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Introduction

This textbook seeks to present accurately those facts and principles in the lives of some of the 
chief founders and builders of America that would be of interest and value to students pur-
suing the study of our nation’s great heritage. The dramatic, personal aspects of these great 

men appeal powerfully to students, leading them to see the past as a living present, and to think the 
thoughts and experience the feelings of people who now live only in their words and deeds. Accord-
ingly, the events of American history described in this text are made to center around some hero, and 
will hopefully inspire each student to search further into the details of the various personalities of our 
nation’s history.

The authors have endeavored to bring out the influence of the Christian faith as it relates to the 
events and people of America’s past. Young people in America today must not be sheltered from the 
knowledge that our nation has a rich Christian heritage.

In the hope that this text will be a blessing to each student who studies its pages, it is respectfully 
presented to the public.

     Staff of Christian Liberty Press

     Arlington Heights, Illinois

The great comprehensive truths written in letters of living light on every 

page of our history are these: Human happiness has no perfect security 

but freedom, freedom none but virtue, virtue none but knowledge; and 

neither freedom nor virtue has any vigor or immortal hope except in the 

principles of the Christian faith.

President John Quincy Adams
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New World
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The Norsemen. Far away in the cold 
northern countries that we know as 
Denmark and Norway and Sweden 
lived a race of men who called them-
selves Vikings. They are often called 
Northmen or Norsemen, but I like 
best their own name for themselves. 
Viking means “son of the bay” or 
“raiding sailor,” and the name helps 
us to know what kind of people they 
were—bold and hardy, fond of adven-
ture, and full of love for the great blue 
ocean that surged into the thousands 
of bays along their shores. They built 
many ships and often made dar-
ing voyages to almost every part of 
Europe, where they often brutalized 
people who opposed their raids.

Would you like to see a Viking ship? It would not look much like one of 
our ships today, nor would it travel as fast as ships do now. The bow and 
the stern rose high out of the water, but the middle was lower and had 
no deck. Each vessel carried from thirty to sixty oarsmen who used oars 
twenty feet long. A single mast and only one sail, both of which could be 
taken down when not in use, completed what may seem to us a strange 
ship. But they were well built, and in them the Vikings traveled many 
weeks at a time upon the sea.

If we could have followed these Viking sailors, we would have found some 
of them going to England and to France, some to Ireland and the smaller 
islands nearby; but perhaps more than to any other place, they went to 
build up a Viking colony in Iceland. Their settlements there grew rapidly, 
and we may read about their farms and hay crops, their sheep and cattle, 
and—as we should expect—about their ships and trade with all the coun-
tries nearby.

3

Chapter 1
Leif Ericsson (970–1020)
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Artist Conception of Danish Seamen

Captains of the waves we are— 
Kings of the seething foam— 

Warriors bold from the Norseland cold— 
Far o’er the sea we roam.
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The Vikings Travel to America. Only two years after Iceland was settled, 
one of these ships was driven westward by a storm, until it reached the 
land we now call Greenland, and many years after that a Viking colony 
was established there. A few years later, a Viking ship sailed even farther 
into the unknown west than Greenland. The vessel had started on a voy-
age from Iceland to Greenland, and the captain had set out, steering by 
the sun and stars, Viking fashion. But a thick fog came, and neither sun 
nor stars could be seen. Still, on and on sailed the Viking ship, and after a 
time welcomed land was seen. It was not snowbound Greenland the ship 
had reached, however, but a low woody shore that looked very strange to 

the captain. So he turned back, and it was left for another 
man to land on the newfound shore. 

This man was Leif, son of Eric, or Leif Ericsson, as he is 
often called. In about the year a.d. 1000, Leif set out to 
search for the new land. After a short voyage, Leif and 
his thirty-five followers saw the shore and sailed along 
beside it for some distance. They called one place they 
saw Helluland because of its large, flat rocks. Another 
they called Markland because of its wooded land, and 
another Vinland because of the wild grapes the Vikings 
found there. In Vinland they spent the winter and, after 
going home in the spring, told fine stories of the pleasant 
land they had found.

Where was Vinland? It was in North America some-
where; most likely in Newfoundland—a province of 
Canada—since a Viking settlement site now called L’Anse 
aux Meadows was discovered there in 1960. We know, 
however, that the Vikings made no lasting settlements 
in Vinland. Some voyages were made to its shores to get 
wood, but battles with the Native Americans kept the 
Vikings from making homes in the land they had found. 
In time they stopped sailing to Vinland and deserted even 
the Greenland colonies, and the New World was left once 
more to the natives. The New World that the Vikings 
called Vinland was forgotten for over 400 years. Finally, 
in the year 1492, a brave explorer named Christopher 
Columbus rediscovered the land we call America.

Summary. The Norsemen or Vikings were some of the world’s greatest 
sailors. They sailed from what are now the countries of Denmark, Nor-
way, and Sweden on trading and raiding voyages throughout much of 
the North Atlantic and Mediterranean. They established settlements in 
England, France, Ireland, and elsewhere. They also discovered and estab-
lished colonies on the islands of Iceland and Greenland. The Vikings even 
landed on the New World but were unable to establish any permanent 
settlements. It was not until the voyages of Columbus that Europe learned 
again of the new lands across the Atlantic Ocean.

The Northmen on the coast of 
Greenland



Comprehension Questions
1. From where did the Viking people come? 

2. What kind of people were they?

3. Describe the kind of ships that they built.

4. List and describe the three places Leif Ericsson found in North 
America.

5. In 1960, what Viking settlement was discovered in Newfoundland?

6. Why did the Vikings not establish any lasting settlements in 
America?

 Leif Ericsson
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A Young Christopher Columbus. Christopher Columbus, the discoverer 
of America, was born in Genoa, a seaport of Italy, more than 550 years 
ago. His father was a wool comber, separating fibers for spinning. Christo-
pher did not want to learn that trade, but wanted to become a sailor. See-
ing the boy’s strong liking for the sea, his father sent him to a school where 
he could learn geography, map drawing, and whatever else might help him 
to become, someday, commander of a ship.

When he was fourteen Columbus went to sea. In those days, the Mediter-
ranean Sea swarmed with warships and pirates. Every sailor, no matter if 
he was but a boy, had to stand ready to fight his way from port to port.

In this exciting life, full of adventure and of danger, Columbus grew to 
manhood. The rough experiences he then had did much to make him the 
brave, determined captain and explorer that he afterwards became.

According to some accounts, Columbus once had a desperate battle with 
a ship off the coast of Portugal. The fight lasted all day. At length, both 
vessels caught fire. Columbus jumped from his blazing ship into the sea 
and, catching hold of a floating oar, managed to swim to the shore about 
six miles away.

He then went to the port of Lisbon. There he 
married the daughter of a famous sea captain. 
For a long time after his marriage Columbus 
earned his living partly by drawing maps, which 
he sold to commanders of vessels visiting Lisbon, 
and partly by making voyages to Africa, Iceland, 
and other lands.

