
		
			
				[image: ]
			

		

		
			
			

		

		
			
				[image: ]
			

		

		
			
			

		

		
			
				[image: ]
			

		

		
			
			

		

		
			
			

		


		
			Christopher Columbus

			Key information

			
					Born: Between 25 August and 31 October 1451 in Genoa (Republic of Genoa)

					Died: The 20 May 1506 in Valladolid (Republic of Spain)

					Goal of expeditions: Mark out a commercial route to Asia and the East Indies travelling westward

					Explored regions of the world:	First voyage: The Bahamas, Cuba, Hispaniola (Haiti)

	Second voyage: The Lesser Antilles, Jamaica

	Third voyage: Trinidad, South America, the mouth of the Orinoco River (South American river)

	Fourth voyage: The Honduran, Costa Rican and Panamanian coasts (Central America)




					Most notable discovery: The American continent

			

			Introduction

			“As the Pinta was the finest ship and went before the admiral nave, it was she who discovered the land” (Balard, 1992)1

			At 2am on 12 October 1492, 33 days since Christopher Columbus and the crews of his three ships departed from the edge of the world’s mapped territory. They had set off into a new world hoping to reach Asia, unaware of the discovery they were about to make.

			It was not, however, such an easy goal to reach. For years the explorer's project had been judged unachievable and refused support and funding. His objective was indeed major: to find a new westward route to the East Indies, seen as symbols of wealth and prosperity due to the spices and gold to be found there. It was not until April 1492 that Columbus' expedition was finally approved by the Spanish crown. His epic saga was just beginning.

			Christopher Columbus embarked on four westward voyages towards what we now know is the American continent, though at the time he was unaware of this. Each of these journeys featured significant discoveries and contributed to the development of the geography and our understanding of the world. However, exploring new lands would also go hand in hand with colonisation, something which would profoundly shape Spanish history. Spain became one of the most powerful countries of the modern era; as Europe emerged from the middle ages, it readied itself for world domination. 

			

			
				
					1 All quotes from this text have been translated by 50Minutes.com

				

			

		


		
			Biography
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			Portrait of Christopher Columbus painted around 1835 by Antoine Maurin

			Childhood and education

			Christopher Columbus was a navigator and explorer. He was the first European of the modern era to cross the Atlantic and reach the American continent, which was at the time undiscovered and uncharted territory. He was born some point between 25 August and 31 October 1451 in Genoa to an ordinary family; the destiny which awaited him was far-removed from his humble beginnings. The oldest child of a modest weaver, his most important duty was to learn his father's trade. The young Columbus was not at all inspired by this prospect and eventually renounced this line of work altogether. He then became a sailor and embarked on several commercial voyages in the Mediterranean, meanwhile acquiring a strong awareness of the world's mapped territory through his own personal research and studies. 

			The long-awaited venture

			In 1476, Columbus set off for Portugal, a country in which seafaring exploration was already established. It was here that the navigator refined his plan to reach the East via the Atlantic, while the rest of the world had its sights set on circumnavigating Africa to reach the same destination. Between 1484 and 1485, Columbus decided to share his proposal with John II (1455-1495), King of Portugal. When the latter refused to finance an expedition so seemingly unachievable, Columbus left Lisbon for Spain, humiliated and crippled by debt. In January 1486, the Catholic monarchs Isabella of Castile (1451-1504) and Ferdinand II of Aragon (1452-1516) received him at court. Despite their interest in his proposition, their resources were tied up in the effort to reconquer Granada, which was at the time ruled by the Moors (Andalusian Muslims). Columbus' quest was therefore held in suspense.
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			Christopher Columbus before the High Council of Salamanca, painting by Emanuel Leutze, 1841

			However, his hopes were reignited by the defeat and annexation of Granada in 1492; his time had finally come. He met once again with the Spanish Crown who in turn approved his plans. The contract was formalised in April 1492 in the “Capitulations of Santa Fe”. Columbus was given the title of Admiral of the Ocean Sea by the King and Queen, in addition to the rank of viceroy and the right to govern any territory which he should discover. The Genoese sailor could finally begin the quest of a lifetime.

