
Countries 

The world was once one huge continent, called 

Pangaea. Over time this massive supercontinent 

broke apart and floated out into the seven 

continents we have today: North America, 

South America, Africa, Europe, Asia , 

Antarctica and Australasia. When humans came 

along, they divided these huge bits of land even 

more, based on the different cultures and 

peoples that lived there: the countries we have 

today. These countries each have their own 

story, which is told here. Learning the shapes 

of these countries helps us to find them on 

maps and globes, and understand how they have 

interacted with each other over time.

EARTH’S COUNTRIES



Great Britain 

Great Britain is made up of four individual 
nations: England, Scotland, Wales and Northern 
Ireland. They became one country about 300 
years ago, in 1707.  

For many hundreds of years, this small group of 
islands was simply one large forest, in which 
wolves and deer ran freely. Over the centuries 
the islands had many visitors - the Romans, the 
Anglo-Saxons, the Vikings, Normans, and many 
others. As a result, both the people of Britain 
and its languages – especially English – have been 
shaped by many influences. The same is true of 
our food, architecture and culture.  

In the 1800s, Britain built up an impressive 
empire that spanned several continents, including 
India, Australia, Hong Kong and New Zealand. 
They had a strong army and many ships. Over 
the last 100 years, however, these countries 
have been given back their independence.

The United States of America 

When America was discovered in 1409 by 
Columbus, those in Europe were trying to 
find a faster way to India. However, they 
quickly realised that they’d discovered a 
new land. Quickly, people rushed over to 
settle the country, landing on the East 
coast and setting up colonies (13 at first). 

At first, most of these colonies were 
owned by the British king. However, after 
a few hundred years the people of America 
wanted to be their own country, decide 
their own laws, and declare independence. 
In the end, America wrote its laws on the 
ideals of freedom and fairness, and 
divided itself into fifty states once they’d 
colonised the whole country.  

America is the currently the wealthiest 
country in the world. 



India 

Back in Medieval times, when the maps of the 
world had mostly been drawn from the 
conquests of Alexander the Great, India was 
believed to be the land where the Garden of 
Eden originally was. 

India is the birthplace of 3 of the world’s 
major religions: Buddhism, Hinduism, and 
Sikhism. Islam is also practiced by a large 
portion of the people - in fact, the country 
used to be much bigger before the Muslim part 
of the country split into an entirely new 
country, Pakistan.  

Parts of India are becoming very rich and 
modern, while others remain very poor. For 
many centuries, countries wished to make 
trade links with India for its silks, spices and 
jewels. The British made it one of their 
colonies for a very long time.

Japan 

Japan is at once a country of long tradition 
and heritage, while also being a very 
modern country. It is known for the quality 
of its technology, respectful culture and 
history of warring samurai clans. 

Japan allied with Germany during WW2, 
and surrendered when America bombed 
two of its biggest cities so hard that they 
vanished. Since then, Japan has become 
one of the richest countries in the world, 
making excellent cars, robots and food. 

Like the rest of the world, Japan was 
changed forever by the exploring of the 
European countries 200 years ago. Japan 
has had an imperial family for almost 3000 
years.



China 

China has a very long history. It had an 
imperial system for thousands of years 
before moving to a people’s government 
about 100 years ago. The country had many 
wars, both within China and with the 
nearby countries. It was actually the first 
country to build ships that could do long 
voyages, and the Emperor commanded huge 
armies that marched through its forests 
and mountains. 

China is one of a few countries that work 
very different to the rest of the world - 
while its factories produce many goods, 
making the country very wealthy, China’s 
communist government is much more 
powerful than others and dominates the 
country’s politics. There are a lot of people 
in China. China is expected to be a key 
power in the future.

Australia 

Humans first settled in Australia over 65,000 
years ago. At that time, there were a great 
many more creatures in the country, including 
huge ground sloths and a lion with a pouch for 
it’s babies - however, these creatures are now 
almost all extinct. Many interesting creatures 
still exist there though, like the kangaroo, 
platypus and wombat. 

About 300 years ago, in 1770, Captain James 
Cook set sail from England to explore Australia, 
and claimed the country for the British. At 
first, he called it ‘New South Wales’. Several 
ships full of prisoners were then sent to settle 
the new land. 

