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1. The Making of a Myth
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Throughout history, few figures have been so consistently misrepresented as Christopher Columbus. The transformation of a complex, often brutal 15th-century explorer into a simplified hero of American mythology represents one of history's most remarkable acts of historical sanitization. For generations of American schoolchildren, Columbus has been presented as a brave and noble explorer who defied the odds to prove the world was round and discovered a new continent in the process. This carefully constructed narrative, which began taking shape in the late 18th century and reached its apex in the early 20th century, bears little resemblance to the historical record.
The mythmaking around Columbus began in earnest with Washington Irving's 1828 biography, "A History of the Life and Voyages of Christopher Columbus." Irving, better known for "The Legend of Sleepy Hollow," created a romanticized portrait of Columbus that would shape American perceptions for generations to come. In Irving's telling, Columbus was a visionary who fought against the ignorance of his time, particularly the supposedly widespread belief that the world was flat. This dramatic narrative of a lone genius battling against medieval superstition was compelling, but entirely false. Educated Europeans had known the world was spherical since ancient times, and debates about Columbus's proposed voyage centered not on the Earth's shape but on his flawed calculations of its circumference.
The transformation of Columbus into an American hero was further cemented by Italian American immigrants in the late 19th and early 20th centuries, who embraced him as a symbol of their contributions to American society. The Knights of Columbus, a Catholic fraternal organization founded in 1882, played a crucial role in promoting Columbus as a Catholic hero and role model. This elevation of Columbus coincided with a period of intense anti-Catholic and anti-Italian sentiment in the United States, and the promotion of Columbus as a founding figure of America served as a way for Italian Americans to claim their place in the American story.
The mythological Columbus became further entrenched in American culture through school textbooks, patriotic celebrations, and public monuments. The 1892 World's Columbian Exposition in Chicago, marking the 400th anniversary of Columbus's first voyage, presented a grandly idealized vision of the explorer and his legacy. The fair's neoclassical architecture and celebrations of progress perfectly encapsulated the era's view of Columbus as a harbinger of civilization and progress to the New World.
Yet this sanitized version of Columbus required the systematic erasure of historical evidence that painted a far darker picture. Columbus's own writings, the testimony of his contemporaries, and the records of the Spanish crown tell a story not of discovery and progress, but of brutal exploitation and genocide. In his role as governor of the lands he claimed for Spain, Columbus instituted policies of systematic violence and oppression that would devastate the indigenous populations of the Caribbean.
The real Columbus emerges from historical documents as a complex figure whose actions were shaped by the cultural and economic forces of his time, but who also displayed a particular ruthlessness in pursuing his goals. His own journals and letters reveal a man obsessed with gold and glory, willing to employ extreme violence to achieve his aims. When the native Taíno people failed to produce the gold he demanded, he ordered their hands cut off. He sanctioned and profited from the sexual slavery of indigenous women and girls, some as young as nine or ten years old. These are not disputed historical facts, but rather details recorded in Columbus's own writings and confirmed by contemporary sources.
The gap between the historical Columbus and his mythological image represents more than just historical inaccuracy; it reflects a broader pattern of how American society has chosen to remember and forget its colonial origins. The Columbus myth serves as a foundation story that presents European colonization as a triumph of civilization over savagery, of progress over primitiveness. This narrative has served to justify and normalize the genocide of indigenous peoples and the establishment of European dominion over the Americas.
The making of the Columbus myth also reveals how historical memory is shaped by the needs and desires of subsequent generations. The transformation of Columbus into an American hero served multiple purposes: it provided a non-English founding father figure at a time when the United States was trying to distinguish itself from British heritage, offered a Catholic hero in a predominantly Protestant nation, and gave Italian Americans a claim to the American origin story. The myth's durability speaks to its utility in serving these various social and political functions.
Today, as we grapple with questions of historical truth and reconciliation, the Columbus myth faces increasing scrutiny. Indigenous peoples and their allies have long challenged the celebration of a man whose actions launched centuries of genocide and colonization. The movement to replace Columbus Day with Indigenous Peoples' Day represents a growing recognition that how we remember the past has real consequences for the present.