			The expeditions

			The epic voyage began on 3 August 1492. They departed from Palos, a promontory on the Spanish coast. Passing through the Canary Islands, Columbus set off towards the west. This was the start of a long journey. It was not until late at night on 11 October that land came into view once again; Columbus believed himself to have reached Asia. In fact, he had just encountered the Bahamas, Cuba and Hispaniola. On returning to Spain in 1493, he immediately set about preparing a second voyage, this time with the aim of colonising the land. Once he had established a colony on Hispaniola, he continued his exploration and discovered the various Caribbean islands before returning to Europe in 1496. Two years later, he was once again at sea on his third voyage. He cast anchor on the South American continent for the first time and discovered Trinidad. He then returned to the Spanish colony on Hispaniola but was unable to defeat a rebellion led against him and found himself stripped of his title and arrested by the settlers. He was sent back to Spain in 1500 where he was imprisoned for his failed colonial governance and the slave trade which he had developed. He was freed by the Spanish sovereigns and departed once again in 1502, this time searching for a passage towards the East Indies. Instead, he struck the Central American coasts.

			Subjected to a violent storm, the voyage took a disastrous turn and Columbus was forced to return to Spain in 1504 for the last time. He died on 20 May 1506 in Valladolid, convinced of having discovered a Western route to Asia, not a new continent.

		


		
			Political, social and economic context

			The dawn of the Age of Discovery

			While Christopher Columbus is at the heart of one of the greatest discoveries of modern history, he was not the first to set sail with the hope of finding new lands and new trade routes. Even in the 13th century, Europeans followed the example of Marco Polo the Venetian traveller (1254-1324) in setting out on the Silk Road in order to discover Asia and its marvels. However, the Age of Discovery did not begin in earnest until the 15th century, particularly with regards to the Atlantic coasts. At the heart of this leap forwards which would open Europe up to the world was a young Portuguese prince: Henri, nicknamed Henry the Navigator (1394-1460), the third son of King John I (1357-1433).

			Having driven out the Moors, the newly independent Portugal found its new vocation in the world of maritime exploration thanks to the young Prince Henri. Fascinated by geography and the ancient texts which Europe was beginning to rediscover, the Prince intended to put his name in the history books. He therefore launched a campaign of maritime development in Portugal, meanwhile surrounding himself by intellectuals and founding a school of navigation in Sagres (Cape St. Vincent), where he promoted technological advancement.

			Over the course of the 15th century, the number of expeditions multiplied. The explorers and those funding them were motivated by hopes of finding gold, opening agricultural markets, discovering new routes leading to the East Indies, but also by the legend of the kingdom of Prester John. In 1418, the Portuguese discovered Madeira, followed by the Azores in 1427. Among many other explorations, they then went on to trace Cape Bojador (Western Sahara) in 1434, Cape Verde in 1445 and discovered the mouth of the Senegal River. They claimed the coasts of Africa, moving beyond the Cape of Good Hope in 1488. These new initiatives clearly fascinated people at the time and the taste for adventure gradually permeated across Europe.

			
				
					Good to know

					The Kingdom of Prester John is a mysterious mythical Christian kingdom. According to legend, it is situated somewhere in the East. The origins of the myth can be traced to the Middle Ages, with the kingdom's location changing from Central Asia to China to India and East Africa according to different accounts. The importance of this legend should be underlined; Europeans confronted by Islamic expansion imagined Prester John as a major ally who would allow them to encircle and triumph over the Arabs and the Turks. As such, the quest for the Kingdom of Prester John motivated maritime exploration and plays a key role in the beginning of the Age of Discovery.

				

			

			The fall of Constantinople and its consequences

			The exploration of new maritime routes began in the 15th century, but a key event accelerated the expedition movement. On 29 May 1453, the Ottoman Sultan Mehmed II (1432-1481) ended nearly one thousand years of the Byzantine tradition when he seized Constantinople, the capital of the Byzantine Empire. Considered by Europeans as the gateway to the East, the city was from that point onwards annexed by the Ottoman Empire; this was to have a direct impact on maritime exploration.

