
Week 7: Explorers Information Sheet 

Amerigo Vespucci: 

1496 

 

In the late fifteenth century, Spain controlled its seafaring activities through the House of 

Trade, a government agency in the powerful port of Seville. Consequently, Seville was a 

popular place to be for anyone involved in exploration. 

 

In 1496, a businessman named Amerigo Vespucci was in Seville fulfilling supply contracts for 

ships when he encountered the famous explorer. Struck by Columbus’s tales of adventure 

and wealth in the West Indies, Vespucci, although more than 40 years old, decided to 

become an explorer and see the exotic lands for himself. 

 

1499-1500 

 

Securing a position as mapmaker and astronomer for an expedition that was set to reach 

the Indian Ocean, Amerigo Vespucci departed from Spain on May 18, 1499.  

1501 

 

The following year, Vespucci returned to further explore the east coast of South America, 

including what is now Rio de Janeiro. 

Ferdinand Magellan: 

1517 

 

As explorers began to better understand the shape of the American continents, some, 

including Ferdinand Magellan, contemplated finding a route to Asia by going through the 

newly discovered continents.  

October 21, 1520 

 

Magellan set out with 5 ships for uncharted South America on September 20, 1519. As he 

sailed down the coast into dangerous and unknown territory, he lost one ship at sea and 

another to desertion. Yet he persevered and on October 21, 1520, reached the eastern 

entrance of a storm-lashed strait, now known as the Strait of Magellan—a passage through 

the New World! 

 

For 38 days, the 3 remaining ships sailed across the strait through tortuous cold and fog, 

until finally emerging into still waters. Relieved, Magellan named the ocean “Mar Pacifico,” 

Portuguese for peaceful sea. He anticipated a quick journey to the Moluccas. 



April 27, 1521 

 

Magellan had unwittingly set course to cross the largest ocean on the planet—the Pacific.  

 

Sir Francis Drake: 

June 1572 

 

Spain became the empire to beat in the race for exploration and colonization after 

Ferdinand Magellan’s crew secured the western route to the Moluccas. 

 

Who would a British monarch hire to beat the dominant empire? A pirate.  

1577 

 

After terrorizing the Spanish in the Atlantic, Drake crossed to the Pacific side of the Americas 

and looted Spanish treasure ships up and down the coast. He even claimed San Francisco 

(now a major U.S. city) for England.  

April 1587 

 

In addition to pillaging Spanish ships all over the globe, Drake sacked numerous Spanish 

colonial settlements. However, the attack that ultimately vanquished Spain occurred far 

from the New World.  


