
Factors in Exploration
The year 1492 marks a watershed in modern world history. Columbus's voyage of discovery inaugurated a series of developments that would have vast consequences for both the Old World and the New. It transformed the diets of both the eastern and western hemispheres, helped initiate the Atlantic slave trade, spread diseases that had a devastating impact on Indian populations, and led to the establishment of European colonies across the Western Hemisphere.

This section identifies the factors--including rapid population growth, commerce, new learning, and the rise of competing nation-states--that encouraged Europeans to explore and colonize new lands. It explains why Portugal and Spain were the first to become involved in overseas exploration and why England and France were slow to challenge Spain’s supremacy in the Americas.

European Expansion

During the mid- and late-15th century, Europe gained mastery over the world's ocean currents and wind patterns and began to create a European-centered world economy. Europeans developed astronomical instruments and trigonometrical tables to plot the location of the sun and stars; replaced oarsmen with sails; and began to better understand wind patterns and ocean currents.

The pioneer in European expansion was tiny Portugal, which, after 1385, was a united kingdom, and, unlike other European countries, was free from internal conflicts. Portugal focused its energies on Africa's western coast. It was Spain that would stumble upon the New World.

Columbus underestimated the circumference of the earth by one-fourth and believed he could reach Japan by sailing 2,400 miles west from the Canary Islands. Until his death in 1506 he insisted that he had reached Asia. But he quickly recognized that the new lands could be a source of wealth from precious minerals and sugar cane.