Columbus’s Plan for Reaching the Indies. The 
maps that Columbus made and sold were very 
different from those we now have. At that time, 
only half of the world had been discovered. 
Europe, Asia, and a small part of Africa were the 
primary places known. The maps that Columbus 
had might have shown the earth shaped like a 
ball, but he supposed it to be much smaller than 

it really is. No one at this time had sailed around the globe. Therefore, no 
one knew what lands lay west of the broad Atlantic. For this reason we 
would look in vain on one of the maps drawn by Columbus for the great 
continents of North and South America or for Australia or the Pacific 
Ocean.

Chapter 2
Christopher Columbus (1451–1506)

Christopher Columbus (1451–1506)

“By sailing west, I shall be able to 
reach the Indies.”



While living in Lisbon, Columbus made up his mind to try 
to do what no other man at that time dared try—that was 
to cross the Atlantic Ocean. He thought that by doing so, he 
could get directly to Asia and the islands of Southeast Asia 
called the Indies, which, he believed, were opposite Portugal 
and Spain. If successful, he could open a very profitable trade 
with the rich countries of the East, where spices, drugs, and 
silk were brought to Europe. The people of Europe could not 
reach those countries directly by ships because they had not 
yet found their way around the southern point of Africa.

Columbus was too poor to buy even a single ship to under-
take such a voyage as he had planned. He asked the king of 
Portugal to provide some money or vessels, but the Portu-
guese were already trying to get to the East by going around 
Africa. The king decided not to help Columbus after a Por-
tuguese ship was able to get to India by going around the 
southern tip of Africa. 

Columbus decided, therefore, to see if he could get help from somewhere 
else. His brother contacted the king of England, and Columbus went back 
to Italy. The cities of Genoa and Venice did not want to assist Columbus, 
and Henry VII of England expressed some interest but took too long to 
decide. Columbus determined, therefore, to go to Spain and see if he could 
get help there.

On the southern coast of Spain, there is a small port named Palos. Within 
sight of the village of Palos, and within plain sight of the ocean, there was 
a convent called the Convent of St. Mary. One morning a tall, fine-looking 
man, leading a little boy by the hand, knocked at the door of this convent 
and begged for a piece of bread and a cup of water for the child. The man 
was Columbus, whose wife was now dead, and the boy was his son.

The guardian of the convent noticed Columbus standing at the door. He 
liked his appearance and, coming up, began to talk with him. Columbus 
frankly told him what he was trying to do. The guardian of the convent 
listened with great interest; then he gave him a letter to a friend who, he 
thought, would help him to lay his plans before Ferdinand and Isabella, 
the king and queen of Spain.

Columbus left his son at the convent and set out on his journey, full of 
bright hopes. But Ferdinand and Isabella could not see him. After waiting 
a long time, the traveler was told that he might go before several learned 
men and tell them about his proposed voyage across the Atlantic.

People who heard what this captain from Lisbon wanted to do thought he 
had lost his mind. Boys in the streets laughed at him and called him crazy. 
Columbus waited for help seven years; he then made up his mind that he 
would wait no longer. Just as he was about to leave Spain, Queen Isabella, 
who had always felt interested in the brave sailor, resolved to aid him. Two 

The light-shaded area in the map above shows the 
known world in the days of Columbus.

Isabella I (1451–1504)  
Queen of Castile and León

 Christopher Columbus
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rich sea captains who lived in Palos also decided to take part in the voy-
age. With the help that Columbus now received, he could get three small 
vessels—the Santa Maria, the Pinta, and the Niña. He went in the Santa 
Maria—the largest ship and the only one that had an entire deck—as 
admiral, or commander of the fleet.

Columbus’s Journey Begins. Early on Friday morning, August 3, 1492, 
Columbus started from Palos to try to cross that ocean which men then 
called the “Sea of Darkness”—a name that showed how little they knew of 
it, and how much they feared it. We may be pretty sure that the guardian 
of the convent was one of those who watched the sailing of the little fleet. 
From the upper windows of the convent he could plainly see the vessels as 
they left the harbor of Palos.

Columbus sailed first for the Canary Islands because, from there, he 
thought it would be a straight line across to Japan and Asia. He was forced 
to stop at the Canaries from August 12 to September 6—more than three 
weeks—to make a new rudder for one of his ships and to change the sails 
of another.

Finally, all was ready, and he again set out on his voy-
age toward the west. When the ships sailed so far out on 
the ocean that the sailors could no longer see any of the 
islands, they became very frightened. They feared they 
would never be able to get back to Palos again. They were 
rough men, used to the sea, but now they bowed their 
heads and cried like children. Columbus had to work hard 
to quiet their fears and to encourage them to go forward 
with the voyage that they already wanted to give up.

For more than thirty days, the three ships continued on 
their way toward the west. To the crew every day seemed 
like a year. From sunrise to sunset nothing was to be seen 
but water and sky. Eventually, the men began to think that 

they were sailing on an ocean that had no end. They whispered among 
themselves that Columbus had gone mad and that if they continued with 
him in command they should all be lost.

Twice there was a joyful cry of “Land! Land!” But, when they got nearer 
they saw that what they had thought was land was nothing but banks of 
clouds. Then some sailors thought they should go to the admiral and tell 
him that the ships must turn back. Other sailors wondered what they 
should do if Columbus would not listen to them. Some thought that they 
should throw him overboard and explain, when the ships returned to 
Palos, that Columbus fell into the sea and was drowned.

But, when the crew went to Columbus and told him that they would go 
no further, he sternly ordered them to their work, declaring that, whatever 
might happen, he would not now give up the voyage. Columbus had more 
courage than his crew because he sincerely believed that his voyage had an 

In 1892, replicas of the Niña, Pinta, and Santa Maria sailed 
from Spain to the Columbian Exposition in Chicago.



important, God-ordained purpose and that God would protect him as he 
sought to bring Christianity to new lands.

Land Is Discovered. The very next day such certain signs of land were 
seen that even the most faint-hearted took courage. The men had already 
noticed great flocks of land birds flying westward, as if to guide them. 
Now some men on one vessel saw a branch of a thorn bush float by. It was 
plain that it had not long been broken off the bush, and it was full of red 
berries.

But a sailor on one of the other vessels found something even better than 
the thorn branch. He drew out of the water a carved walking stick! Every-
one saw that such a stick must have been cut and carved by human hands. 
These two signs could not be doubted. The men now felt sure that they 
were approaching the shore, and what was more, there were people living 
in that foreign land.

That evening Columbus begged his crew to keep a sharp lookout, and he 
promised a velvet coat to the one who would first see land. All of the men 
were excited, and no man closed his eyes in sleep that night.

Columbus himself stood on a high part of his ship, looking steadily toward 
the west. About ten o’clock, he saw a moving light; it seemed like a torch 
carried in a man’s hand. He called to a companion and asked him if he 
could see anything of the kind. Yes, he, too, plainly saw the moving light, 
but soon it disappeared.

Two hours after midnight, a cannon was fired from the leading vessel. It 
was the glad signal that the long-looked-for land was in sight. There it lay 
directly ahead, about six miles away.

Then Columbus gave the order to furl sails, and the three vessels came to 
a stop and waited for the dawn. When the sun rose on Friday, October 
12, 1492, Columbus saw a beautiful island with many trees growing on it. 
That was his first sight of the New World.