Understanding how the Columbus myth was constructed, and why it has persisted for so long, is crucial to understanding both the real historical figure and our own relationship with historical truth. The gap between the mythological Columbus and the historical reality serves as a stark reminder of how historical memory can be shaped and manipulated to serve present needs, often at the expense of truth and justice. As we move forward in an age of historical reassessment, the story of how Columbus was transformed from a brutal colonizer into an American hero offers important lessons about the power of mythology and the importance of confronting historical truth, no matter how uncomfortable it may be.
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2. Early Life in Genoa
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In the bustling port city of Genoa during the mid-15th century, Christopher Columbus entered a world defined by maritime commerce and cultural exchange. Born in 1451 to Domenico Colombo, a wool weaver and merchant, and Susanna Fontanarossa, young Cristoforo grew up in a modest but not impoverished household. The family lived in the Vico Dritto di Ponticello, a narrow street in the medieval heart of Genoa, where the constant flow of sailors, merchants, and travelers would have exposed the young Columbus to tales of distant lands and maritime adventures.
The Genoa of Columbus's youth was one of Europe's premier maritime republics, alongside Venice and Pisa. Its strategic location on the Ligurian Sea made it a crucial hub for Mediterranean trade, and its powerful merchant fleet connected Europe with North Africa, the Levant, and beyond. The city's prosperity depended on its mastery of the seas, and young boys from all social classes grew up with an intimate understanding of maritime life and commerce.
Columbus was the eldest of five children, and while his father's wool business provided a stable if modest income, the family's fortunes were closely tied to Genoa's maritime economy. Despite later claims of noble birth, which Columbus himself would promote, contemporary records clearly show his middle-class origins. His father Domenico moved between various trades, including cheese vendor and tavern keeper, suggesting the family's need to adapt to changing economic circumstances.
Education in 15th-century Genoa was primarily focused on practical skills needed for commerce and navigation. Young Columbus likely received basic instruction in reading, writing, and arithmetic at one of the city's schools for merchants' sons. While he would later claim to have studied at the University of Pavia, no evidence supports this assertion. Instead, his education appears to have been typical for a merchant's son of his time and place: practical, commerce-oriented, and heavily influenced by the maritime environment of his hometown.
The young Columbus showed an early interest in the sea, though contrary to romantic legends, he did not go to sea as a cabin boy in his early teens. Records indicate that he worked alongside his father in the wool trade until his late teens, learning the basics of commerce and negotiation that would later serve him well in his dealings with monarchs and patrons. However, the sea's call was strong, and by his early twenties, Columbus had begun to make short trading voyages along the Ligurian coast.
These early years in Genoa shaped Columbus in fundamental ways that would influence his later life and actions. The city's competitive commercial environment instilled in him a keen understanding of the importance of profit and self-promotion. The constant presence of foreign traders and sailors exposed him to different cultures and languages, though he would remain proudly Genoese throughout his life. Perhaps most importantly, Genoa's position as a maritime republic gave him a thorough grounding in the practical aspects of seamanship and navigation.
The religious atmosphere of medieval Genoa also left an indelible mark on Columbus's character. The city was deeply Catholic, and Columbus absorbed a worldview that combined religious fervor with commercial ambition. This combination would later manifest in his conviction that his voyages of discovery were divinely inspired missions, even as he focused intensely on the potential for profit and personal gain.
Family documents from this period reveal the young Columbus as ambitious and determined, traits that would later define his pursuit of royal patronage for his voyages. He was known to be literate in multiple languages, though his writing style remained somewhat crude throughout his life, suggesting his education was indeed practical rather than scholarly. His handwriting, which survives in numerous documents, shows the influence of mercantile training rather than formal academic instruction.
The Genoa of Columbus's youth was also experiencing significant political and economic changes. The city's traditional trade routes were increasingly threatened by Ottoman expansion in the eastern Mediterranean, forcing merchants to seek new opportunities in the western Mediterranean and Atlantic. This context helps explain Columbus's later interest in finding new routes to Asia, as he would have been well aware of the commercial pressures facing his hometown.
Columbus's relationship with his family remained close throughout his early life, as evidenced by later documents showing his continued financial support for his father and siblings. However, his ambitions would eventually lead him far from Genoa, though he never forgot his origins. In his will, written many years later, he would stipulate that a portion of his wealth should be used to support poor members of his family in Genoa.
