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In 1492, 
Christopher Columbus sailed from Spain seeking a route to India. Instead, he stumbled 
upon the western hemisphere. His mistake opened the “New World” and Africa to one of 
the most horrific periods of European imperialism (empire building) in world history. 

Christopher Columbus headed west in search of the East Indies. He is pictured arriving 
on an island in the Americas that he named San Salvador (now part of the Bahamas 
Islands). A host of friendly natives greeted him and his sailors, but would soon be 
overcome by the Spaniards. 

After Hernán Cortés and his Spanish conquistadors (conquerors) invaded the Aztec 
Empire in Mexico, they seized the lands and tried enslaving the survivors. However, 
European diseases such as small pox, coupled with strenuous labor, devastated the 
native population. Thousands died. Lacking the human resources to get raw materials 
to sell in Europe led Spain and other European countries to look to Africa for slaves. 

  

Hernán Cortés and his conquistadors (conquerors) are featured meeting Montezuma, 
emperor of the Aztec Indians. This meeting signaled the end of life, as the Aztecs knew 

it and the beginning Spanish rule in Mexico. 



Slavery in the Americas 

Historically, slavery was common in many societies including Europe, Africa, and the 
Americas. Usually, people were enslaved as prisoners of war or as criminals. 

In 1440, when Portugal began trading guns and goods for African peoples, the 
traditional reasons for slavery changed. Portugal, and other European countries that 
followed it, devised an economically motivated system to attain and transport Africans 
across the Atlantic Ocean to locations such as Mexico and the United States. These 
captives were then enslaved and sold as chattel (movable property). 

Historian John Hope Franklin writes that “12.5 million African captives,” mainly from 
West and Central Africa, were forcibly brought to the Americas. Some historians 
suggest that the number of captives was much higher. 

 

 
 