 Christopher Columbus
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Attended by the captains of the other two vessels, and by a part of their 
crews, Columbus set out in a boat for the island. When they landed, all fell 
on their knees, kissed the ground for joy, and gave thanks to God. Colum-
bus named the island San Salvador (which means “Holy Savior”) and took 
possession of it, by right of discovery, for the king and queen of Spain.

He found that a copper-colored people—who spoke a language he could 
not understand—inhabited the land. These people had never seen a ship 
or a white man before. They wore no clothing, but painted their bodies 
with bright colors. The Spaniards made them presents of strings of glass 
beads and red caps. In return they gave the Spaniards rolls of cotton yarn, 
tame parrots, and small ornaments of gold.

After staying here a short time Columbus set sail southward, in 
search of more land and in the hope of finding out where these 
people got their gold. Columbus also wanted the opportunity 
to spread the Christian religion to as many foreign lands as 
possible.

As Columbus sailed on, he saw many islands in every direction. 
He thought that they must be part of the Indies he was seek-
ing. Since he had reached them by traveling west from Spain, 
he called them the West Indies, and to the red men who lived 
on them, he gave the name of Indians.

During the next six weeks, Columbus discovered the island of Cuba. At 
first, he thought it must be Japan, but afterward he came to the wrong con-
clusion that it was not an island at all, but part of the mainland of Asia.

Columbus Returns to Spain. Columbus next came to the large island 
of Hispaniola (now the Republic of Haiti and the Dominican Republic). 
Here his ship was wrecked. He took the timber from the wreck and built 
a fort on the shore. Leaving about forty of his crew in this fort, Columbus 
set sail for Palos in one of the two remaining vessels.

When the ship of Columbus was seen entering the harbor of Palos, the 
whole village was wild with excitement. More that seven months had passed 
since he sailed away from that port, and as nothing had been heard from 
him, many thought that the vessels and all on board had been lost. They 
were happy to see their friends and neighbors coming back home. The 
bells of the churches rang a merry song of welcome; the people crowded 
the streets, shouting to each other that Columbus, the great navigator, had 
crossed the “Sea of Darkness” and had returned in safety.

The king and queen were then in Barcelona, a long distance from Palos. To 
that city Columbus now went. He entered it on horseback, attended by the 
proudest and richest noblemen of Spain. He brought with him six Indians 
from the West Indies. They were gaily painted and wore bright feathers in 
their hair. Then many men followed, carrying rare birds, plants, and gold 
and silver ornaments, all found in the New World. These were presents for 
the king and queen. Ferdinand and Isabella received Columbus with great 

Landing of Columbus

Columbus’s Coat of Arms



honor. When he had told them the 
story of his wonderful voyage, they 
sank on their knees and gave praise 
to God; all who were present fol-
lowed their example.

Columbus’s Remaining Days. 
Columbus made three more voyages 
across the Atlantic. He discovered 
more islands near the coast of Amer-
ica, and he touched the coast of Cen-
tral America and of South America. 
He never set foot on any part of what 
is now the mainland of the United 
States, and he always thought that 
the land he had reached was part 
of Asia. He had rediscovered a new 
world, but he did not know it. All 
that he knew was how to get to it 
and how to show others the way.

The last days of this great man were very sad. The king was disappointed 
because he brought back no gold to amount to anything. The Spanish 
governor of San Domingo hated Columbus, and when he landed at that 
island on one of his voyages, he arrested him and sent him back to Spain 
in chains. He was immediately set at liberty, but he could not forget the 
insult. He kept the chains hanging on the wall of his room and asked to 
have them buried with him.

Columbus was now an old man; his health was broken, he was poor, in 
debt, and without a home. Once he wrote to the king and queen saying, “I 
have not a hair upon me that is not gray, my body is weak, and all that was 
left to me … has been taken away and sold, even the coat which I wore.”

Not long after he came back to Spain to stay, the 
queen died. Then Columbus felt that he had lost 
his best friend. He gave up hope and said, “I have 
done all that I could do; I leave the rest to God.”

Columbus died full of sadness—maybe it would 
not be too much to say that he died of a broken 
heart. He was first buried in Spain; then his body 
was taken up and carried to San Domingo, where 
he had wished to be buried. It is hard to say where 
the body of Columbus found its final resting place. 
But wherever the grave of the great sailor may 
be, his memory will live in every heart capable of 
respecting a brave man; for he first dared to cross 
the “Sea of Darkness,” and he rediscovered the for-
gotten land of America.

 Christopher Columbus
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The King and Queen Receive Columbus with Great Ceremony

Columbus in Chains
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Summary. In 1492, Christopher Columbus set sail from Spain to find a 
direct way across the Atlantic to Asia and the Indies. He did not get to 
Asia, but he did better: he discovered America. He died thinking that the 
new lands he had found were part of Asia, but by his daring voyage, he first 
showed the people of Europe how to get to the New World.

Comprehension Questions
1. When and where was Columbus born?

2. What did he do in Lisbon?

3. How much of the world was then known?

4. Why did Columbus go to Spain?

5. How did Columbus finally get help?

6. When did he sail?

7. What happened on the first part of the voyage?

8. Did Columbus think he landed on the Indies?

9. What did Columbus name the island he first landed upon?

10. Did Columbus ever land on any part of what is now the United 
States?

11. What happened to Columbus in his old age?

On the left are handwritten notes by 
Christopher Columbus on the Latin 
edition of Marco Polo’s Le livre des 
merveilles (The Book of Wonders).

The Four Voyages of Columbus
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Spain was not the only country interested in getting to the East by sail-
ing west across the Atlantic Ocean, nor was it the only country to use an 
Italian sailor to find a way to do so. John Cabot, an Italian merchant, 
led two voyages of exploration for England in the late 1490s, establishing 
England’s first claims to the New World.

Cabot’s early life is something of a mystery, but he is thought to have been 
born in Naples, Italy. He later moved to Venice, becoming a Venetian citi-
zen in 1476. He was a merchant, trading in the eastern Mediterranean. 
During Cabot’s time in Venice, he married and had three sons, one of 
whom—Sebastian—also became a famous explorer. He moved to Bristol, 
England, with his family around 1490.

John Cabot Discovers the Continent of North America. When Colum-
bus set out on his first voyage across the Atlantic in 1492, John Cabot, an 
Italian merchant, was living in Bristol, England. When the news reached 
that city that Columbus had discovered the West Indies, Cabot begged 
Henry VII, king of England, to let him see if he could find a shorter way 
to the Indies than that of Columbus. The king gave his consent; and in 
the spring of 1497 John Cabot, with his son Sebastian, sailed from Bristol. 
They headed their vessel Matthew toward the northwest; by going in that 
direction they hoped to get to those parts of Asia and the Spice Islands that 
were known to Europe, which Columbus had failed to reach.

Early one bright morning, near the end of 
June 1497, they saw land in the west. It was 
probably Cape Breton Island, a part of Nova 
Scotia, or Newfoundland. John Cabot named 
it “The Land First Seen.” Cabot thought he 
had reached an island off of the coast of Asia, 
never realizing he had actually discovered a 
new continent. Up to this time, Columbus 
had discovered only the West Indies, but 
John Cabot now saw the continent of North 
America. No English explorer had ever seen 
it before. There it lay—a great, lonely land, 
shaggy with forests, with not a house or a 
human being in sight.

