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INTRODUCTION
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Bartolomé de las Casas was one of the first white men who spent a long life tirelessly trying to make people understand that European colonialism was rooting out the native populations in America. He wrote books and pamphlets on this issue, and even Charles V was intrigued by his arguments. What Las Casas dreamt about was a union between the native islanders of America and Europeans based on harmony and peace, and some of his projects aiming for this were successful, while most of them were not. However, there was something else that Las Casas was successful in: A summary of Christopher Columbus’ journal of his first voyage to “the Indies”, which is lost for centuries.
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[image: ]


These two men, one a theologian and the other a sailor, were actually absolute opposites. Columbus was stubborn and greedy, as much as Las Casas was mediatory and selfless. Yet even all those contrasts did not stop Las Casas from spending nights on a journal that belonged to one of the cruelest explorers in history, even though he copied the log as a preparation for his larger work, History of the Indies.
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Writing a log is like writing a diary; no matter how much scientific terminology or interpretation it includes, it is a special form of subjective history writing. But summarizing a log might mean subjectifying what is already subjective; you keep only what seems important to you and ignore the remaining parts.
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It was decided that there is no necessity for more scientificness in this work, since the subjectivity of the subjective is what was studied. Instead, the main focus was constructed on a question that asks: “What could I have gone through if I were a discovery enthusiast who lived between 1451-1506 and who was granted the opportunity to be one of the ‘first’ humans to see a new, mysterious world, all the while living on a small bit of land that swarms with millions who love to rant about some unknown places, the creatures living there, how to reach those remote realms and how to go beyond masses of waters that seem eternal, despite the fact that the marine instruments of the time utterly lacked the capability of yielding reliable results, and even the best ships could go no faster than 20 kilometers (or about 11 knots) per hour?”
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Consequently, without any concern for being objective, the aim of this work is to present the reader with the experiences of the explorer, compiled in a semi-scientific way and categorized based upon the observations made on them, using the notes of Christopher Columbus on his first ocean voyage (or the summary of those by Bartolomé de Las Casas) as the primary sources.
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A NOTE TO THE READER:
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During your reading, you will be given several explanations as to what some specific names and obsolete words are under each paragraph containing quotes. However, there are a few points that need to be explained separately and more broadly:
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Bartolomé de las Casas (1484-1566): Spanish lawyer, clergyman, writer, activist, historian, and social reformer. He opposed to the enslavement of the native people of America and advocated for their rights. As stated before, Las Casas summarized Columbus’ journal of the first voyage (3 August 1492- 15 February 1493), and it is important, for the original journal is lost.
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Columbus and the De las Casas family were acquaintances. Initially, Las Casas was an encomendero, that is, an owner of an encomienda— a slavery system based on the forced labor of the natives; the non-Christian/non-Spanish people of the newly discovered lands would be given as slaves to those who joined in a successful conquest (and in some cases to nobles) to work in the mines and plantations in their own homelands. But soon he resented the abuse and exploitation of the natives ( "I saw here cruelty on a scale no living being has ever seen or expects to see.") and gave up his encomienda and slaves in Cuba, returning to Spain. 
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He tried to convince Charles V to abolish encomienda and wrote in his early writings that American native labor should be replaced with African slaves, a thought he later apologized for in his book “History of the Indies”: “I soon repented and judged myself guilty of ignorance. I came to realize that black slavery was as unjust as Indian slavery... and I was not sure that my ignorance and good faith would secure me in the eyes of God.”
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Las Casas attempted to reform the slavery system in Venezuela but failed to realize his “peaceful colonialism” project. He continued to advocate for the rights of indigenous people while serving as a missionary in the Americas. Although his lobbying for the passage of the New Laws (Leyes Nuevas, 1542), which limited the power of encomenderos to prevent the mistreatment and exploitation of the natives, was successful, he faced the resistance and hostility of the colonizers.
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Bartolomé de las Casas is still a controversial figure. Some scholars criticize him for exaggerating the extent of destruction and exploitation in the Americas, and others accuse him of being one of the pioneers of the transatlantic slave trade because of his earlier advocacy for replacing Indian labor with African labor, even though he regretted this position later. But it should be kept in mind that most of the criticisms saying Las Casas was “paranoid” in his narrative of the plight of the indigenous people come from the Spanish conservative, nationalist historians in the late 19th and early 20th centuries.
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Sir Clemens Robert Markham (1830-1916): English geographer, explorer, writer, secretary of the Royal Geographical Society between 1863 and 1888, and later the Society's president for 12 years. For quotations from Columbus’ journal of the first voyage, I used his translation from Spanish, published by the Hakluyt Society in 1893. 

