
 

In 1492, Christopher Columbus landed in the Caribbean islands that are now called the West Indies. The wave of 
exploration he spurred in the Americas would have drastic, far-reaching consequences for the people who already lived 
there. The Taíno people who lived in the region were treated harshly by Columbus and his men. The Spanish took their 
gold, land, and forced them to convert to Christianity. Those that did not obey were killed.  

 

 

European Conquest in the Americas 

Guns, Horses, and Disease 
Columbus’ encounter was repeated by waves of conquistadors, or conquerors. Although they only numbered in the 
hundreds, conquistadors were able to quickly defeat Native Americans as a result of their superior weapons and horses. 
Most of all, disease helped the conquistadors succeed. Europeans unknowingly carried diseases such as smallpox, 
measles, and influenza to which Native Americans had no immunity. These diseases rapidly spread and were so 
devastating that the Native American population of the Caribbean islands decreased by around 90% in the 1500s.  

Cortéz Conquers the Aztec Empire 
One conquistador, Hernan Cortéz landed in Mexico in 1519 and started marching towards 
Tenochtitlán, the capital of the Aztec Empire. He was drawn to it by stories of the wealth of the 
empire and its emperor, Moctezuma. The Aztecs were infamous for their brutal treatment of 
neighboring, and Cortez was able to form alliances with them against the Aztecs. At first, 
Moctezuma welcomed Cortéz to his capital, but eventually relations became strained. The 
Spanish tried to convert the Aztecs to Christianity and imprisoned Moctezuma, hopeful they 
could force him to hand over Aztec gold and land. War broke out and Tenochtitlán was 
demolished by Cortéz and allies. The Spanish later built Mexico City on top of the ruins. 
 

Pizarro Conquers the Inca Empire 

Francisco Pizarro was inspired by the success of Cortéz and marched 
toward the Inca Empire in South America. He arrived in Peru in 1532 
and also tried to force the native people to convert to Christianity 
and become Spanish vassals, loyal to the Spanish king. As a result, 
Pizarro and his followers killed the Inca ruler and overran the rest of 
the Inca Empire. They were aided by superior weapons, as well the 
spread of disease among the Inca. Pizarro’s successful campaign 
resulted in Spanish control and settlement of most of South America. 

Effects of Spanish Conquistadors  
 

 Spain became Europe’s greatest 
power 

 Native American population 
decreased dramatically 

 World was connected via sea routes 

 Cultural Diffusion between the Old 
World and the New World 



 

By the mid-1500s, Spain claimed a vast empire stretching from California to South America. Settlers and missionaries established colonies, claiming the 
land for their king and the Catholic Church. Spain exerted great control over economic and social life in the Americas. However, a new culture emerged 
that reflected European, Native American, and African traditions. 
 

 
Bartolomé de Las Casas was a priest who condemned the evils of the encomienda system. By 
pleading with the king, de Las Casas help pass laws that forbade the enslavement and abuse of 
Native Americans.  
 
In Spanish America, the mix of diverse peoples gave rise to a new social structure. The blending of 
Native American, African, and European peoples and traditions resulted in a culture distinct to the 
Americas. At the top were 

peninsulares, or people born in Spain. They filled the 
highest positions in government and the Church. Next 
were creoles, American-born descendants of Spanish 
settlers who owned most of the plantations, ranches, 
and mines. Lower classes included mestizos, people of 
Native American and European descent, and 
Mulattoes, people of African and European descent. 
Native Americans and people of African descent 
formed the lowest social classes and had little rights. 
 

Spanish Colonies in the Americas 

Spanish Exert Control 
Politics: To achieve strict control of its empire, the Spanish king appointed viceroys, or representatives who 
ruled in his name in four different provinces.  

 
Religion: The Catholic Church also worked with the government to convert Native Americans to Christianity. 
As missionaries built churches and worked to turn new converts in loyal subjects of Spain, they also 
introduced European clothing and the Spanish language. 

 
Economy: To make the empire profitable, Spain closely controlled its trade in a policy known as 
mercantilism. The most valuable resources shipped from Spanish America to Spain were silver and gold. 
Colonists could export raw materials only to Spain and could buy only Spanish manufactured goods.  