Cabot is thought to have gone ashore at Cape 
Bonavista, Newfoundland, with his son and 
some of his crew. In the vast, silent wilderness 

Chapter 3
John Cabot (1450–1498)

John Cabot (1450–1498)
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they set up a large cross. Near to it they planted two flagpoles, and hoisted 
the English flag on one and the flag of Venice, the city where John Cabot 
had lived in Italy, on the other. Then they took possession of the land for 
Henry VII. It was in this way that the English came to consider that the 
eastern coast of North America was their property, although they did not 
begin to make settlements there until nearly 100 years later. Cabot also 
mapped the shore from Nova Scotia to Newfoundland.

After sailing through the Gulf of St. Lawrence without finding the pas-
sage to Asia for which they were looking, the sailors returned to England. 
The Cabots took back to England some Indian traps for catching game 
and some wild turkeys, an American bird the English had never seen, but 
whose acquaintance they were not sorry to make. They also brought the 
rib of a whale, which they had found on the beach in Nova Scotia.

They also brought fish back to England. Cabot had the hold of the Matthew 
filled with cod, a fish prized by many in England. John Cabot reported 
when he got back to England that the sea near Newfoundland was so thick 
with fish that they slowed down the passage of his ship. The discovery of 
the teeming fish in these waters ignited a Newfoundland fishing industry 
that lasted for hundreds of years. Soon, fishing boats from Portugal, Spain, 
France, and England were actively catching fish in the New World.

The king was so pleased with what John Cabot had discovered that he made 
him a handsome present and gave him a yearly pension. When the captain, 
richly dressed in silk, appeared in the street, the people of Bristol would run 
after him and cheer for the “Great Admiral,” as they called him.

Cabot’s 1497 voyage helped the 
English begin to see what a large 
piece of land they had found 
beyond the Atlantic. They could 
not tell, however, whether it was 
a separate continent or a part of 
Asia. Like everybody in Europe, 
they called it the New World, 
which simply meant the new 
lands that had been discovered 
across the Atlantic Ocean.

About a year later, John Cabot 
set out on a second voyage to the 
west. He left with five ships from 
Bristol in May 1498, but he never 
returned or was heard from again. 
Only one ship made it back to 
Bristol, having been damaged in a 
storm. No one really knows what 
happened to John Cabot during 
his last trip to the New World.

Henry VII (1457–1509)

Land First Discovered by  
John Cabot



America. Columbus and Cabot 
believed until their deaths that 
they had found land either on or 
near Asia. Cabot, for example, 
hoped with his voyage of 1498 
to find a northern route to Japan 
and Asia. Soon afterwards, how-
ever, European explorers began 
to realize that Columbus had 
discovered a completely new 
land. It was not many years later 
that the New World received the 
name by which we now call it.

Another Italian navigator by the 
name of Amerigo Vespucci made 
at least two voyages to the New 
World between 1497 and 1502. He helped explore the coastlines of Central 
and South America, traveling at least as far south as Brazil. He wrote an 
account of what he saw and described the new land as a separate continent, 
rather than just as a part of Asia.

The New World came to be called America due to the work of a German 
geographer and mapmaker, Martin Waldseemüller. In 1507, Waldseemüller 
published a world map and named the New World America after Amerigo 
Vespucci. Evidently, Waldseemüller considered Amerigo Vespucci to be the 
true discoverer of America, since he was the first to realize that it was a new 
land, rather than part of Asia. Others later argued that the New World 
should be named Columbia after Christopher Columbus, but it was too 
late. America had become the accepted name for the New World.

Summary. In 1497 John Cabot and his son, Sebastian, sailed from Bristol, 
England, and discovered the mainland or continent of North America; 
they took possession of it for England. The next year they came over and 
sailed along the eastern coast of what is now the United States. An Italian 
whose name was Amerigo Vespucci visited the New World and afterward 
wrote the first published account of the mainland. For this reason, the new 
land was named after him, America.

Comprehension Questions
1. Who was John Cabot?

2. What did John Cabot hope to discover during his first voyage?

3. What land did John Cabot discover on his 1497 voyage?

4. What town in England did the Cabots sail from?

5. What did Cabot bring back from the New World?

6. How did the New World come to be called America?

Amerigo Vespucci (1454–1512)

 John Cabot
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Spanish Explorers. The Indians in the islands of the West Indies believed 
there was a wonderful fountain in a land to the west of them. They said 
that if an old man should bathe in its waters, he would become a boy again. 
Ponce de León, a Spanish soldier who was getting gray and wrinkled, set 
out to find this magic fountain, for he thought there was more fun in 
being a boy than in growing old.

He did not find the fountain, and so his hair grew grayer than ever, and his 
wrinkles grew deeper. But in 1513 he discovered a land bright with flowers, 
which he named Florida. He took possession of it for Spain.

The same year another Spaniard, named Vasco de Balboa, set out to 
explore the Isthmus of Panama. One day he climbed to the top of a very 
high hill and discovered that vast ocean—the greatest of all the oceans of 
the globe—which we call the Pacific.

Long after Balboa and Ponce de León were dead, a Spaniard named Her-
nando de Soto landed in Florida and marched through the country in 
search of gold mines.

During his long and weary wanderings, he came to a river more than a 
mile across. The Indians told him it was the Mississippi, or the Great River. 
In discovering it, de Soto had found the largest river in North America. 
He had also found his own grave, for he died shortly afterward, and was 
secretly buried at midnight in its muddy waters.

Chapter 4
Spain Explores America (1513–1542)

Juan Ponce de León (1460–1521)

Hernando de Soto (1496–1542)



Florida. It was some time after Ponce de León first discovered Florida in 
1513 and claimed it before the Spanish tried to establish a settlement in the 
area. The first attempt was at Pensacola in northern Florida. The Spanish 
settled there in 1559 but abandoned the area in 1561. A Spanish soldier 
named Pedro Menéndez de Avilés made a second try. In 1565, Menéndez 
built a fort on the eastern coast, which became the center of a settlement 
named St. Augustine. It is the oldest continuously occupied city built by 
European settlers, not only in what is now the United States, but also in all 
of North America.

Only one other Spanish settlement was ever established in Florida. Pen-
sacola was reoccupied in 1695 to block French expansion east from Mobile 
along the Gulf of Mexico. Spanish Catholic missionaries established 
many missions among the Indians of north Florida, beginning in the late 
1500s. These missions were initially successful, with about 40 missions 
and approximately 30,000 native converts by 1635. However, by 1711, the 
number of converts had declined dramatically as a result of war and dis-
ease. The remaining 400 were resettled near St. Augustine.

The Spanish never had firm control over Florida and were often threatened 
by the French and British. Menéndez conquered a nearby French colony 
that had been established the year before, killing most of the inhabitants. 
The British attacked St. Augustine several times during the 1700s and even 
controlled Florida between 1763 and 1783.

The Spanish regained Florida after the United States won its independence 
from Great Britain. However, the Spanish did not have any greater con-
trol over Florida than they had before. Unrest from American settlers who 
had moved to Florida and conflict with the United States caused Spain to 
give up Florida to the United States. Spain agreed in 1819—more than 
250 years after St. Augustine was founded—to sell Florida to the United 
States.