The young Columbus who emerged from these formative years was a product of his environment: commercially minded, practically educated, religiously devout, and ambitious. He combined the practical knowledge of a merchant's son with the maritime expertise of a Genoese sailor, characteristics that would serve him well in his later adventures. However, this early period also reveals the beginnings of less admirable traits: his tendency to exaggerate his own importance, his single-minded pursuit of profit, and his ability to blend religious conviction with commercial exploitation.
Understanding Columbus's early life in Genoa is crucial for comprehending his later actions and decisions. The commercial pragmatism, religious worldview, and ambitious nature that would later characterize his interactions with indigenous peoples and his administration of the lands he claimed for Spain were all shaped during these formative years in the bustling maritime republic of Genoa.
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3. Maritime Education and First Voyages
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As Columbus entered his teenage years, his maritime education began in earnest. The Mediterranean Sea served as his classroom, and experienced sailors became his teachers. By the age of fourteen, he had begun accompanying local merchants on short coastal voyages, learning the fundamentals of seamanship that would later prove crucial to his historic transatlantic journeys.
These early voyages were primarily commercial endeavors along established trading routes, carrying wool, cheese, and other goods between Italian ports. Columbus learned to read the winds and currents, to navigate by the stars, and to handle the various types of vessels common to Mediterranean shipping. The ships of this period were typically small caravels and cargo vessels, well-suited to coastal trading but far different from the ocean-going vessels he would later command.
During these formative sailing years, Columbus experienced firsthand the dangers of Mediterranean maritime life. Pirates were a constant threat, particularly in the waters between Italy and North Africa. In one documented incident from 1476, while sailing as part of a Genoese commercial convoy bound for England, his ship was attacked by French privateers off the coast of Portugal. The vessel was set aflame during the battle, forcing Columbus and his fellow crew members to swim for shore, an experience that would later inform his cautious approach to naval warfare.
Columbus's early voyages took him throughout the Mediterranean basin, from the ports of the Levant to the Straits of Gibraltar. These journeys exposed him to the diverse cultures and trading practices of the region, while also providing practical experience in navigation and shiphandling. He learned to use the primary navigation tools of the era: the quadrant, the astrolabe, and various types of compass. Though these instruments were primitive by modern standards, they required considerable skill and experience to use effectively.
The commercial nature of these voyages also helped Columbus develop his understanding of maritime economics. He learned about cargo management, the importance of favorable trade winds, and the complex network of relationships between merchants, ship owners, and port authorities. This knowledge would prove invaluable when he later needed to convince potential sponsors of the economic viability of his westward voyage plans.
During this period, Columbus began to accumulate the extensive collection of maritime charts and navigation manuals that would later fill his personal library. He studied the works of contemporary geographers and cartographers, including Paolo dal Pozzo Toscanelli, whose ideas about westward navigation would significantly influence his later theories. Columbus was particularly interested in accounts of distant lands and tales of previous explorers, though he often interpreted these sources through the lens of his own ambitious goals.
His early voyages also exposed him to the harsh realities of seafaring life. The cramped conditions, poor food, and constant threat of disease were common challenges faced by sailors of the era. Columbus learned to manage crews under these difficult conditions, though his later reputation for harsh discipline suggests he may have absorbed some of the more severe aspects of contemporary maritime culture.
By his mid-twenties, Columbus had progressed from a common sailor to a respected maritime professional. He had developed connections with prominent merchant families in various Mediterranean ports and had begun to build the reputation that would later help him secure royal patronage. His experience during this period ranged from routine coastal trading to more ambitious ventures, including possible voyages to the Aegean Sea and the North African coast.
These years also saw Columbus develop his skills as a negotiator and businessman. He learned to navigate not only the physical seas but also the complex web of commercial relationships that governed Mediterranean trade. His ability to secure favorable terms and manage complex logistics would later prove crucial when organizing his historic voyages of exploration.
However, these early voyages also revealed some of the character traits that would later prove problematic. Columbus developed a tendency to exaggerate his accomplishments and experience, a habit that would later cause skepticism among potential patrons. He also showed signs of the ruthless ambition that would later characterize his treatment of both crews and indigenous peoples.
