In 1497, Giovanni Caboto, John Cabot, under the
English flag, had begun his journeys westward from
Europe, being the first since the Vikings to explore
the mainland of North America and also to search for
the Northwest Passage.
In 1508, Sebastiano Caboto, Giovanni Caboto’s
son, voyaged to North America, seeking the Northwest Passage.
In 1524, Giovanni Da Verrazzano explored the Atlantic coast of North America between the Carolinas
and Newfoundland, including New York harbor.
It is probably little known that the first Italian settler in North America was Albiano Lupo, an adventurer, who arrived in Virginia in 1610; the first in New
Amsterdam (New York) was Pietro Cesare Alberti,
landing in 1635, seeking new commercial opportunities. Between 1610 and 1637, Italian glass blowers
joined the first English settlement in the New World
at Jamestown, Va. In 1657 about 300 Italians, the religious Waldensians, from Piedmont colonized New
Amstel (New Castle), Delaware.
Beginning in 1678, Henry Di Tonti, Italian born soldier, explorer and fur trader, under the auspices of
France, accompanied the French explorer, Robert
LaSalle, exploring the Great Lakes, Illinois, Arkansas, travelling the Mississippi River, writing about
these regions. His brother, Alphonse, co-founded
Detroit.
In March 1687, Father Eusebio Kino arrived from
Northern Italy to America, exploring the southwestern part of America, following the ancient native Indian trading routes in present day California, Arizona
and Mexico. He was an expert writer, astronomer,
mathematician and cartographer, who drew the first
accurate maps of Mexico, Arizona, the Gulf of California and Baja California. Father Kino’s knowledge
of maps and ships, mainly from his interest in model
shipbuilding, made him believe that native Mexican
Indians could reach California by sea, which, at the
time, was met with much skepticism.
In 1791-1792, Alesandro Malaspina, the Italian
navigator and explorer, during a scientific expedition
under the auspices of Spain, mapped most of the

west coast of the Americas from Cape Horn to the
Gulf of Alaska in search of a Northwest Passage and
observed the inhabitants’ way of life.
In 1823, Giacomo Costantino Beltrami, an Italian
jurist, author, and explorer, claimed to have discovered the headwaters of the Mississippi River.
Then there were the innovators in technology, finance, and business.
Antonio Meucci, Italian born, while living in Staten
Island, New York, had invented the first telephone
and also was granted numerous patents, including
in 1848, one for astronomical observations by means
of a marine telescope and in 1873, another for the
conception of a screw steamer suitable for navigation
in canals.
Giugliemo Marconi, the Italian who discovered the
wireless, made his first American transmissions in
1899 aboard ships, reporting the America’s Cup international yacht races in New York. In 1901, he accomplished the first transatlantic transmission, which
linked first North America with England and then the
entire world with his technology.
Giuseppe Mario Bellanca, the designer and builder
of Italy’s first aircraft, came to the United States in
1911 where he began to design aircraft for America.
Charles Lindbergh’s first choice of aircraft for his pioneering flight, as first man to fly solo across the Atlantic Ocean, from New York to Paris, was a Bellanca
plane.
Amedeo Giannini was an Italian American who
started as a produce broker, commission merchant
and dealer for farms in the San Francisco area. In
1904, he went on to establish his own bank for immigrants. From its humble beginnings in a converted
saloon, his Bank of Italy grew and in 1928 merged to
create the Bank of America, a name that represented
its broader mission.
Jeno Paolucci, “the incurable entrepreneur,” created an empire from the novel idea of frozen food.
From the 1940’s to the 1990’s, this Italian American
started over 70 companies.
Also, of course, there are the navigators, explorers,

discoverers and cartographers of the new worlds,
outer space, exemplified by the achievements and
courage of Italian American astronauts, such as Nicole Passonno Stott, one of the first female astronauts, and Michael Massimino, who carried a replica
of Galileo’s theory-changing telescope into space
aboard the shuttle Atlantis in 2009.
In South America, many Italians immigrated to
Brazil, Argentina, Venezuela, Uruguay and Peru.
Counterparts in South America mirror those in North
America.
And who is not influenced every day in the Americas by the work of Italian engineers, who make computer or machine pieces; and who does not dream
of a Maserati, Lamborghini, Alfa Romeo or a Ferretti
yacht, Augusta helicopter, Ducati motorbike, Vespa
scooter, or, simply, a Bianchi bicycle to take one to
new worlds and discoveries of one’s own.
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AMERIGO
VESPUCCI.
AMERICA.
Two names linked together,
forever.

A

merica conjures up visions of the vast beauty and diversity of North and South America.
What destiny gave this name to the New
World? From where did the name derive?
On April 25, 1507, the name America first appeared on a printed map.
America had been included in the 1507 book, Cosmographiae Introductio, produced by the world renowned German cartographer Martin Waldseemuller
and a school master, Matthias Ringmann, who were
working on a reproduction of Ptolemy’s treatise on
geography. The book was prefaced by the Quatre
Navigations d’ Americ Vespuce, the Vespucci Letters, describing vividly the explorer Amerigo Vespucci’s westward voyages. The Letters described not
only the geography of the new land mass to which
he had voyaged but also its peoples and their culture, including their dress, sexual mores, daily life,
food and traditions. Waldseemuller named the fourth
discovered region of the then known world America
after the man Amerigo Vespucci, who first realized
that this was Mundus Novus, a New World, that was
not part of Europe, Asia or Africa.
This was the first map to illustrate the New World as
a separate continent, surrounded by water; the first
to indicate the Pacific Ocean; the first to depict the
continents and oceans almost as known in present
times; and the first to use the name America, printed

in block letters over present day Brazil. The only extant copy of this map, rediscovered in the early 20th
century, is now part of the historical collection of the
U.S. Library of Congress.
During 1512-1525, the name America appeared in
globe maps created in France, Poland, Austria, and Spain.
In 1538, the respected cartographer Mercator
clearly placed the name America on the two separate
hemispheres of the New World.
And the world was never the same. The news of a
New World changed history. Its realization inspired
the American Age of Discovery of the Western Hemisphere and the expansion of European settlement
and trade westward, to the fourth discovered region
of the world.