Summary. Ponce de León discovered Florida; another Spaniard, named 
Balboa, discovered the Pacific; and still another, named de Soto, discov-
ered the Mississippi. In 1565, the Spaniards began to build St. Augustine 
in Florida. It is the oldest city built by Europeans in the United States or 
in all of North America.

Comprehension Questions
1. What did Ponce de León think the “magic” fountain could do?

2. What did Ponce de León do?

3. What body of water did Balboa discover?

4. What great river did Hernando de Soto discover?

5. What is the name of the oldest city built by Europeans in North 
America?

Vasco Núñez de Balboa 
(1475–1519)

Pedro Menéndez de Avilés 
(1519–1574)

 Spain Explores America
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The First Virginia Colony. 
Although John Cabot discovered 
the continent of North America 
in 1497 and took possession of 
the land for England, the English 
themselves did not try to settle 
North America until nearly 100 
years later.

In 1584, a young man named 
Walter Raleigh, who was a great 
favorite of Queen Elizabeth I, sent 
out two ships to America. The 
captains of these vessels landed on 
Roanoke Island, off the coast of 
what is now the state of North Carolina. They found the island covered 
with tall red cedars and with vines thick with clusters of wild grapes. The 
Indians called this place the “Good Land.” They were pleased to see the 
Englishmen, and they invited them to a great feast of roast turkey, venison, 
melons, and nuts.

When the two captains returned to England, Queen Elizabeth I (the “Vir-
gin Queen,” as she was called) was delighted with what she heard of the 
“Good Land.” She named it Virginia in honor of herself. She also gave 
Raleigh a title of honor. From that time he was no longer simply called Mr. 
Raleigh, but Sir Walter Raleigh.

Sir Walter shipped over English people as emigrants to settle in Virginia 
during 1585. They sent back to him, as a present, two famous American 
plants: one called tobacco, the other the potato. The queen had given Sir 
Walter a fine estate in Ireland, and he set out both plants in his garden. The 
tobacco plant did not grow very well there, but the potato did; and after a 
short time thousands of farmers began to raise that vegetable throughout 
Ireland and England. As far back as that time—or more than 400 years 
ago—America was beginning to feed the people of the Old World.

Sir Walter spent immense sums of money on his settlement in Virginia, 
but it did not succeed. One of the settlers, named Dare, had a daughter 
born there. He named her Virginia Dare. She was the first English child 
born in America. But the little girl, with her father and mother and all the 
rest of the settlers, disappeared. It is supposed that the Indians killed them 

Chapter 5
Sir Walter Raleigh (1552–1618)

Sir Walter Raleigh (1552–1618)

Queen Elizabeth I 
(1533–1603)



or that they wandered away and starved to death; but all that we really 
know is that not one of them was ever seen again.

The Last Days of Sir Walter Raleigh. After 
Queen Elizabeth died, King James became 
ruler of England. He accused Sir Walter of try-
ing to take away his crown in order to make 
someone else ruler over the country. Sir Wal-
ter was sent to prison and kept there for many 
years. Eventually, King James released him in 
order to send him to South America to get gold. 
When Sir Walter returned to London without 
any gold, the greedy king accused him of hav-
ing disobeyed him because he had fought with 
some Spaniards. Raleigh was condemned to 
death and was beheaded.

But Sir Walter’s attempt to settle Virginia led 
other Englishmen to try. Before he died they 
built a town, called Jamestown, on the coast. 
We shall soon read about the history of that 
town. The English held Virginia from that time 
until it became part of the United States.

Summary. Sir Walter Raleigh sent over men 
from England to explore the coast of America. 
Queen Elizabeth named the country they vis-
ited Virginia. Raleigh then shipped emigrants 
over to make a settlement. These emigrants 
sent him two American plants, tobacco and the 
potato; the people of Great Britain and Ireland 
came to like them both. Sir Walter’s settlement 
failed, but his example led other Englishmen 
to try to make one. Before he was beheaded, 
they had succeeded in developing a prosperous 
settlement in the colony of Virginia.

Comprehension Questions
1. Who was Sir Walter Raleigh?

2. What name did Queen Elizabeth give to the country?

3. What American plants did the emigrants send Raleigh?

4. What did he do with those plants?

5. What happened to the Virginia settlement?

6. How did Sir Walter Raleigh die?

 Sir Walter Raleigh
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John Smith and a New Settlement in Virginia. One of the leaders in 
the new expedition, who set out to make a settlement in Virginia while 
Raleigh was in prison, was Captain John Smith. He began life as a clerk in 
England. Not liking his work, he ran away and turned soldier. After many 
strange adventures, he was captured by the Turks and sold as a slave. His 
master, who was a Turk, placed a heavy iron collar around his neck and 
forced him to thresh grain with a big wooden club. One day the Turk rode 
up and struck his slave with his riding whip. This was more than Smith 
could bear; he rushed at his master, and with one blow of his club he killed 
the foolish Turk. He then mounted the dead man’s horse and escaped. 
After a time he returned to England, but as England seemed a little dull 
to Captain Smith, he decided to join some emigrants who were going to 
Virginia.

On the way to America, Smith was accused of plotting to murder the 
chief men among the emigrants so that he might make himself “King of 
Virginia.” The accusation was false, but he was put in irons and kept a 
prisoner for the rest of the voyage.

In the spring of 1607 the emigrants reached Chesapeake Bay and sailed 
up a river, which they named the James River in honor of King James I 
of England. When they landed they named the settlement Jamestown for 
the same reason. Here they built a log fort and placed three or four small 
cannon on its walls. Most of the men who settled Jamestown came hop-
ing to find mines of gold in Virginia, or else a way through to the Pacific 
Ocean and the Indies, which they thought could not be very far away. But 
Captain Smith wanted to help his countrymen to make homes in Virginia 
for themselves and their children.

As soon as Captain Smith landed, he demanded to be tried by a jury of 
twelve men. The trial took place. It was the first English court and the first 
English jury that ever sat in America. The captain proved his innocence 
and was set free. His chief accuser was required to pay him a large sum 
of money for damages. Smith kindly gave this money to help the settle-
ment.

As the weather was warm, the emigrants did not begin building log cabins 
immediately, but slept on the ground, sheltered by boughs of trees. For a 
church they had an old tent, in which they met on Sunday. They were all 
members of the Church of England (the Anglican Church). 

When the cold weather came, many people became sick. Soon the whole 
settlement was like a hospital. Sometimes three or four would die in one 

Chapter 6
John Smith (1579–1631)

Captain John Smith (1579–1631)



night. Captain Smith, though not well himself, did everything he could for 
those who needed his help.

When the sickness was over, some of the settlers were so unhappy that they 
determined to seize the only vessel there was at Jamestown and go back to 
England. Captain Smith turned the cannon of the fort against them. The 
deserters saw that if they tried to leave the harbor he would blast their ves-
sel to pieces, so they came back. One of the leaders of these men was tried 
and shot; the other was sent to England in disgrace.