––––––––
[image: ]


Sait Maden (1931-2013): Turkish translator, poet, painter, and graphic designer. I used his Turkish translation of the journal for further clarification on some points that Clemens R. Markham did not include in his translation.
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Keith Alan Pickering: American software engineer, author, historian of astronomy, navigation, and astrophysics. His articles on his website (http://columbuslandfall.com/) have been incredibly helpful.
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Names of the ships: The fleet of Columbus for the first voyage consisted of three ships: Santa María, under the command of the Admiral Cristopher Columbus; Pinta, navigated by Martín Alonso Pinzón, and Niña, whose captain was Vicente Yáñez Pinzón, brother of Martín Alonso.
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League and Mile: League is an old unit used historically that corresponds to distances ranging from 2.2 km (1.4 mi) to 7.9 km (4.9 mi). In my own calculation, for this log of Columbus, taking 1 league as 5.6 km or about 3.4 mi gives the best results. Similarly, the Admiral writes some distances as mi (nautical), but it is a different unit from what we use in modern day. So, I think 1 mi (old) mentioned here should be 1.4 km, nearly 0.8 mi (new). Different historians working on this may suggest different lengths, but let me show you how my calculation works well, nevertheless:
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“...They were lying-to most of the night, afterwards showing a little sail, and made 52 miles, which is 13 leagues...”
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Here, Columbus gives us an axiom that we can work with: 52 mi = 13 leagues. And if this axiom is correct (I pray it is): 
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We had assumed 1 league is 5.6 km (3.4 mi), so 13 leagues is 72,8 km (44,2 mi).
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And 52 mi (old) is 72,8 km (44,2 mi) because we had assumed 1 mi (old) is 1.4 km. Conversions are, in most cases, consistent.
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To put it more clearly:
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52 mi = 13 leagues
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{72,8 km (44,2 mi) = 72,8 km (44,2 mi)}
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So
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1 mi (old) = 1.4 km and 1 league= 5.6 km
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I hope it works for you too!
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Misspellings or wrong punctuation: You may come across some typos or grammar rules different from what we are used to see today throughout the book, and it is, most probably, because I preferred to leave the quotations as they are, that is, the way the authors wrote them, to remain loyal to the original texts as much as possible. That being said, the whole text, including the quotations from Columbus’ log, has been subjected to vigorous proofreading before publication. Other that that, those mistakes might also be the result of optical character recognition (OCR) errors that I overlooked, for the text I used for the quotations of the first journal (Markham, Clemens R., “Journal of Christopher Columbus (during his first voyage, 1492-93)”, Hakluyt Society, London, 1893) has been scanned for digitalization and some characters are not readable by the usual process of “cut/copy&paste”.
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Old names: You will also see some old names of ports, cities, mountains, etc., used at the time of Columbus (1451-1506), as well as their corresponding names during Clemens R. Markham’s time (1830-1916). While I strived to find the modern names of those places, it was not possible all the time due to the many administrative or cultural changes that occurred over time.
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Chronology issues: Since the method of writing this book is categorization, and not the conventional history writing, you can expect to be confused about the timeline of the events told (or quoted, for that matter) if you are new to this short scene of history. So I recommend you make a quick internet search to get familiarized with this first voyage of Columbus. But if you feel lazy today, I will at least give you a short, chronological list of places the Admiral travelled: 
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◆  Palos de la Frontera (Spain, departure on the evening of the 3rd August, 1492)
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◆  San Sebastián de La Gomera (Canary Islands, Spain, restocking and repairs, departure on the 6th of September, 1493)
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◆  San Salvador Island or Watling's Island (the Bahamas, named by Columbus as San Salvador, called Guanahani by the natives, landing on the 12th of  October, 1492)
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[image: ]