The technical knowledge Columbus gained during these years was considerable. He became proficient in celestial navigation, weather prediction, and ship handling. He learned to read and create maritime charts, though his later calculations regarding the size of the Earth suggest he either misunderstood or deliberately misinterpreted some of the mathematical principles involved.
These first voyages also exposed Columbus to the multicultural nature of Mediterranean maritime trade. He encountered Muslim, Jewish, and Christian merchants, learning to navigate not only the physical but also the cultural complexities of international commerce. This experience, however, did not necessarily translate into cultural sensitivity, as his later interactions with indigenous peoples would demonstrate.
By the time Columbus completed this initial phase of his maritime career, he had developed into a skilled and experienced sailor with ambitious dreams. His understanding of navigation, commerce, and shiphandling was thorough, if somewhat conventional for his time. However, his interpretation of geographical knowledge and his growing conviction about the possibility of reaching Asia by sailing west were beginning to set him apart from his contemporaries.
These early voyages laid the foundation for Columbus's later achievements and failures. They provided him with the technical skills necessary for ocean navigation while also shaping the commercial mindset that would drive his pursuit of wealth and status. The combination of practical experience and ambitious dreams that emerged from this period would ultimately lead him to propose the voyage that would change the course of world history.
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4. Medieval Europe's Worldview
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Medieval Europe's understanding of the world in the late fifteenth century was a complex tapestry of scientific knowledge, religious doctrine, and mythological beliefs. The prevailing worldview that shaped Columbus's era was built upon centuries of accumulated geographical knowledge, much of it derived from ancient Greek and Roman sources, filtered through Arabic translations and Christian interpretations.
The most influential geographical work of the time was Ptolemy's "Geography," which had recently been rediscovered and translated into Latin. Ptolemy's work provided detailed mathematical methods for mapmaking and contained coordinates for thousands of places across the known world. However, his calculations of the Earth's circumference were significantly smaller than the actual size, an error that would later play a crucial role in Columbus's miscalculations about the distance to Asia.
Medieval scholars generally accepted that the Earth was spherical, contrary to popular modern misconceptions about medieval people believing in a flat Earth. This understanding came from various sources, including Aristotle's works and the observations of sailors who noted how ships gradually disappeared below the horizon. The Church, far from opposing this view, had largely incorporated it into its theological framework, with influential figures like Thomas Aquinas reconciling classical geography with Christian doctrine.
The medieval worldview divided the Earth into three major continents: Europe, Asia, and Africa, surrounded by a great ocean. Jerusalem was often depicted at the center of medieval maps, reflecting both religious significance and the Eurocentric perspective of the time. The edges of these maps frequently featured fantastical creatures and legendary lands, blending geographical knowledge with popular mythology.
Tales of distant lands played a crucial role in shaping medieval geographical imagination. Marco Polo's account of his travels to China, while viewed with some skepticism, had profound influence on European understanding of Asia. The legend of Prester John, a supposed Christian king ruling a wealthy kingdom somewhere in the East, persisted in European thought and influenced many exploration attempts. Stories of the mythical island of Antilia and other legendary Atlantic lands contributed to the belief that unknown territories might exist in the western ocean.
The concept of the antipodes – inhabited lands on the opposite side of the Earth – was a matter of theological and philosophical debate. While some scholars accepted the theoretical possibility of such lands, others argued that they couldn't exist or couldn't be reached. The prevailing view held that the torrid zone near the equator was impassable, effectively dividing the world into isolated regions.
Trade and commerce significantly influenced geographical understanding. The flourishing trade routes to the East, particularly the Silk Road, provided Europeans with tangible evidence of distant civilizations and valuable commodities. The growing demand for Asian goods, combined with the disruption of traditional trade routes by the Ottoman Empire, created strong economic incentives for finding alternative paths to the East.
Maritime knowledge was largely practical rather than theoretical, based on accumulated experience of generations of sailors. Navigational techniques relied heavily on coastal landmarks, wind patterns, and basic celestial observation. The development of tools like the magnetic compass, astrolabe, and quadrant had improved navigation capabilities, but ocean-going voyages still carried enormous risks.
