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A New World 

In 1492, Christopher Columbus set sail for Asia. He was searching 
for a quicker route to the spices, silk, and art that could be found there. 
What he found was a new world. It became known as the Americas. 

Soon, explorers claimed huge pieces of this new land. They 
wanted to start colonies. Spain, Portugal, England, and France 
fought for control of the New World. They wanted to find gold, 
silver, and jewels. These resources were used to expand power and 
influence. But riches and trade were not the only reasons to explore 
the new land. 

Sharing America 

People in Europe wanted to spread their religions to the 
world. Spain felt that religion could improve the lives of the 
native people living in the Americas. Spanish leaders also saw 
this as a way to protect and grow its power in the New World. 

 

California's Name 
When Spanish explorers claimed the new land, it reminded them of a place in a book. The book was written in 1510. It was about a scenic island ruled by Queen Calafia. The name California comes from this myth. 

This 1650 map shows 
California as an island. 

colonies
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World Map from 1772 
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When settlers came to the New World they saw millions of people 
living there. These people were American Indians. They had lived on this 
land for thousands of years. Their ancestors had come to North America 
in the last Ice Age. At that time, Russia and Alaska were joined by a 
land bridge. Once they crossed the land bridge, they spread through the 
continent and formed tribes. 

California Indians lived in what is now California and northern 
Mexico. These tribes lived off the land. Their homes, clothes, and even 
their food were based on where they lived. Tribes near the coast mainly 
ate sea creatures, such as otters and seals. Many tribes in the valleys lived 
off birds, such as quail. 

These different ways of life built a huge trade network. Food was one 
of the most common things for tribes to trade. Each tribe traded items 
from their area for things they needed from tribes in other areas. When 
settlers arrived, they found tribes that were independent but interrelated. 

American Indians in 
Yosemite Valley 

interrelated
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An Appetite for Acorns 
Since acorns were plentiful in the state, they were a large part of the California Indians' diet. Preparing the nuts was a long process. First, acorns were dried for a year. Then, grinding tools were used to make them into meal. This is similar to flour. After the meal was made, some tribes used it to make biscuits or bread. Others boiled the meal and ate the mush, which is thicker than a soup. 

Strong Homes 

California Indians used different materials to build their houses. Tribes living close to the coast built grass mat houses. If tribes lived in an area with lots of trees, they built their houses out of cedar bark (shown here). 
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