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The Quest for the West 

Imagine a place with mountains made of gold. Warrior 
women are the only ones who live there. The beautiful and 
powerful Queen Calafia rules them. Her kingdom is called 
California. This was a myth that some people in Europe 
heard about this faraway land. No one had ever been 
there. It sounded like a dream. 

Stories like this made people want to explore the world. 
Explorers like Marco Polo inspired others. Polo was from 
Italy. He traveled to China, India, and other parts of Asia. 
He brought back silks and spices to the people of Europe. 
In 1298, he published a book about his adventures. His 
book encouraged people to search for new and faster 
routes to Asia. Some explorers tried heading west. These 
explorers did not find a new route to Asia. But they did 
find new lands. 

Silks and Spices 

Explorers were in search of sp ices and 

fabrics. Although it is hard to imagine 

now, spices like cinnamon, n utmeg, and 

pepper were very precious th en. People 

were willing to pay small fort unes 

for them. 

myth
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Not an Island 
No one from Europe had ever seen California. People used to think it was an island. That is what early maps showed. In 1747, King Ferdinand VI of Spain told his people that California is not an island. That is how a myth that had been around for over two centuries ended. 

This 1720 map shows that 
some people believed 
California was an island! 

Marco Polo 



.

Age of Exploration 

The Age of Exploration began in the early 1400s. This time 
is also known as the Age of Discovery. This is because many 
Europeans discovered and explored parts of the world that were 
unknown to them. Explorers from Portugal, Spain, England, France, 
and the Netherlands all raced each other. They hoped to bring the 
riches of Asia back to their home countries. And, they all wanted to 
be the first to do so. 

Henry the Navigator was a prince from Portugal. In 1415, he 
sailed around the coast of Africa. These waters were unsafe and 
choppy. He was the first to take this route. New maps, ships, and 
inventions, such as the compass, helped him find his way. 

Portugal's biggest rival at the time was Spain. Both kings hoped 
to expand their empires around the world. In 1492, Spain's king 
supported his own explorer. His name was Christopher Columbus. 
He took a chance and sailed west. After 10 long, hard weeks at sea, 
he set foot in the New World. His voyage was a huge turning point 
in history. 

Naming America 
A map of the New World was made in 1507. The name “America” was chosen for the large landmass that would become North and South America. The name came from Italian explorer Amerigo Vespucci (ves-PYOO-
chee

). It was believed he was the first one to find the new land. They were wrong, but the name stuck! 

rival

empires

landmass
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Spanish Sailing Ships 

Spanish explorers sailed on sh ips 

called galleons. Galleons we re 

used for both trade and battle. 
With three main masts, they could 
speed through the water. Ga lleons 

had plenty of cargo space to b ring 

back gold and other treasure s 
found in the New World. 

 

masts
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