The Native Americans of Virginia. When the Indians of 
America first met Europeans, they were usually friendly to 
them. This did not last long because the whites often treated 
the Indians very badly. In fact, the Spaniards made slaves of the 
Indians and whipped many of them to death. But these were 
generally the Indians of the West Indies and South America. 
Some of the Indian tribes of North America, especially those 
in what is now New York State, were terribly fierce and a match 
for the Spaniards in cruelty.

The Indians in the East did not build cities, but lived in small 
villages. These villages were made up of huts, covered with the 
bark of trees. Such huts were called wigwams. The women did 
nearly all the work, such as building the wigwams and hoe-
ing corn and tobacco. The men hunted and made war. Instead 
of guns, the Indians had bows and arrows. With these, they could bring 
down a deer or a squirrel quite as well as a white man could with a rifle. 
They had no iron, but made hatchets and knives out of sharp, flat stones.

The Indians never built roads, for they had no wagons, and in the eastern 
part of America they did not use horses; but they could find their way with 
ease through the thickest forest. When they came to a river they swam 
across it, so they had no need of bridges. In small boats, known as canoes, 
they could go hundreds of miles quickly and silently. Thus every river and 
stream throughout North America became a roadway to the Indian.

The Native Americans made canoes of birch bark. These canoes were 
almost as light as paper, yet they were very strong and handsome. The poet 
Longfellow described the gracefulness of canoes in this passage from his 
famous epic poem The Song of Hiawatha.

Give me of your bark, O Birch-tree!  
Of your yellow bark, O Birch-tree!  
Growing by the rushing river,  
Tall and stately in the valley! 

I a light canoe will build me,  
Build a swift [canoe] for sailing,  
That shall float on the river,  
Like a yellow leaf in Autumn,  
Like a yellow water-lily!

 John Smith
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The tribes in eastern Virginia near Jamestown were part of the Powhatan 
Confederacy, an alliance of thirty tribes. A chief named Wahunsenacawh, 
who was also known as Chief Powhatan, ruled this confederacy. Powhatan 
was initially friendly with the English settlers but came to believe that they 
were dangerous.

Captain Smith and the Indians. After that first long, hot summer was 
over, some of the settlers wished to explore the country and see if they 
could find a short way through to the Pacific Ocean. Captain Smith led 
the expedition. Indians of the Powhatan Confederacy attacked them, 
killed three of the men, and took the captain prisoner. To amuse his cap-
tors, Smith showed them his pocket compass. When the warriors saw that 
the needle always pointed toward the north, they were greatly astonished; 
and instead of killing their prisoner, they decided to take him to their 
chief. Powhatan had come to hate the settlers at Jamestown because he 
thought that they had come to steal land from his confederacy.

Smith was dragged before Chief Powhatan. Smith’s head was laid 
on a large, round log, and a tall warrior stood ready to kill him. 
Just as Powhatan was about to cry “Strike!” his daughter Poca-
hontas, a girl of twelve or thirteen, ran up and, putting her arms 
around the prisoner’s head, laid her own head on his. Now let the 
Indian warrior strike with his weapon, if he dare.

Instead of being angry with his daughter, Powhatan promised her 
that he would spare Smith’s life. When an Indian made such a 
promise, he kept it, so the captain knew that his head was safe. 
Powhatan released his prisoner and soon sent him back to James-
town; and Pocahontas, followed by many Indians, carried to the 
settlers presents of corn and venison.

Some years after this, the Indian maiden married John Rolfe, an 
Englishman who had come to Virginia. They went to London, 
and Pocahontas died not far from that city. She left a son, and 
from that son came some noted Virginians. One of them was 
John Randolph. He was a famous man in his day, and he always 
spoke with pride of the Indian princess, as he called her.

The “Father of Virginia.” More emigrants came over from Eng-
land, and Captain Smith was now made governor of Jamestown. 

Some of the emigrants found some glittering earth, which they thought 
was gold. Soon nearly everyone was hard at work digging it. Smith laughed 
at them, but they insisted on loading a ship with the worthless stuff and 
sending it to London. That was the last that was heard of it.

The people had wasted their time digging this shining dirt when they 
should have been hoeing their gardens. Soon they began to run out of 
food. The captain started off with a party of men to buy corn from the 
Indians. The Indians made up an evil plot to kill the whole party. Fortu-
nately, Smith discovered the plan. Seizing the chief by the hair, he pressed 



the muzzle of a pistol against his heart and gave him his choice: “Corn, or 
your life!” He received the corn, and plenty of it.

Captain Smith then ordered part of the men to plant corn, so that they 
might grow what they needed. The rest of the settlers he took with him 
into the woods to chop down trees and saw them into boards to send to 
England. Many tried to escape from this labor, but Smith said, “Men who 
are able to dig for gold can chop.” Then he made this rule: “He who will 
not work shall not eat.” Rather than lose his dinner, the laziest man now 
took his ax and ran off for the woods.

Although the choppers worked, they grumbled. They liked to see the chips 
fly and to hear the great trees “thunder as they fell,” but the ax handles 
raised blisters on their fingers. These blisters made the men swear, so that 
commonly one would hear “a loud oath” at every third stroke of the ax. 
Smith said the swearing must be stopped. He had each man’s oaths num-
bered. When the day’s work was done, every offender was called up. His 
oaths were counted; then he was told to hold up his right hand, and a can 
of cold water was poured down his sleeve for each oath. This new style of 
water cure did wonders. In a short time hardly a single grumble would be 
heard in a whole week. It was just chop, chop, chop; and the madder the 
men became, the more the chips would fly.

Captain Smith was not governor for very long. He was actually in Virginia 
for less than three years; yet in that short time he did a great deal. First, 
he saved the settlers from starving by making the Indians sell them corn. 
Next, by his courage, he saved them from the attacks of the Indians. Lastly, 
he taught them how to work. Had it not been for him, the people of James-
town would probably have lost all heart and gone back to England. He 
insisted on staying; and so, through him, the English held their first real 
foothold in America. But this was not all; he wrote two books on Virginia, 
describing the soil, the trees, the animals, and the Indians. He also made 
some excellent maps of Virginia and of New Eng-
land. These books and maps taught the English 
people many things about this country, and 
were a great help to those who wished to 
travel to America. For these reasons, Cap-
tain Smith has rightfully been called the 
“Father of Virginia.”

Smith was forced to leave Jamestown 
after he met with a terrible accident. He 
was out in a boat, and a bag of gunpow-
der he had with him exploded. He was 
so badly hurt that he had to go back to 
England to get proper treatment for his 
wounds. John Smith never came back 
to Virginia, but he did return to Amer-
ica several years later. He explored the 

This statue of Pocahontas  
(1595–1617) by William Ordway 
Partridge, was erected in James-

town, Virginia, in 1922.
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coast north of Virginia and gave it the name of New England. He died in 
England and was buried in the Church of the Holy Sepulchre, a famous 
Anglican church in the city of London.

The Decline of Jamestown. In 1619, about ten years after Captain Smith 
left Jamestown, the commander of a Dutch ship brought many African 
slaves to Virginia and sold them to the settlers. That was the beginning of 
slavery in what became the United States. Later, when other English settle-
ments had been made, they also bought slaves; and so, after a time, every 
settlement both north and south owned slaves. The people of Virginia 
used most of their slaves in raising tobacco. They sold this in England; 
and as it generally brought a good price, many of the planters became quite 
rich. It would take almost 250 years and much bloodshed before slavery 
would be finally ended in America.