			Harbouring numerous intellectual centres within, the Byzantine Empire had kept knowledge within its borders during the entire course of its history. This included geographical knowledge inherited from ancient times and from the Arab and Byzantine traditions. However, the fall of the empire led to an exodus of intellectuals and thinkers towards Western Europe, who brought with them their skills and knowledge and part of their incredible heritage with them. Amid these changes and new arrivals, Europeans rediscovered texts from antiquity and of the Arab world. Ancient models of the world, such as that presented by Ptolemy (Greek writer, astronomer, geographer and mathematician, roughly 100-170 AD) therefore reappeared and further cultivated the spirit of adventure of the time. Despite the measurement errors in the Ptolemaic model, the rediscovery of these works reanimated ideas concerning the earth's spherical form and means of identifying locations through geographic coordinates.

			The fall of Constantinople also had an immediate impact on East-West trade relations; Eastern merchants selling highly-sought after goods such as silk, spices and incense often passed through the city. However, Constantinople's fall and the Ottoman expansion which followed equally led to higher taxes which therefore slowed commercial growth. As such, the search for new trade routes became of major importance for Europeans, who dreamed of reaching the East Indies while avoiding the Ottoman middle-man.

			The end of the Reconquista and the emergence of Europe

			The year 1492 was a momentous one, not only for Christopher Columbus but for Spain: the country put an end to eight centuries of Moorish occupation in certain parts of the its territory. After reconquering Granada on 2 January 1492, the Catholic monarchs Isabella of Castile and Ferdinand II of Aragon were able to unite Spain and thus end the Reconquista. The country was therefore able to consider maritime exploration and compete with neighbouring Portugal. The Spanish Crown also had a religious motivation for exploration; they intended to spread Christianity and evangelise new lands.
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			The Surrender of Granada, painting by Francisco Pradilla and Ortiz, 1882

			The whole of Europe was in a state of flux. There was marked progress in numerous domains which drove the continent to expand its outlook and vision beyond its own borders. Plague epidemics became rarer and the population gradually grew. The revival of cities gave rise to the emergence of an entrepreneurial bourgeoisie hungry for profit. Over time, feudal systems faded away, replaced by states with a desire to extend their property.

			However, Europe was facing new challenges. From the East, the Arabs and Turks; numerous crusades proved incapable of diminishing this threat. Not only were spice trade routes blocked, so too was the European capacity to procure gold, and therefore make money, in sub-Saharan Africa. Europe's finances were therefore significantly constrained, leading to serious economic crises between 1330 and 1450. The search for precious materials to supply the various European states gained new importance in the wake of these financial difficulties. 

			Lastly, the advances made in geography and cartography must be taken into account. In 1492, German cosmographer and navigator Martin Behaim (1459-1507) designed the world's first terrestrial globe. From then on, a cartography designed only for navigators appeared on the scene. Portolan navigational charts and their systems of wind roses and scales made maritime expeditions more precise.

			The genesis of a great adventure

			A tireless reader of antique texts, the voyages of Marco Polo and the Imago Mundi by French prelate and theologian Pierre d'Ailly (1350-1420), Columbus was intent on making himself a success. He knew that the earth was round and his own reading had made him certain of one thing: the Atlantic Ocean was not as wide as it seemed. From this perspective, the westward journey from Europe to the Orient seemed feasible and presented an irresistible opportunity to escape the constraints imposed by the Arab markets or the long journey around the African coasts.

			Columbus made calculations based on those of Marinus of Tyre (Greek geographer, 1st – 2nd century AD) and Ptolemaic theory; they were far-removed from geographic reality. He was initially convinced that Europe, Africa and Asia covered 62.5% of the globe; in fact, they represent only 36.11%, meaning that the world’s mapped territories were proportionally smaller and the seas larger. He estimated the earth's circumference at 30 000 kilometres, 10 000 kilometres less than the true figure. From these mistaken calculations, Columbus estimated the distance between the Canary Islands and the rich Cipangu Island (medieval Japanese name) at 4 400 kilometres instead of the true 22 000 kilometres.

			In any case, if he had known the real distance, perhaps he would never have attempted such a voyage. So when Columbus caught sight of land on 12 October 1492, it was where he expected to find it; the idea that he had discovered a whole new continent would not have crossed his mind. Instead, he would have felt that he had succeeded in his quest to find Cipangu and Asia.
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