Religious considerations permeated every aspect of medieval geographical thought. The Bible was considered an authoritative source of geographical knowledge, and many scholars attempted to reconcile classical geography with biblical accounts. The concept of earthly paradise, believed to exist somewhere in the East, influenced geographical speculation and exploration goals.
The influence of Arabic geography was significant, though often unacknowledged. Muslim scholars had preserved and expanded upon classical geographical knowledge, developing more accurate measurements and creating sophisticated maps. Their works, gradually translated into Latin, provided European scholars with crucial information about distant lands and mathematical geography.
Popular beliefs about monsters and marvels in distant lands remained influential, even among educated people. These beliefs weren't merely superstition but part of a worldview that saw divine purpose and meaning in natural phenomena. Dragons, sea monsters, and other fantastic creatures were considered real possibilities in unexplored regions.
Climate theory, inherited from classical sources, suggested that different geographical zones produced different types of people and societies. This theory would later influence European attitudes toward newly encountered peoples, providing a theoretical framework for racial and cultural prejudices.
The medieval worldview was also shaped by economic realities. The wealth of Asian civilizations, known through trade contacts and travelers' accounts, created a powerful incentive for exploration. The success of Portuguese expeditions along the African coast had demonstrated the potential rewards of maritime exploration.
Maritime technology was advancing, though gradually. The development of the caravel, with its combination of square and lateen sails, provided vessels capable of ocean exploration. Improvements in shipbuilding techniques and navigation tools were making longer voyages more feasible.
The intellectual climate of the late fifteenth century was characterized by a growing tension between traditional authorities and new discoveries. Portuguese explorations were already challenging some classical geographical assumptions, while the revival of classical learning through the Renaissance was encouraging more critical examination of received wisdom.
This complex worldview would both enable and constrain Columbus's vision. While medieval geographical knowledge provided the theoretical framework for his plans, it also contributed to his crucial miscalculations. The religious and mythological elements of medieval geography would influence his interpretation of what he found, while economic motivations would shape his actions in the lands he encountered.
Understanding this medieval worldview is crucial for comprehending Columbus's actions and decisions. His conviction about reaching Asia by sailing west was not merely a personal theory but a product of his time's geographical understanding, religious beliefs, and economic aspirations. The consequences of this worldview would prove devastating for the peoples he encountered, as European preconceptions and prejudices shaped their interactions with the Americas.
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Throughout the 1470s and early 1480s, Christopher Columbus's time in Portugal proved instrumental in shaping his ambitions and developing the navigational expertise that would later enable his famous voyages. Portugal, under the reign of King John II, had established itself as Europe's leading maritime nation, with its sailors pushing steadily southward along the African coast in search of new trade routes and opportunities.
Columbus arrived in Portugal after a shipwreck off the coast of Lagos in 1476, an event that would dramatically alter the course of his life. In Lisbon, he found a bustling maritime community where information about the latest voyages, navigational techniques, and geographical discoveries circulated freely among sailors and merchants. The Portuguese capital had become a center for cartography, astronomy, and nautical science, attracting ambitious mariners from across Europe.
During this period, Columbus married Filipa Moniz Perestrelo, the daughter of Bartolomeu Perestrelo, who had been governor of Porto Santo in the Madeira archipelago. This marriage proved advantageous, as it connected Columbus to Portugal's maritime elite and gave him access to his father-in-law's charts, maps, and navigational notes. Columbus and his wife lived for a time on Porto Santo, where he studied these documents and began formulating his theories about reaching Asia by sailing west.
The Portuguese years were crucial for Columbus's development as a navigator. He made several voyages along established routes, including trips to Madeira, where he engaged in the sugar trade, and possibly to the Portuguese trading posts along the African coast. These experiences provided him with practical knowledge of Atlantic wind patterns, currents, and navigation techniques that would later prove invaluable.
During this time, Columbus also began corresponding with Paolo dal Pozzo Toscanelli, a renowned Florentine astronomer and cosmographer. Toscanelli's letters, which included maps and calculations suggesting the possibility of reaching Asia by sailing west, greatly influenced Columbus's thinking. However, Columbus would later modify these calculations to suggest a much shorter distance across the Ocean Sea, a critical error that paradoxically made his eventual voyage possible by making it seem more feasible to potential sponsors.
