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Early discoveries
The first discoverers of the Americas 
probably crossed over1 on a “land bridge” 
from Asia to what is now Alaska about 
14,000 years ago. Around 1000 AD, Vikings 
sailed from the British Isles to Greenland, 
moved on to Labrador and finally 
Newfoundland. They established2 a colony 
named Vinland, which was abandoned3 
a few years later for unknown reasons. 

The native hunters
In the mid-16th century about 300,000 
people lived in the pleasant climate of what 
is now California. Not much agriculture4 

was practiced – they organized themselves 
into small, family-based bands of 
hunter‑gatherers5. In the mid-16th century, 
Spanish explorers moved into the region, 
setting up missions, which began a brutal 
period. Forced labor6, disease and 
assimilation7 nearly exterminated8 
the local native population.

The native villagers
In the northwest, lakes and rivers contained 
seals9 and all kinds of fish available to 
the local people. Unlike hunter-gatherers 
who had to follow animal herds10 from place 
to place, the Native Americans in the Pacific 
Northwest built permanent villages.

Christopher Columbus
Christopher Columbus sailed west with 
three ships. After ten weeks, he spotted11 
an island in the Bahamas which he named 
San Salvador. Thinking he had found islands 
near Japan, he continued until he reached 

Pre‑Columbus era
Columbus with Indians presented to Queen Isabella.
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Cuba and Haiti. He returned with many 
products unknown to Europe like coconuts, 
tobacco, sweet corn and potatoes. He called 
the native people “Indians” because he 
thought he had arrived in India.

New World
Explorations by others, however, persuaded 
most Europeans that Columbus had 
discovered a “New World”. It was not 
named after Columbus in the end. A few 
years after Columbus’ voyage, the new 
continent was visited by another Italian 
navigator named Amerigo Vespucci•. On 
his second visit, Vespucci realized that this 
land wasn’t India, but rather an entirely new 
continent. A German geographer, Martin 
Waldseemüller, accepted this claim made 
by Vespucci, and in 1507, Waldseemüller 
published a map in which he named the new 
land “America”. The name stuck.

Trade of new products
One of the most interesting results of 
the New World discovery was the exchange 

of goods12. By 1500, European settlers’ 
plants and animals had altered much of 
the Americas’ landscape while beans, 
potatoes, and corn from the Americas 
became major crops in continental Europe.

First settlers
The first English settlement in North 
America was established by a group 
of colonists led by Sir Walter Raleigh, 
a nobleman from Queen Elizabeth’s I court.
The group settled on the island of Roanoke, 
which is located in present-day North 
Carolina. Mysteriously, by 1590 the Roanoke 
colony had vanished13 entirely. No one 
knows what happened to the settlers, 
although some suggest that they were 
killed by aggressive Natives or possibly left 
the village in a search for food. The truth will 
likely never be known.

The first Thanksgiving
In 1620, a group of 102 English settlers 
set sail for America in a ship called 
the Mayflower. Later they became known 

as the Pilgrims•. They set up a colony 
called Plymouth, but only 53 people 
survived the first hard winter. More of them 
would have died if the Native Americans 
hadn’t helped them. At the end of the first 
summer, the Pilgrims celebrated their first 
successful harvest14 and invited the Native 
Americans to join them – that was the first 
Thanksgiving.
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Amerigo Vespucci (1454–1512), originally 
an italian trader who became involved in 
finding a shorter route to india, explored 
Central and South America for Spain 
and Portugal and was the first person to 
realize that the new land wasn’t a part of 
Asia but a new continent. As a result of 
his research, the new land was eventually 
named after him.

The Pilgrims were a religious group who 
broke away the from Church of England. 
Facing persecution, they chose to leave 
their homeland for North America, where 
they started their own colony, based on 
Biblical principles.

V o c a b U l a R Y
1 to cross over [krQs] – překročit
2 to establish [I"st&blIS] – založit
3 to abandon [@"b&nd(@)n] – opustit

4 agriculture ["&grIkVltS@] – zemědělství
5 hunter-gatherers – lovci a sběrači
6 forced labor [fO;st] – nucená práce
7 assimilation [@sImI"leIS(@)n] – splynutí, 

asimilace s jinou kulturou

8 to exterminate [Ik"st3;mIneIt, ek-] – 
vyhladit

9 seal [si;l] – tuleň
10 herd [h3;d] – stádo
11 to spot [spQt] – všimnout si

12 exchange of goods [Iks"tSeIndZ] – 
výměna zboží

13 to vanish ["v&nIS] – zmizet
14 harvest ["hA;vIst] – sklizeň

White settlers and native Americans were still friends then.