Spanish 
Colonization 

of the New 
World 

c. 1800 

Forced Labor  
Spanish monarchs grated the 
conquistadors encomiendas, the 
forced labor of Native Americans. 
Thousands and thousands of 
workers died due to harsh 
conditions and disease. To fill the 
labor shortage, the Spanish 
began bringing Africans to the 
Americas by the 1530s. They 
were forced to work as field 
hands, miners, or servants in the 
houses of wealthy landowners.  
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  “Cutting the Sugar-Cane”     Slave Advertisement 

 

The Atlantic Slave Trade 
Triangular Trade 
The Atlantic slave trade formed one part of a three-legged international trade network known as “triangular trade.” This was a triangle-shaped series of 
Atlantic trade routes linking Europe, Africa, and the Americas. On the first leg, merchant ships brought European goods – including guns, cloth, and 
money – to Africa. In Africa, the merchants traded these goods for slaves. On the second leg, known as the Middle Passage, the slaves were transported 
to the Americas. There, the enslaved Africans were exchanged for sugar, molasses, and other products manufactured at plantations owned by Europeans. 
On the final leg, merchants carried sugar, molasses, cotton, and other American goods to Europe to sell for products to be traded in Africa. 
 

The Middle Passage 
Most Africans destined for slave ships were taken from inland villages, enslaved, and marched to coastal ports. 
Men, women, and children were bound with rope or chains and made to walk as far as a thousand miles. Many 
died along the way. Those that survived were kept in holding pens until European traders arrived to purchase 
them.  
 

“Floating Coffins” 
Once purchased by Europeans, Africans were packed below the decks of slave ships for the duration of the 
journey to the New World, which could last from three weeks to three months. These ships became known as 
“floating coffins,” because up to one half of all slaves on board died during the journey.  

Impact of the Atlantic Slave Trade 
The Slave trade brought enormous wealth to merchants and 
traders, and provided the labor that helped profitable colonial 
economies grow. Yet the impact on Africans was devastating.  

 African states and societies were torn apart, while the 
lives of individual Africans were either cut short or forever 
brutalized.  

 By the mid-1800s, when the overseas slave trade was 
finally stopped, an estimated 11 million enslaved Africans 
had reached the Americas.  

 Another 2 million probably died under the brutal 
conditions of the Middle Passage between Africa and the 
Americas.  



 
Christopher Columbus’s landing in the Americas in 1492 revolutionized the world. European ships carried animals, food plants, and diseases that 
transformed lives and ways of life around the world. Because this exchange began with Columbus, we call it the Columbian Exchange.  

 

Mercantilism 
       

 
European monarchs that fueled exploration of the 
Americas adopted a new economic policy, known as 
mercantilism. This policy aimed at strengthening their 
nations by building up reserves of gold and silver. Under 
mercantilism, colonies provided a mother country with 
resources and raw materials, as well as a market for its 

manufactured goods. Under this system, 
colonies only existed to benefit the mother 
country. Therefore, European powers passed 
strict laws regulating trade with their colonies. 
 
 

The Columbian Exchange 

The Columbian Exchange is the global exchange of 
food crops, animals, and unintentionally, disease that 
began with Columbus’s encounter in the Americas. 
From the Americas, important crops such as potatoes 
and corn made their way to the Eastern Hemisphere. 
From Europe, Africa, and Asia came domesticated 
animals that spurred growth in farming and 
transportation. Disease from crowded European cities 
also spread to the New World, where they had a 
dramatic and violent effect on the native populations. 

Effects of the Columbian Exchange 
The transfer of food crops from continent to continent contributed to huge global population growth 
by the 1700s. The exchange also sparked the migration of millions of people. Not only did massive 
amounts of Europeans settle in the New World, but African slaves were also transported to work on 
plantations. Of course, disease and warfare severely hurt the population of Native Americans.  
In addition, the Columbian Exchange: 

 Resulted in a rise of European power. 

 Led to the rise of the merchant and middle classes, and the growth of capitalism.  


