern-day 
Canada. There is evidence that some Vikings settled in 
Newfoundland. In 1960, the ruins of a Viking village 
were found there. This village may have been part of 
Vinland.

The Vikings definitely got to America before 
Columbus. So maybe we should say the Vikings were the 
first Europeans to settle in North America. But before we 
decide, we need to look at another group that settled in 
North America.
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The map above shows how we think human beings 
spread around the earth. Experts think the first humans 
lived in Africa. About 100,000 years ago, some humans 
moved out of Africa and into the Middle East. About 
70,000 years ago, a group of humans moved into 
southeast Asia. About 15,000 years ago—or possibly 
earlier—some of these people crossed from Asia to the 
Americas. It is believed that many people also came to 
North America by various ship routes.

New archeological discoveries continue to be made 
every day about early settlers in North America. These 
discoveries change our understanding of who lived in 
North America in the past.

This map shows how people today think human beings spread 
around the earth. The numbers represent “years ago.”

109





The area inside the gray line on the map is part of the Caribbean.
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Clues for Word #1

•	This word describes a big storm. 

•	The winds in this storm swirl around in a 
big circle. This kind of storm is sort of like a 
tornado but it’s much bigger. However, unlike a 
tornado, this kind of storm usually travels over 
water. It gets weaker when it travels over land. 

•	People who live on the east coast of the U.S. 
have to worry about this kind of storm. The 
winds it brings can damage houses near the 
beach and can even knock houses to the ground. 

•	The name of this storm sort of rhymes with 
window pane.

What is the word? (Turn the page to see the answer.)
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Answer to last riddle: canoe 

The people of the Caribbean used canoes to paddle 
from island to island. They cut down a tree. Using tools 
and fire, they dug out a canoe from the tree trunk. 
People in other places also used this kind of boat. But 
the word, canoe, comes from the Caribbean.

Clues for Word #3

•	This word names a kind of food and also a kind 
of cooking.

•	If your dad cooks outside over a smoky fire, he 
probably likes this kind of cooking.

•	Some people like to cook pork this way. Other 
people like to cook beef or chicken.

•	Another way to say this word is BBQ.

116



A dugout canoe
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Answer to last riddle: barbecue 

The people of the Caribbean cooked food over an 
open fire and called it barbricot. This is where the word, 
barbecue, sometimes spelled as barbeque, came from.

Clues for Word #4

•	This is a vegetable that was unknown in Europe 
before the Spanish arrived in the New World, 
but then it quickly spread around the world.

•	Some people like to eat this vegetable baked. 
They might put butter on top or maybe sour 
cream.

•	Other people like to thinly slice this vegetable 
and cook it in hot oil. This makes chips that 
crunch in your mouth.

•	Still other people like to cut this vegetable into 
long, skinny rectangles and fry it. If you’ve ever 
had french fries, you have tasted this vegetable.
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Barbecue cooking on a grill
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Glossary for 
The Age of Exploration

A
abandon—to leave somewhere, never to return (abandoned)

abounds—occurs in great quantities

accurate—correct

achievements—special accomplishments that come from great 
effort or hard work

Algonquian—a member of the Native American people who 
lived in what is now Canada

archipelago—a chain of islands

ashore—on land 

attempt—an act of trying

B
barbarous—wild, sometimes violent

barter—to trade by exchanging goods and services instead of 
paying or accepting money for them

bastion—a raised gun platform in a fort

bilge pump—a device used to remove water from the bottom 
part of a ship

boast—to brag (boasted)
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H
hardtack—hard bread that has been baked many times

honorary—relating to a position or title awarded to a person who is 
honored, or greatly respected, as a sign of achievement or rank

hourglass—a tool for measuring time; it is a glass container with 
an upper part and lower part connected in the middle by a narrow 
tube and sand falls from the upper part into the lower part in a fixed 
amount of time, usually an hour

hull—the outer covering of a seed or fruit

humble—respectful, not thinking you are better than others

I
iceberg—a large mass of ice floating in the ocean (icebergs)

import—to bring in from somewhere else (imported)

impressive—deserving attention or respect

in exchange—the act of giving something and receiving something 
of similar value in return

income—money earned, mostly from working

investment—money used to earn more money

K
keep track—to continue to be aware of (keeping track, kept track)

kernel—seed
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mutiny—a refusal by followers to obey the rules and orders of 
the person in charge; rebellion

N
narrowed—became narrower, or not as wide (narrows)

navigator—a person who decides which direction to go or 
which route to take, especially on a ship or airplane (navigate)

noble—a person from a family of high social rank, similar to 
patricians in ancient Rome (nobles)

O
obtain—to get (obtained)

occupied—lived and worked in

outposts—military stations some distance away from the  
main base

overrun—to exist in large numbers

overwhelm—to take over completely

P
page—a boy servant (pages)

party—a group of people brought together for a specific 
purpose; a specific person

pelt—an animal skin with fur still on it (pelts)
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scurvy—a disease caused by not eating enough fruits or 
vegetables with vitamin C, leading to spongy gums, loose teeth, 
skin spots, and sometimes death

shallow—not deep

shatter—to suddenly break into many small pieces

shortage—when there is not enough

slash—to make a path by cutting plants (slashed)

solid—firm and hard

spice—a substance from a plant that has a specific smell or taste 
and is used to add flavor to food (spices)

spoil—to become rotten and not able to be eaten

status—the position of someone compared to others in that 
group

steer—to control the direction of

strait—a narrow passage of water connecting two larger bodies 
of water

substantially—great in size, value, or importance

T
tan—to turn animal skin into leather using a specific process

territory—a large area of land with defined boundaries

throne—the power and authority of a king or queen

trade—to exchange something you have for something someone 
else has; the act of exchanging goods (traders, traded, trading)
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