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Unreactive metals such as gold and silver were
discovered easily. This is because they are found
uncombined or native — pure metal.

The next metals to be discovered were fairly unreactive
metals such as copper and tin. They are present in the
Earth’s crust in weak compounds that are easily broken
up. A compound might have been broken up by chance,  1p; nugget of gold was found in the ground.
perhaps in the heat of a cooking fire.

More importantly, wood fires make charcoal, which is &
mostly carbon. Carbon is more reactive than tin or 3 A
copper. Carbon can displace these metals from their A A
compounds. :

rock containing
metal ore

Carbon can also displace iron, but much higher
temperatures are needed. Because of this, iron was
discovered after copper and tin.

Carbon cannot displace aluminium, as
aluminium is more reactive than carbon. Today
electricity is used to remove the metal from its
molten oxide ore. The process is called
electrolysis.

What do you know?

This Roman gladiator’s sword has an iron blade.
1 Copy and complete this sentence. Choose It is about 2000 years old.

the correct word from each pair.

Gold/aluminium was the first metal to be / = \
discovered because it was so Key | d eas

reactive/unreactive.

Some metals are common in the
2 Titanium makes up 0.6% of the Earth’s crust, Earth’s crust, while others are rare.

but was only discovered in 1791. Do you think
it is closer to gold, copper or aluminium in the
reactivity series?

Most metals are found locked up with
other elements in compounds.

Only very unreactive metals such as
gold are found as the uncombined
metal in nature.

3 The heat from a wood fire would help to
split copper from its compounds. What else is

there in a wood fire that would help this
reaction? The unreactive metals were the first to

be discovered.
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Rare and precious

If you counted all the metal
atoms in the Earth’s crust, you
would find more iron and
aluminium atoms than all the
other metals put together.

The table shows that many of
the metals that you know, such
as copper or gold, are really
very rare.

The moment of discovery

You might think that the more common metals
would have been discovered first, but that is not
the case. Gold was discovered thousands of
years before aluminium. How could that be?

Aluminium is a very reactive metal. Because of

this, the aluminium atoms are tightly locked up
in compounds with other atoms such as oxygen
and silicon. Mud contains plenty of aluminium,
but you cannot easily get it out. You never find

aluminium uncombined in the Earth’s crust.

There is plenty of aluminium in this mud.
But how could you get it out?

Gold is a very unreactive metal. It does not combine with other
elements. It may be rare but, if you are very lucky, you could
find a nugget of pure gold embedded in the rock!

Write the metals shown in the table in order of when they were
discovered, starting with gold.

Your list of metals should look familiar. It is the reactivity series
in reverse!

90

Gold was well known to
the ancient Egyptians.