◆   Northeast coasts of Cuba (the island was named by the Admiral as Juana, called Cuba by the natives, landing on the 28th of October, 1493)
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◆  Northern coasts of Hispaniola (the island where the modern Haiti and the Dominican Republic are located, named by Columbus as Española, called Bohio by the natives, along with a few other names, landing on the 6th of December, 1493)
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◆  Samaná Peninsula (northeast coast of Hispaniola, departure on the 16th of January, 1493)
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◆  Santa Maria Island (the Azores, Portugal, landing on the night of the 17th of February, 1493)
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◆  Lisbon (Portugal, landing on the 4th of March, 1493)
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◆  Palos de la Frontera (Spain, landing on the 15th of March, 1493)
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Overlapping categories: Writing this book, it was one of the hardest parts to find the best category for the paragraphs I quoted, because some of the contents have thematic similarities with two or more categories at the same time. For example, a description by Columbus of an island could fit both the chapters “Observations of the Admiral” and “A Poetical Admiral and His Emotions”. In such cases, I tried to place the quotes in the most relevant category they suited. So if you find it confusing, feel free to ignore it; it is a methodology problem most readers do not even think about.

Any short quotation from this book is permitted, provided that a proper reference is given.
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FALSE ALARM
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Funny enough, the first false alarm of land comes from Martín Alonso Pinzón, who I think is more ambitious than Columbus himself:
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“...At sunset Martin Alonso went up on the poop of his ship, and with much joy called to the Admiral, claiming the reward as he had sighted land... 

––––––––
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...Those of the Niña all went up on the mast and into the rigging, and declared that it was land. It so seemed to the Admiral, and that it was distant 25 leagues. They all continued to declare it was land until night. The Admiral ordered the course to be altered from W. to S. W., in which direction the land had appeared... (Tuesday, 25th of September, 1492)
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But the joy lasts only until the next day:
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“...The Admiral continued on the west course until after noon. Then he altered course to S.W., until he made out that what had been said to be land was only clouds...” (Wednesday, 26th of September, 1492)
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Another false alarm, this time from Niña:
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“...This day, at sunrise, the caravel Niña which went ahead, being the best sailor, and pushed forward as much as possible to sight the land first, so as to enjoy the reward which the Sovereigns had promised to whoever should see it first, hoisted a flag at the mast-head and fired a gun, as a signal that she had sighted land, for such was the Admiral's order...”
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But:
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“...No land was seen during ,the afternoon, as reported by the caravel Niña...” (Sunday, 7th of October, 1492)
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OBSERVATIONS OF THE ADMIRAL


[image: ]


“...They saw a large piece of the mast of a ship of 120 tons (in the sea), but were unable to get it...” (Tuesday, 11th of September, 1492)
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“...and in the early part of the night there fell from heaven into the sea a marvellous flame of fire at a distance of about 4 or 5 leagues from them...” (Saturday, 15th of September, 1492)
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Sailing westward across the Atlantic Ocean, Columbus reaches the Sargasso Sea, but of course, he has no idea what his ships are going through:
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“...Here they began to see many tufts of grass which were very green, and appeared to have been quite recently torn from the land. From this they judged that they were near some island, but not the main land, according to the Admiral,‘because’, as he says,’I make the main land to be more distant’...” (Sunday, 16th of September, 1492)
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Here are three observations from the same day, when the caravelas goes well into the Sargasso Sea. I am not sure if the first two observations are true, although Las Casas says the second one is:

––––––––
[image: ]


“...There was also some drizzling rain without wind, which is a sure sign of land... 

