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Europeans had no knowledge of the people of
the Americas, half a world away, or the land
where they lived. When Europeans looked
west, they saw only a vast ocean.

Europeans were far more interested in the
lands that lay to the east. In the late 1200s, a
young man named Marco Polo traveled
through Asia with his father, a merchant and
trader from Venice, Italy. Marco Polo spent 17
years in China. When he returned to Venice,
people flocked to hear his stories of “the
Indies,” as India and East Asia were then
known. He was called “the man with a million
stories.”

Eventually, a writer helped Marco Polo put his
adventures into a book. The book described
the wonders Polo had seen in China. It told of
rich silks and rare spices, gold and jewels,
and luxurious palaces.

When Marco Polo’s book was published, very
few people in Europe could read. Those who
did read it were fascinated by its description
of riches to the east. Merchants and traders
were eager to find the fastest way to get
there. The land route Polo had traveled was long and dangerous. His tales inspired
explorers to find an alternative route by sea.

Some explorers would seek a route to China by going around the southern tip of Africa.
But a few brave souls looked to the west for another route. Such a trip took courage,
because no one knew how far west sailors would have to sail to reach Asia or what
monsters and terrors might await them far from Europe’s shore.
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In this chapter, you will learn how Christopher Columbus faced these dangers and sailed
west to find a route to China. As you will see, his unexpected discovery of the American
continents led to competition among European nations to explore and profit from these
lands. You will also learn how Europeans established settlements in the American
continents and, in the process, changed both Europe and the Americas.