Today, Australia is a thriving country with an 
easy culture, lovely sunny weather, great sport 
and very good universities. Some of our most 
famous actors are Australian. The native people 
of the country, the Aborigines, have been 
decimated through disease, war and the loss of 
land.



Italy 

Italy has a very rich history. Italy’s capital, 
Rome, is the ‘base’ of Catholic Christianity, and 
the influence of the ancient Romans 2000 years 
ago is still felt today. Whether it be the layout 
of our roads and cities, our language, our 
buildings, or any number of other things, the 
technology and thinking of ancient Rome is still in 
evidence today. 

Centuries later, Italy changed the world again 
during the Renaissance. Fashion, technology, 
trade and exploration again shifted, and Italy 
was a key player during this period despite lots 
of fighting between its different cities. 

Today, Italy is a popular tourist destination, with 
its rich history, delicious food and stylish way of 
life. When tomatoes were discovered in Mexico 
in the 1500s, Italian cooking changed to invent 
popular dishes such as pizza and pasta bolognese. 
Before this, Italians ate in a similar way to the 
rest of the Mediterranean. 

New Zealand 

Like Australia, New Zealand was also 
settled by the British, who had sent an 
explorer named James Cook to explore 
these islands. 700 years before that, 
Polynesian tribes had found New Zealand 
and made it their home. We call these 
native people the Māori. 

New Zealand is now its own country, but 
still has strong links with Britain. The 
country played an important role in World 
War 2, offering many soldiers to fight in 
Africa, Greece and Italy. 

New Zealand is a very beautiful country, 
with huge mountains, great lakes and 
sprawling fields. Rugby is an important 
part of New Zealand’s culture.



Spain 

The land we now call Spain has had a few names - 
in the time of the ancient Greeks it was called 
Iberia, then at the time of the Romans it was 
known as Hispania. Spain united into two official 
kingdoms, Castile and Aragon, in the medieval 
period, after a long period of fighting between 
the Christians and Muslims in the area. 

When Spain became a kingdom, it was already a 
mixed culture. The royals were Catholic, and 
Spain is still strongly Catholic today. The 
Kingdom of Spain became the first global empire 
when it funded voyages to explore the rest of 
the world - including Columbus’ discovery of 
America in 1492. Spain colonised much of South 
America. A series of wars followed in the next 
few hundreds of years, and Spain today does not 
play such a key role - however, the fact that 
Spanish is the 4th biggest language in the world, 
spoken by 527 million people, shows what lasts of 
its empire. It is the official language of 20 
countries - including Mexico, Cuba and Argentina.

France 

Back in the time of the Romans, France was a wild 
area of land known as Gaul. After it was conquered 
by Julius Caesar, France gradually became part of 
the Roman Empire and developed its own culture. 
When the empire collapsed, the medieval kingdom 
of France was set up, whose people were known as 
the Franks.  

Over the centuries, the land was divided up and 
owned by different dukes - one of these dukes, 
William of Normandy, would conquer England in 
1066. England’s kings were French for the next 
400 years - if you were Duke of Normandy, you 
were also King of England.  

About 200 years ago the King and Queen of France 
were executed by its people, who rose up in anger 
at how unfair the situation had become. Napoleon 
became Emperor, and conquered much of Europe. 
France also controlled many countries overseas. 
France was an important player in World War 1, 
and continues to be an important part of Europe 
today.



Greece 

2000 years ago, Greece was the most advanced 
civilisation in the known world. At the time, the 
cities each had their own kings, and often 
fought with one another. One particularly 
important war was between Sparta, a city-state 
where boys were trained to be soldiers from 
the age of 7, and Athens, where the first great 
thinkers and governments by the people began. 

The Greeks changed the world forever with 
their technology, medicine, buildings, the way 
they used maths and wrote down their ideas 
about life and society. Many subjects that we 
study in school today began in Greece - in fact, 
most of their names are Greek (for example, 
physics and psychology). The Greek language 
has influenced the English language a lot. 
Famous Greeks from the ancient world include 
Socrates, Archimedes, and Alexander the 
Great. Greece was eventually swallowed up by 
the Roman Empire. Today, it is a popular holiday 
destination for its bright blue seas and sun.