––––––––
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...The Admiral did not wish to cause delay by beating to windward to ascertain whether land was near, but he considered it certain that there were islands both to the north and south of his position (as indeed there were, and he was passing through the middle of them; Bartolomé de las Casas' interpolation). For his desire was to press onwards to the Indies, the weather being fine. For on his return, God willing, he could see all... 
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...Here the pilots found their positions. He of the Niña made the Canaries 440 leagues distant, the Pinta 420. The pilot of the Admiral's ship made the distance exactly 400 leagues..."  (Wednesday, 19th of September, 1492)
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Clements R. Markham states that only the calculation of the Admiral's pilot is correct.
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"...The Admiral conversed with Martin Alonso Pinzon, captain of the other caravel Pinta, respecting a chart which he had sent to the caravel three days before, on which, as it would appear, the Admiral had certain islands depicted in that sea. Martin Alonso said that the ships were in the position on which the islands were placed, and the Admiral replied that so it appeared to him: but it might be that they had not fallen in with them, owing to the currents which had always set the ships to the N.E., and that they had not made so much as the pilots reported. The Admiral then asked for the chart to be returned, and it was sent back on a line. The Admiral then began to plot the position on it, with the pilot and mariners..." (Tuesday, 25th of September, 1492)
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Clements R. Markham says the chart in question is probably the one drawn by Paulo Toscanelli, a famous astronomer and cosmographer of the time, rather than a chart drawn by Columbus himself.  
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Columbus is a skillful navigator, and here is an example of his explanation of the changing position of stars, which is something his sailors seem to fail to grasp fully:
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"...the stars which are called las guardias (the Pointers), when night comes on, are near the western point, and when dawn breaks they are near the N.E. point; so that, during the whole night, they do not appear to move more than three lines or 9 hours, and this on each night. The Admiral says this, and also that at nightfall the needles vary a point westerly, while at dawn they agree exactly with the star. From this it would appear that the north star has a movement like the other stars, while the needles always point correctly..." (Sunday, 30th of September, 1492)
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"...The Admiral here says that he did not wish to keep the ships beating about during the last week, and in the last few days when there were so many signs of land, although he had information of certain islands in this region. For he wished to avoid delay, his object being to reach the Indies. He says that to delay would not be wise..." (Wednesday, 3rd of October, 1492)
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"...This night Martin Alonso said that it would be well to steer south of west, and it appeared to the Admiral that Martin Alonso did not say this with respect to the island of Cipango. He saw that if an error was made the land would not be reached so quickly, and that consequently it would be better to go at once to the continent and afterwards to the islands..." (Saturday, 6th of October, 1492)
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Cipango means "Japan".
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"...He had also ordered that, at sunrise and sunset, all the ships should join him; because those two times are most proper for seeing the greatest distance, the haze clearing away..." (Sunday, 7th of October, 1492)  

––––––––
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Niña reports seeing land, but it turns out the sailors were mistaken. But in the light of new observations, Columbus makes an important decision:
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"...No land was seen during the afternoon as reported by the caravel Niña, and they passed a great number of birds flying from N. to S.W.. This gave rise to the belief that the birds were either going to sleep on land, or were flying from the winter which might be supposed to be near in the land whence they were coming. The Admiral was aware that most of the islands held by the Portuguese were discovered by the flight of birds. For this reason he resolved to give up the west course, and to shape a course W.S.W. for the two following days. He began the new course one hour before sunset..." (Sunday, 7th of October, 1492)
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On the 12th of October, Friday, 1492, Columbus finally reaches an island the natives called Guanahani, later named by the Admiral as San Salvador, and believed to be today's Watling Island of the Bahamas, which is sometimes called the same name the Admiral had given it. However there is no consensus among scholars as to which island Columbus landed:

––––––––
[image: ]