Long after Captain Smith was in his grave, Sir William Berkeley was made 
governor of Virginia by the king of England. Governor Berkeley treated the 
people very badly. Finally, a young planter named Nathaniel Bacon raised 
a small army and marched against the governor, who was in Jamestown. 
The governor, finding that he had few friends to fight for him, moved 
quickly to get out of the place. Bacon then entered it with his men; but he 
knew that, if necessary, the king would send soldiers from England to aid 
the governor in getting it back. So he set fire to the place and burned it. 

Jamestown was rebuilt, but the settlement was eventually abandoned. The 
colonial capitol was moved to the town of Williamsburg in 1699 after the 
capital building in Jamestown had burned down for the fourth time. The 
legislature decided that the location of Jamestown was too unhealthy and 
the capital building too prone to burning. Once Williamsburg had become 
the colonial capitol, 
Jamestown lost its 
importance, and 
people began to 
move away from 
what was actually a 
low-lying, swampy 
area. Even the 
old church build-
ing in Jamestown 
was closed in the 
1750s. Only scat-
tered farms were 
left in the area. 
Eventually, only a 
crumbling church 
tower and a few 
gravestones were 
left where James-
town once stood.

Sir William Berkeley was governor 
of Virginia longer than any other 
man, from 1642 until 1652 and from 
1660 until his death in 1677. He 
advocated economic diversification 
and promoted trade between the 
colonists and the Virginia Indians. 
He allowed the two houses of the 
General Assembly to develop into 
a responsible and mature parlia-
mentary body that legislated in the 
interests of the great planter fami-
lies who dominated Virginia politics 
throughout much of the colonial 
period. Berkeley generally discour-
aged the persecution of religious 
minorities and steered a middle 
course between the factions during 
the English Civil Wars. His leadership 
taught Virginians how to settle dif-
ferences peacefully or to live with 
differences that could not be settled 
peacefully. Although Bacon’s Rebel-
lion of 1676 almost destroyed Berke-
ley’s legacy, the political culture that 
Berkeley helped create survived for 
two centuries.

The Library of Virginia  
Richmond, Virginia

Sir William Berkeley  (1605–1677)

The Old Church Tower in Jamestown



However, Jamestown has not been forgotten. Historic Jamestown is now 
part of the Colonial National Historic Park. Only a few people, therefore, 
actually live at Jamestown, but they are always ready to show visitors where 
Captain Smith and his companions made their settlement. The place is 
marked by a splendid monument to Captain Smith and by the tower of the 
old Jamestown church.

Virginia’s Importance. Although Jamestown was abandoned, Virginia 
kept growing in strength and wealth. What was better still, the country 
grew in the number of its great men. The king of England continued to 
rule America until 1776, when many of the people of Virginia demanded 
that independence should be declared. The War for American Indepen-
dence overthrew the king’s power and made us free. The military leader of 
that war was a Virginia planter named George Washington.

After the United States had gained the victory and peace was made, the 
people chose presidents to govern the country. Four out of five of our first 
presidents, beginning with Washington, came from Virginia. For this rea-
son that state has sometimes been called the “Mother of Presidents.” One 
of the most famous men during the War for Independence, Patrick Henry, 
was a Virginian and ruled faithfully as governor of Virginia for several 
years.

The rise of tobacco as a cash 
crop led to Virginia importing its 
first slaves in 1619. The painting 
above shows enslaved Africans 
working in the tobacco sheds of 
a colonial tobacco plantation.
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Summary. In 1607 Captain John Smith, 
with several other emigrants, made the first 

lasting settlement built by Englishmen in 
America. Through Captain Smith’s energy and 

courage, Jamestown, Virginia, took firm root. 
Virginia was the first state to demand the inde-

pendence of America; and Washington, who was a 
Virginian, led the War for American Independence and 

helped to free the colonies from English rule.

Comprehension Questions
1. What was John Smith accused of doing?

2. Where did the church in Jamestown originally meet?

3. What type of houses did the Indians live in?

4. Did they have guns?

5. Why did the Indians not build roads?

6. What happened to Captain Smith when he went in search of the 
Pacific?

7. What happened to Jamestown?

8. What did the War for American Independence do?

9. Who was the great military leader of the American army?

10. Why is Virginia sometimes called the “Mother of Presidents”?

11. Who was Patrick Henry?
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Henry Hudson Tries to Find a Northern Route to the East. When Cap-
tain John Smith sailed for Virginia, he left in London a friend, named 
Henry Hudson, who was considered to be one of the best sea captains in 
England. While Smith was in Jamestown, a company of London merchants 
sent out Captain Hudson to try to find a passage to China and the Indies. 
Hudson made two trips to the northeast above Russia in the Hopewell—in 
1607 and 1608—hoping that he could find a way open to the Pacific across 
the North Pole or not far below it.

He knew that if he found such a passage, it would be much shorter than 
a voyage round the globe farther south; because, as anyone can see, it is 
not so far around the top of an apple, near the stem, as it is around the 
middle. Hudson discovered various Arctic islands, found abundant whales 
and walruses, and even thought he saw a mermaid; but he could not find 
a passage to the East. Instead, Hudson saw mountains of ice. He may have 
failed in his attempt to find a Northeast Passage to the East, but he went 
nearer to the North Pole than anyone had ever gone before.

The Dutch in Holland had heard of Hudson’s voyage, and a company of 
merchants in that country hired the brave sailor to see if he could find a 
passage to Asia by sailing to the northeast. He set out from the port of 
Amsterdam, in 1609, in a vessel named the Half Moon. After he had gone 
quite a long distance, the sailors got so tired of seeing nothing but fog and 
ice that they refused to go any further.

Then Captain Hudson turned his ship around and sailed for the coast of 
North America. He did that because his friend, Captain Smith of Vir-
ginia, had sent him a letter, with maps, which made him think that he 
could find a passage to Asia through North America if he went north of 
Chesapeake Bay.

Hudson first landed on the coast of Maine and then sailed south as far as 
Chesapeake Bay, but the weather was so stormy that he thought it would 
not be safe to enter it. Therefore, he sailed northward along the coast. Hud-
son sailed into Delaware Bay but soon found it to be too shallow to be a 
passage to the East. In September 1609, he entered a beautiful bay, formed 
by the spreading out of a large river that was more than a mile wide. The 
maps sent by John Smith had labeled the river the “Grande River.” On the 
eastern side of it, not far from its mouth, there is a long, narrow island; the 
Indians of that day called it Manhattan Island. Hudson claimed all of the 
land along the river for the Dutch, who later established a colony along the 
river called New Netherland.

Chapter 7
Henry Hudson (1570–1611)

Captain Henry Hudson (1570–1611)
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Hudson Explores the “Grande River.” One of the remarkable things 
about the river that Hudson had discovered was that it had hardly any 
current, and the tide from the ocean moved upstream for more than 150 
miles. If no fresh water ran in from the hills, the sea would fill the channel 
for a long distance, and so make a kind of salt-water river of it. Hudson 
noticed how salty it was, and that made him think he had finally found a 
passage that would lead him through from the Atlantic to the Pacific. He 
was delighted with all he saw, and said, “This is as beautiful a land as one 
can tread upon.” Soon he began to sail up the stream, wondering what he 
would see and whether he would come out on an ocean that would take 
him to Asia.

