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THE STUDENT WILL ANALYZE THE IMPACT OF THE AGE OF 
DISCOVERY AND EXPANSION INTO THE AMERICAS, 
AFRICA, AND ASIA



10.a- Explain the roles of explorers and conquistadors; 

include Zheng He, Vasco da Gama, Christopher Columbus, 

Ferdinand Magellan, James Cook, and Samuel Champlain

 The Age of Exploration (alternately, “Age of Discovery”) describes a period of 
world history (ca. 1450-1800) in which technological advances, emerging 
capitalist economics, and the birth of modern nation-states triggered a wave 
of European explorations and colonization to nearly every corner of the Earth.

 The primary focus of this exploration was economic- to establish trade and 
colonies, and to enrich national treasuries. 

 Historians often credit a Portuguese nobleman, Prince Henry The Navigator, 
with kicking off the Age of Exploration in Europe. Prince Henry established a 
sailing and navigation school in Lisbon.  

 Around the same time the Portuguese began exploring the western coast of 
Africa, and established a colony to produce sugar on the Azores, Madeira, 
and Canary Islands. Using enslaved labor, first native, then imported from 
Africa, the Portuguese established the basic “plantation” colonial model that 
would be followed by other European nations.   

 Initiated by Portugal and Spain, other nations- England, France, and The 
Netherlands- soon began sponsoring expeditions, making claims on foreign 
lands and establishing colonies. These nations would eventually usurp or 
displace much of the global trade empires of the Iberians. 



Zheng He

 Just as Europeans were first beginning to think 

beyond their own borders, the Chinese had 

already sponsored massive expeditions 

throughout the Asian Pacific, Indian, Southwest 

Asian, and east African regions. 

 In 1368, the Ming Dynasty arose to rule China, 

finally driving out the Mongols. To display Chinese 

wealth and power, the 2nd Ming Emperor, 

Yonglo, dispatched a series of expeditions, seven 

in all, from 1405-33. All were led by the eunuch 

Chinese Muslim admiral, Zheng He.

 Zheng He led the expedition to ports all over the 

region, trading and exacting tribute. Up to three 

hundred ships were included in the largest of 

these expeditions. Especially impressive were the 

nine “treasure” ships- each up to 400 feet long-

about 5 times larger than Columbus’ flagship.

 Despite this extraordinary effort, domestic 

priorities in China put a halt to the expeditions, 

initiating a long period of political isolation after 





Zheng He vs. Columbus



Voyages of Zheng He 



Vasco da Gama

 From the time of the Crusades, markets for 
eastern goods- sugar, salt, spices, silk, as well 
as  ivory, precious metals and jewels- began 
to grow in Europe. As Europeans ventured 
farther from home to trade and explore, a 
primary goal became to establish a sea 
route to the east, to cut off the Muslim and 
Italian merchants who ruled the overland 
flow of eastern goods to Europe. 

 Sailing for Portugal, Vasco da Gama was the 
first European to establish a sea route to 
India, when he landed at Calicut in 1498. Da
Gama returned to Europe with exotic cargo, 
worth 60 times the cost of the voyage.  

 Portugal soon established a trading empire in 
the Indian Ocean, effectively wresting the 
lucrative spice trade from the Muslims.  







Christopher Columbus
 Christopher Columbus was a Genoese 

(northern Italian) mariner, who 

convinced Spain to finance his voyage 

to Asia. Columbus believed he could 

reach Asia by sailing west from Europe. 

Instead he landed in the Caribbean, 

but thought he’d reached Asia- (hence 

we STILL refer to the Caribbean islands 

as the West Indies, and Native 

Americans as Indians). 

 Columbus made several more voyages, 

establishing colonies, while claiming 

land for Spain and souls for the Church-

never figuring out he had “discovered” 

a land entirely unknown to Europeans-

The Americas. Nonetheless, his mistake 

led directly to European exploration 

and exploitation of the Americas, and 

therefore is recognized as a 

monumental moment of world history.      





Columbus’ 1st Voyage





Ferdinand Magellan

 In 1519, a Portuguese explorer 

sailed for Spain in an expedition to 

explore the newly discovered 

Pacific Ocean, west from the 

Americas. 

 Magellan himself was killed in the 

Philippines, but his expedition 

carried on, finally reaching Spain in 

1522- nearly three years after they 

left. They became the first to 

circumnavigate the globe.  