"...As the caravel Pinta was a better sailer, and went ahead of the Admiral, she found the land, and made the signals ordered by the Admiral. The land was first seen by a sailor named Rodrigo de Triana. But the Admiral, at ten in the previous night, being on the castle of the poop, saw a light, though it was so uncertain that he could not affirm it was land. He called Pero Gutierrez, a gentleman of the King's bedchamber, and said that there seemed to be a light, and that he should look at it. He did so, and saw it. The Admiral said the same to Rodrigo Sanchez of Segovia, whom the King and Queen had sent with the fleet as inspector, but he could see nothing, because he was not in a place whence could be seen. After the Admiral had spoken he saw the light once or twice, and it was like a wax candle rising and falling. It seemed to few to be an indication of land; but the Admiral made certain that land was close... 
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...the Admiral asked and admonished the men to keep a good look-out on the forecastle, and to watch well for land; and to him who should first cry out that he saw land, he would give a silk doublet, besides the other rewards promised by the Sovereigns, which were 10,000 maravedis to him who should first see it. At two hours after midnight the land was sighted at a distance of two leagues. They shortened sail and lay by under the mainsail without the bonnets. The vessels were hove to, waiting for the daylight; and on Friday they arrived at a small island of the Lucayos, called, in the language of the Indians, Guanahani..." (Thursday, 11th of October, 1492)
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Maravedí is the name used for various Iberian coins of gold and silver.
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Columbus' observations on the Guanahani Island and surrounding islands (that is, the Bahamas):
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"...This island is rather large and very flat, with bright green trees, much water, and a very large lake in the centre, without any mountain, and the whole land so green that it is a pleasure to look on it..." (Saturday, 13th of October, 1492)
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"...On all these days, since I arrived in these Indies, it has rained more or less. Your Highnesses may believe that this land is the best and most fertile, and with a good climate, level, and as good as there is in the world..." (Wednesday, 17th of October, 1492)
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"...This coast and the part of the island I saw is almost flat, and the island is very beautiful; for if the other islands are lovely, this is more so. It has many very green trees, which are very large. The land is higher than in the other islands, and in it there are some hills, which cannot be called mountains; and it appears that there is much water inland. From this point to the N.E. the coast makes a great angle, and there are many thick and extensive groves. I wanted to go and anchor there, so as to go on shore and see so much beauty; but the water was shallow, and we could only anchor at a distance from the land. The wind also was fair for going to this cape, where I am now anchored, to which I gave the name of Cabo Hermoso, because it is so..." (Friday, 19th of October, 1492)
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Hermoso means beautiful.
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"...Arriving at this cape, I found the smell of the trees and flowers so delicious that it seemed the pleasantest thing in the world...
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[image: ]