At first the Half Moon drifted along, carried by the tide, under the shadow 
of a great natural wall of rock. That wall, which we now call the Palisades, 
is from 400 to 600 feet high; it extends for nearly twenty miles along the 
western shore of the river. Then some distance farther up, Captain Hudson 
came to a place where the river winds its way through great forest-covered 
hills, called the Highlands.

Captain Hudson continued up the river until he had reached a point 
about 150 miles from its mouth. Here the city of Albany now stands. 
He found that the water was growing shallow, and he feared that if the 
Half Moon went farther she would run aground. It was clear to him, too, 
that wherever the river might lead, he was unlikely to find it a short way 
through to China. Early in October the captain set sail for Europe. Ever 

Map of New Netherland, 1650. The dotted border (         ) shows the boundaries of 
New Amsterdam.Hudson River Valley



since that time the beautiful river that he 
explored has been called the Hudson, in 
his honor.

Relations with the Native Americans. 
Hudson and his crew often got along very 
well with the local Indians. The crew fre-
quently traded peacefully with them for 
food and local products. Sometimes, the 
natives would give the crew gifts and visit 
the ship. Hudson was even invited once 
to a great feast among the Indians.

At the end of the fifth day up the “Grande 
River,” at a point on the eastern bank 
above the Highlands, an old Indian chief 
invited Hudson to go ashore. Hudson had found the Indians, as he said, 
“very loving”; so he accepted the invitation. The Indians made a great feast 
for the captain. They gave him not only roast pigeons, but also a roast dog, 
which they cooked in his honor. These Indians had never seen a white man 
before. They thought that the English captain, in his bright scarlet coat 
trimmed with gold lace, had come down from the sky to visit them. What 
puzzled them the most, however, was that he had such a pale face.

At the end of the feast Hudson rose to go, but the Indians begged him to 
stay all night. Then one of them stood up, gathered all the arrows, broke 
them to pieces, and threw them into the fire, in order to show the captain 
that he need not be afraid to stay with them.

On the other hand, Hudson and his crew did not fully trust the natives, 
which sometimes led to unnecessary trouble with local Indians. At times, 
however, their suspicions were justified. When the Half Moon arrived off 
of the “Grande River,” locals killed a crewmember, who was exploring the 
area. Occasionally, visiting Indians would try to steal something from the 
ship. On the way down stream a dishonest Indian, who had come out in 
a canoe, managed to steal something from the ship. One of the crew hap-
pened to see the Indian as he was slyly slipping off the ship; picking up a 
gun, he fired and killed him. After that, Hudson’s men had several fights 
with the Indians.

Hudson’s Last Voyage. In April 1610, Hudson began his fourth and final 
voyage. Hudson sailed again under the English flag, this time on the ship 
Discovery. His crew included his teenage son John as a ship’s boy. Henry 
Hudson was trying once again to find a way to Asia. This time, Hudson 
was sailing further north to look for what was called the Northwest Passage 
through North America to the East.

Hudson went north from England to Iceland and then toward Greenland. 
From Greenland, Discovery sailed to the north of Canada through what is 
now called Hudson Strait. Captain Hudson entered that immense bay in 
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The Half Moon on the Hudson River 
near the Palisades.



Exploring American History

30

the northern part of America, which we now know as Hudson Bay. Hud-
son explored Hudson Bay for approximately four months, but by Novem-
ber the ship had become stranded in the bay by ice.

The crew survived the winter on shore and, when the ice cleared in the 
spring of 1611, Hudson wanted to continue exploring the area. However, 
in June he got into trouble with his men, who wanted to go back to Eng-
land. Some of them grabbed him and set him adrift in a small boat with 
his son and a few others. A few crewmembers made it back to England, but 
nothing more was ever heard of the brave English explorer. The bay that 
bears his name is probably his grave.

The Dutch Settlement on the Hudson Becomes New York City. When 
the Dutch in Holland heard that Captain Hudson had found a country 
where the Indians had plenty of rich furs to sell, they sent out people to 
trade with them. In 1614, they built their first fort and trading post near 
what is now Albany, New York, and gave their territory the name of New 
Netherland after the Netherlands, which is the official name for the coun-
try we often call Holland.

In the course of a few years, the Dutch built other forts and settlements 
in New Netherland. Settlers were first brought to the colony in 1624, and 
a fort and some log cabins were built on the lower end of Manhattan 
Island the next year. Peter Minuit, the director of the colony, purchased 
the island from local Indians in 1626. The fort was named Fort Amster-
dam, and after a time the Dutch named this growing little settlement New 
Amsterdam, in remembrance of the port of Amsterdam in Holland from 
which Hudson sailed.

After the Dutch had held the colony of New Netherland for about fifty 
years, the English took it from them in 1664. They changed its name to 
New York, in honor of the Duke of York, who was brother to the king. The 

On May 11, 1610, Hudson 
reached Iceland; and on June 
4, he reached south of Green-
land, where he sailed around 
its southern tip. On June 25, 
Hudson discovered what is 
now called the Hudson Strait. 
By following the southern 
coast of the strait on August 
2, Hudson entered what is 
now called Hudson Bay. By late 
fall, however, the ship became 
trapped in the ice in James Bay, 
where the crew moved ashore 
for the winter.



English also changed the name of New Amsterdam 
to New York City.

More than a hundred years after this the young men 
of New York—the “Sons of Liberty,” as they called 
themselves—made ready with the “Sons of Liberty” 
in other states to do their full part, under the lead 
of General Washington, in the great War for Ameri-
can Independence—that war by which we gained 
our freedom from the rule of the king of England, 
and became the United States of America.

The silent harbor where Henry Hudson saw a few 
Indian canoes is now one of the busiest seaports in 
the world. The great Statue of Liberty stands at its 
entrance. To it fleets of ships are constantly com-
ing from all parts of the globe; from it other fleets 
of vessels are constantly going. If Captain Hudson could see the river that 
bears his name, and Manhattan Island now covered with miles of buildings 
that make the largest and wealthiest city in the United States, he might say: 
“There is no need of my looking any further for the riches of China and the 
Indies, for I have found them here.”

Summary. In 1609 Henry Hudson, an English sea captain, then working 
for the Dutch, discovered the river now called by his name. The Dutch 
took possession of the country on the river, named it New Netherland, and 
built a small settlement on Manhattan Island. Many years later the English 
seized the colony and named it New York. The settlement on Manhat-
tan Island then became New York City. It is now one of the largest and 
wealthiest cities in the United States and one of the greatest seaports for 
shipping and trade in the world. 

Comprehension Questions
1. Who was Henry Hudson?

2. What did he try to find?

3. What is the river he discovered called now?

4. What country seized New Netherland?

5. What name did they give it?

6. What would Hudson say if he could see New York City today?

Lower Manhattan in 1660, when it was part of New Amsterdam.
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