The Portuguese court was actively engaged in exploration during this period, but their focus was primarily on finding a route to Asia around Africa. Columbus, convinced of his western route theory, presented his proposal to King John II around 1484. The king's experts, who had a more accurate understanding of the Earth's circumference, rejected Columbus's calculations as fundamentally flawed. They recognized that the distance to Asia would be far greater than Columbus claimed, making such a voyage impractical with existing technology.
This rejection marked a turning point in Columbus's life. Some historians suggest that Portuguese navigators may have had secret knowledge of lands to the west, gleaned from fishing expeditions or unauthorized voyages, which influenced their dismissal of Columbus's proposal. The Portuguese crown was already committed to its African strategy, which would eventually succeed with Vasco da Gama's voyage to India in 1497.
Life in Portugal also exposed Columbus to the darker aspects of maritime expansion. The Portuguese had already begun enslaving Africans and transporting them to Europe, establishing patterns of exploitation that Columbus would later replicate in the Caribbean. He witnessed firsthand how maritime power could be converted into wealth through trade, conquest, and the exploitation of human labor.
During his Portuguese years, Columbus developed many of the personal characteristics that would later define his actions in the New World. His time among Portuguese traders and slavers normalized the idea of treating non-European peoples as commodities. The Portuguese model of establishing trading posts and extracting resources through force would later influence his approach to colonization.
Columbus's relationship with the Portuguese court grew increasingly strained after the rejection of his proposal. By 1485, his wife Filipa had died, leaving him with their young son Diego. With his primary connection to Portuguese society severed and his grand plan rejected, Columbus began looking elsewhere for support. He left Portugal secretly, possibly to avoid debts or legal obligations, taking his son with him to Spain.
The Portuguese years represent a crucial period in Columbus's development from a relatively ordinary merchant sailor to an ambitious navigator with grand theories and plans. The knowledge, connections, and experiences he gained during this time would prove essential to his later success in securing Spanish sponsorship and executing his voyages.
The influence of Portuguese maritime culture on Columbus cannot be overstated. Their systematic approach to exploration, combining practical seamanship with scientific study and commercial exploitation, provided a template that he would later follow. Even his later brutality towards indigenous peoples can be partly traced to the attitudes and practices he observed during his time in Portugal.
When Columbus departed Portugal, he left behind a nation that had rejected his plans but had inadvertently prepared him for his future role. The navigational skills, maritime knowledge, and commercial understanding he gained during these years would prove crucial to his later success, even as the brutal colonial practices he witnessed would foreshadow his own actions as a governor and explorer.
The Portuguese chapter of Columbus's life thus represents both an apprenticeship and a crucible, where the future Admiral of the Ocean Sea developed the skills, knowledge, and attitudes that would shape his later actions and their devastating consequences for the peoples of the Americas.
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6. Columbus's Controversial Calculations
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In developing his proposal to reach Asia by sailing west, Columbus engaged in one of history's most consequential mathematical errors, though whether this error was deliberate remains a matter of scholarly debate. His calculations regarding the size of the Earth and the distance to Asia would prove to be dramatically incorrect, yet these very miscalculations made his voyage possible by presenting the journey as feasible to his potential sponsors.
At the heart of Columbus's calculations was his estimate of the Earth's circumference. While the ancient Greek mathematician Eratosthenes had calculated the Earth's circumference with remarkable accuracy in the third century BCE, arriving at a figure close to the actual 24,901 miles, Columbus chose to rely on significantly different figures. He based his calculations primarily on the works of Pierre d'Ailly, whose Imago Mundi he studied extensively, and the letters of Paolo dal Pozzo Toscanelli, but he interpreted their data in ways that suited his purposes.
Columbus argued that the Earth's circumference was approximately 18,000 miles, roughly 25% smaller than its actual size. This error was compounded by his acceptance of Marco Polo's overestimated distances for the extent of Asia eastward. He also vastly underestimated the distance between Japan and the Asian mainland. These compound errors led him to calculate that Japan lay only about 2,400 miles west of the Canary Islands, rather than the actual distance of roughly 10,600 miles.
Furthermore, Columbus used an unusual measure of distance in his calculations. While most European navigators of his time used the Italian mile of approximately 1,480 meters
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