...This cape, to which I have given the name of Cabo Hermoso, is, I believe, on an island separated from Saometo, and there is another small islet between them. I did not try to examine them in detail, because it could not be done in 50 years. For my desire is to see and discover as much as I can before returning to your Highnesses, our Lord willing, in April. It is true that in the event of finding places where there is gold or spices in quantity I should stop until I had collected as much as I could. I, therefore, proceed in the hope of coming across such places..." (Friday, 19th of October, 1492)
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Saometo (or Samaot, Samoet, Saomete) could be the name natives used to refer to an island that is known as the Crooked Island today, which Columbus called Isabella. However, Taíno chiefs and villages often went by the same name, so it is not clear if  Saometo is a name for a chief, a village or an island.
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It is interesting that Columbus is very attentive to the natural harbors or ports, coasts, and capes of the places he sees and the detailed way he describes them as a sailor:
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"...seeing an extensive reef of rocks which surrounded the island, with deep water between it and the shore forming a port large enough for as many ships as there are in Christendom, but with a very narrow entrance. It is true that within this reef there are some sunken rocks, but the sea has no more motion than the water in a well... (Sunday, 14th of October, 1492)
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"...When I was two leagues from the cape of the island, I discovered a very wonderful harbour. It has one mouth, or, rather, it may be said to have two, for there is an islet in the middle. Both are very narrow, and within it is wide enough for a hundred ships, if there was depth and a clean bottom, and the entrance was deep enough. It seemed desirable to explore it and take soundings, so I anchored outside, and went in with all the ship's boats,when we saw there was insufficient depth..." (Wednesday, 17th of October, 1492)
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According to Clements R. Markham, the harbor Columbus mentions is Port Clarence on Long Island, though I could find only a town named Clarence on the same island.
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"...The island is beautiful, and the coast very deep, without sunken rocks off it. Outside the shore is rocky, but further in there is a sandy beach, and here I anchored on that Friday night until morning..." (Friday, 19th of October, 1492)
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“...I went thence in search of the island of Cuba on a S.S.W. coast, making for the nearest point of it, and entered a very beautiful river without danger of sunken rocks or other impediments. All the coast was clear of dangers up to the shore. The mouth of the river was 12 brazos across, and it is wide enough for a vessel to beat in. I anchored about a lombard-shot inside... (Sunday, 28th of October, 1492)
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Brazo means fathom, which is 1.83 m or 72 in.
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"...In the morning the Admiral got into the boat, and, as the river is like a great lake at the mouth, forming a very excellent port, very deep, and clear of rocks, with a good beach for careening ships, and plenty of fuel, he explored it until he came to fresh water at a distance of two leagues from the mouth..." (Saturday, 3rd of November, 1492)
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"...In all parts of the sea where the vessels were navigated he found a depth of 15 or 16 fathoms, and all basa, by which he means that the ground is sand, and not rocks; a thing much desired by sailors, for the rocks cut their anchor cables..." (Thursday, 15th of November, 1492)
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"...He went to a creek on the south-east side of the entrance to the port. Here, under a height of rock and stone like a cape, there was depth enough for the largest carrack in the world close in shore, and there was a corner where six ships might lie without anchors as in a room. It seemed to the Admiral that a fortress might be built here at small cost, if at any time any famous trade should arise in that sea of islands..." (Friday, 16th of November, 1492)
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"...Finally he reached the sea of Nuestra Señora, where there are many islands, and entered a port near the mouth of the opening to the islands. He says that if he had known of this port before he need not have occupied himself in exploring the islands, and it would not have been necessary to go back. He, however, considered that the time was well spent in examining the islands. On nearing the land he sent in the boat to sound; finding a good sandy bottom in 6 to 20 fathoms. He entered the haven, pointing the ship's head S.W. and then west, the flat island bearing north. This, with another island near it, forms a harbour which would hold all the ships of Spain safe from all winds. This entrance on the S.W. side is passed by steering S.S.W., the outlet being to the west very deep and wide. Thus a vessel can pass amidst these islands, and he who approaches from the north, with a knowledge of them, can pass along the coast..."  (Saturday, 24th of November, 1492)
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"...He came to the mouth of the river, and entered a creek which was deep and wide, at the foot of that S.E. part of the cape, which would accommodate a hundred ships without any anchor or hawsers. Eyes never beheld a better harbour..." (Sunday, 25th of November, 1492)

––––––––
[image: ]


"...Presently he saw, at the foot of the Cabo de Campana, a wonderfully good port, and a large river, and, a quarter of a league on, another river, and a third, and a fourth to a seventh at similar distances, from the furthest one to Cabo de Campana being 20 miles S.E.. Most of these rivers have wide and deep mouths, with excellent havens for large ships, without sandbanks or sunken rocks..." (Tuesday, 27th of November, 1492)
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The port in question is now the Port of Maravi in Cuba.
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"...Every night the wind blows on the land, but no vessel need be alarmed at all the gales in the world, for they cannot blow home by reason of a reef of rocks at the opening to the haven..." (Sunday, 2nd of December, 1492)
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The haven or port in question is now Puerto de Baracoa, which Columbus names Puerto Santo. Clemens R. Markham says Las Casas probably omitted some important sailing directions that the Admiral wrote here. To my disappointment...
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"...At the foot of the cape there was the mouth of a fair river, and
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