Amerigo Vespucci

Who was the man whose Latinized name became
that of the entire Western Hemisphere?
Amerigo Vespucci was an Italian financier, navigator, explorer and cartographer. As Columbus had
done, Vespucci had traveled west to discover a
shorter route to Asia. Although Columbus died still
thinking that he had reached Asia, Vespucci was the
first to realize that the land mass that he had reached
was a separate land, the New World.
Amerigo was the third of four sons of Ser Nastagio, a notary, and his wife Elisabetta. Born, raised
and educated in Florence, Italy, Amerigo eventually
became interested in commerce, finance and trade,
which evolved into an exposure to and interest in
voyages, cartography, exploration and discovery.
Amerigo worked with his cousin Guido Vespucci,
an ambassador of Florence to the French King Louis
XI. In March 1492, Lorenzo Pierfrancesco de’ Medici
sent Vespucci, now a clerk in the commercial House
of the Medici, to serve as one of their agents in Cadiz, Spain. In April 1495, the King of Spain terminated the monopoly agreement with Christopher Columbus, thereby enabling other navigators to obtain
licenses for West Indies’ voyages.
During 1495-1496, Vespucci became the executor
of the estate of Giannotto Berardi, an Italian mer-

chant, who had died in Seville. After Vespucci fulfilled Berardi’s outstanding contract with the King of
Spain for the provision of twelve sailing vessels for
the Indies, Vespucci then became engaged as a provision contractor for the Indies, supplying one, if not
two, expeditions of Columbus with beef supplies.

The Voyages

In 1497-1498, under the auspices of the King of
Spain, Vespucci began his maiden voyage as an
observer. He would ultimately become a navigator,
using the ancient mariner’s instrument, the astrolabe, to guide his voyage by following the positioning of celestial bodies. He reportedly reached the
coast of South America, still thinking that he had
reached Asia at this time. Modern scholars have
raised doubts that he undertook this voyage.
From 1499-1500, under the King of Spain, Vespucci embarked on his second voyage with the fleet
commander Alonzo de Ojeda. After travelling south
from Venezuela and beyond the equator to present
day Guyana, the two separated and Vespucci sailed
southward, discovering St. Augustine and the mouth
of the Amazon River.
From 1501-1502, Vespucci undertook his third voyage from Lisbon, then Cape Verde, commissioned by
the King of Portugal, led by the Portuguese explorer,
Goncalo Coelho, still hoping to reach the West Indies. They sailed along the South American coast to
Rio de Janeiro’s Bay, reaching, possibly, Patagonia.
After the first half of the expedition, Vespucci
mapped the star systems Alpha and Beta Centauri,
as well as the constellation Crux, the Southern Cross.
It was during this voyage that Vespucci realized the
enormity of the land mass and its differences from
the descriptions of the West Indies. On his return to
Lisbon, Vespucci wrote in a letter to the Medici that
this must be a previously unknown fourth continent,
after Europe, Asia and Africa.
In 1503-1504, during a fourth voyage, whose claim
is disputed, it is believed that Vespucci discovered
Bahia and the Island of South Georgia.
In 1508, King Ferdinand of Spain created the posi-

tion of Chief Navigator (piloto mayor de Indias) for
Vespucci with the responsibility of founding a school
of navigation in order to standardize and improve
navigation techniques for voyages to the Indies. Vespucci even developed a rudimentary, but fairly accurate method of determining longitude, upon which
only later chronometers would improve.

The Letters

The expeditions became widely known in Europe
after the two accounts attributed to Vespucci were
published. Mundus Novus (New World) was a Latin
translation of a lost Italian letter sent from Lisbon
to Lorenzo di Pierfrancesco de’ Medici. It describes
the voyage to South America in 1501-1502. Mundus Novus was published in late 1502 or early 1503,
subsequently reprinted and distributed in several
European countries. The Lettera al Soderini, addressed to Piero Soderini, a Florentine statesman,
was printed in 1504 or 1505, giving the account
of four voyages to America made by Vespucci between 1497 and 1504.

Legacy of Vespucci in the Americas

It is that same entrepreneurial spirit, the same courageous curiosity, the same desire for new, innovative discoveries, as exhibited by Vespucci, which
can be noted in the Italians of the New World, the
Americas. Italian Americans have contributed to every field of endeavor over the course of American
history.
What may be less well known are the exploratory,
business, scientific and technological discoveries of
Italians in the Americas and those of Italian Americans. Thinking of the expertise of Vespucci in finance, trade, technology (astrolabe), voyages, discovery and the opening up of
new worlds, some noteworthy
Italians in America and Italian
Americans come to mind:
In the beginning of America’s founding and expansion
were the explorers, the settlers, the opening up of the
New World.