Portugal 

Portugal is next to Spain - like Spain, it was 
fought over in Roman times and later invaded 
by barbarians from modern-day Germany. The 
area was valuable because there was a lot of 
copper, tin, gold and silver there. 

Like Spain, the entire area was then conquered 
by Umayyad Muslims and then reconquered by 
Catholic Christians, before becoming an official 
kingdom in medieval times. The Portuguese also 
explored the world in the 1400s and 1500s, 
colonising Brazil and parts of India and Africa. 
In fact, it was a major empire at this time - 
until a huge earthquake in 1755 destroyed most 
of its capital city, Lisbon. Portugal was then 
taken over by Napoleon and lost Brazil, its 
largest colony. Today, it is a popular holiday 
destination.



Africa 

Africa is where the story of humans begins. 
Many years ago, humans lived there in tribes, 
before exploring out into the rest of the 
world. After Asia, Africa is the second 
biggest continent (not a country - in fact, 
there are 54 countries in Africa). Many 
different types of music, art, books, and 
cultures can be found in Africa. 

When America was discovered, many 
Africans were taken from their homes and 
sold as slaves to farm cotton and sugar in the 
New World. About two hundred years ago, 
European armies went to Africa and colonised 
almost all of it - this was called the ‘scramble 
for Africa’. They wanted the new land, and to 
get the rich reserves of gold, diamonds and 
other minerals that are found there. As a 
result, a mix of religions and languages are 
spoken. Most African countries are now 
independent.

Saudi Arabia 

Arabia was once a large desert where wild animals 
roamed and merchants travelled long distances on 
camels. Arabia is the place where Islam, one of 
the world’s biggest religions, began - Mecca and 
the burial place of Muhammad are both in Saudi 
Arabia. Abraham was also from the area, meaning 
that the stories of Christianity and Judaism begin 
here. 

More recently, Arabia has become important 
because they have found a lot of oil underground. 
This has meant that the country has become very 
rich, because it has been able to sell this oil to 
the rest of the world. Today, Saudi Arabia is a 
very wealthy country, with huge skyscrapers in its 
major cities.



Scandinavia 

Scandinavia is a region that ties together the 
three kingdoms of Norway, Denmark and 
Sweden. Finland and Iceland are also sometimes 
included. 

Scandinavia is quite close to the North Pole, and 
is often thought of as a very cold place. The 
countries were changed forever by the spread 
of Christianity. A thousand years ago, Vikings 
set sail from Norway to escape an unpopular 
king, and discovered new lands in Iceland (which, 
in fact, is actually very green!) and Greenland, 
(which is actually very cold!). They also raided 
parts of Britain, setting up a capital town in the 
North of England that they called Jörvik (York), 
and even went as far West as North America. 
They didn’t stay long, though, and eventually left 
these countries to mostly settle in Iceland and 
Greenland. Today, these countries are known for 
their popular musicians, beautiful countrysides, 
their excellent education systems and history.

Germany 

In Roman times, Germany was called Germania, 
which at the time was a wild and ferocious land 
of bandits and tribes. It gradually became an 
important part of the Roman empire; when it 
collapsed, Germany became a powerful force in 
Europe. 

100 years ago, Germany was a very strong 
nation with very good technology and a 
‘Kaiser’ (emperor). When Germany lost World 
War 1, they suddenly lost a lot of power and 
had to pay a lot of money to make up for it. 
This led to a lot of anger and Hitler rose to 
power, blaming it on the Jews. His government 
was called the Nazis and they were very 
hateful. Eventually, this led to World War 2, 
which Germany also lost in the end. Since, 
Germany has been an important country in 
European politics.



South America 

When the humans ventured out of Africa, some 
were able to cross into America and journey all 
the way down to the South continent. These 
people became the Incas, who farmed and built 
great civilisations. 

Later, when the Spanish discovered the New 
World, they quickly found South America too. 
Most of the countries were claimed by the 
Spanish, except for Brazil, which Portugal 
colonised in the end. This is why, today, most of 
these countries speak Spanish or Portuguese. 
The original Inca tribes, like most of the natives 
in America, were mostly wiped out by wars and 
diseases. There are not many people left in the 
area who are descended from the Incas.  

Brazil is home of the Amazon rainforest, and is 
one of the world’s fastest-growing economies. 
Many of the countries in South America still 
have many problems, and some of the poorest 
people in the world live there.