Conquistadors

 By the 1510s, Spain had a general idea of the 

shape of the American coastline, and had 

established several already quite profitable 

colonies in the Caribbean. 

 Attention then turned to exploring the interior of 

the vast American landmass. Enter the 

conquistador-

 The two best known and most successful 

conquistadors were Hernan Cortes, and Francisco 

Pizarro, who “conquered” the Aztec and Inca 
empires, respectively. 



Hernan Cortes

 In 1519, Cortes landed on the coast 

of Mexico, drawn by rumors of a land 

filled with gold. His 600-man 

expedition marched into the interior 

and encountered the vast Aztec 

empire, which indeed was rich with 

gold. 

 Cortes later seized power from the 

Aztec rulers and claimed the land, 

people, and Aztec riches for Spain. 

Cortes’ exploits inspired a generation 

of Spanish explorations in search of 
another interior empire to conquer. 







Francisco Pizarro

 The only other Spanish conquistador to 

come close to matching the richness of the 

Cortes expedition was Francisco Pizarro. 

Pizarro explored the western coast of South 

America in 1532, eventually finding the Inca 

Empire and conquering its capital, Cuzco, 

in a scenario remarkably similar to Cortes. 

 The Inca proved equally rich in gold and 

silver as well, bringing unheard of wealth to 

Spain, who now had established a Spanish 

Empire across much of Mexico, along with 

large portions of Central and South 
America. 







James Cook

 James Cook was a British sea captain 

who explored the South Pacific, 

Hawaii, much of Polynesia, and the 

northwest coast of America. Cook 

claimed New Zealand and parts of 

Australia for Great Britain in 1769-70. 

 These regions represented one of the 

last large unclaimed (by European 

powers) areas of the world. Cook’s 

voyages are generally recognized as 

one of the last frontiers in the age of 

exploration. 







Samuel de Champlain
 More a century after the Spanish had established 

colonies in the Americas, other European nations 
began to establish a presence in America. Most 
were initially searching for the “north-west passage” 
through the Americas, to the riches of the Asian 
trade, but ended up claiming lands and establishing 
colonies.

 The French had already explored the St. Lawrence 
River, but in 1608 Samuel de Champlain founded the 
colony of Quebec, New France. From their base in 
Quebec, the French spread southward, eventually 
making a claim for France on the entire Great Lakes 
and Mississippi River Valley region. 

 Around the same time, in 1607, the English 
established their first permanent colony in North 
America. Eventually the English and French would 
clash over North America- in the 1763 French and 
Indian War, whereby the French were defeated and 
divested of their North American empire. 







10.b- Define the Columbian Exchange 

and its global economic and cultural impact

 The Columbian Exchange refers to the “exchange” of people, 
goods, pathogens, and ideas between the “Old World” 
(Europe, Africa and Asia) and the “New World,” (the 
Americas) in the wake of European colonialism of the 
Americas.

 Besides the cultural intermingling that occurred between 
Europeans, Africans and Native Americans, two of the most 
important aspects of the Columbian exchange were foods 
and diseases.

 American foods like corn, potatoes, beans, squash were 
transplanted all over the world, radically altering the diets and 
nutrition, and as a consequence, global populations.

 While the rest of the world benefited tremendously from 
American foods, Native Americans suffered tremendously from 
“Old World” diseases to which they had no immunity. 
Especially destructive were diseases like smallpox, cholera, 
and typhus. In some areas Native American populations were 
reduced by 90 plus percent.   







10.c- Explain the role of improved 

technology in European exploration; include 

the astrolabe.

 The accomplishments of the Age of Exploration would not 
have been possible without several key technological 
advances. 

 Some of the most important advances were the vessels 
themselves- the advent of the caravel- a faster and much 
more maneuverable ship- especially when paired with a 
triangular, or lateen sail, which allowed ships to sail in cross 
winds, or even against the wind.

 Other important technologies include navigational 
devices. The magnetic compass to plot basic cardinal 
direction, and especially the astrolabe- a device used to 
calculate latitude based on the ship’s position relative to 
the stars. Later, an even more sophisticated device, called 
a sextant, was used to calculate both latitude and 
longitude- like a pre electronic age GPS system.
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