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  Introduction


  On the mountainous island of Martinique, at the edge of La Savane park, in the capital, Fort-de-France, there is a statue of a headless woman. Under the shade of leafy trees,
  and mounted on a sturdy plinth, she is dressed in the type of empire-waist gown that was fashionable in the late eighteenth century. In her right hand she holds a rose to her chest, her left is
  resting on top of a large cameo, on it carved the profile of Napoleon Bonaparte. The statue is of his first wife, Marie-Josphe-Rose Tascher de la Pagerie, perhaps the most famous (or,
  indeed, infamous) daughter of Martinique. She was born to sugar-planter parents in Trois-lets, across the bay from Fort-de-France.


  No one is certain when she was decapitated, but the head is long gone and there has never been any effort to fashion a new one for the Rose of Martinique, as she was known. Lashings of red paint
  now adorn her body. The antipathy from Martinicans comes not just from the fact that she was a planters daughter, or that she was Napoleons wife, but from the convergence of the two:
  many islanders believe she convinced him to reinstate slavery in the French colonies eight years after its abolition in 1794 in order to protect her familys fortunes. There is no evidence
  that she said anything to Napoleon about slavery, but the myth lives on.


  Something about this story captures almost every element of Caribbean history: the connection between the tiny island and powerful people in Europe; the legacy of slavery; the persistence of
  myths and legends; and the idiosyncratic way that it has been memorialized. The statue remains in the islands capital, headless and daubed with paint, facing the sea.





*

  Empire might seem an anachronistic term to use in the title of this book. The trend in scholarly arenas is for the more encompassing global, which
  conjures fewer images of pith-helmeted imperialism, and allows for the inclusion of a wider range of nations and people. But the reality is that the modern Caribbean, from 1492 onwards, was the
  product of an encounter between Europeans and other peoples. That is not to say Europeans made the islands what they are, but that they started a process both destructive and constructive
  that has led them to become what they are today. Europeans eradicated most of the islands indigenous past. Indeed, it is increasingly accepted that Columbus did not discover
  the Americas, but rather that he led a march on their people while thinking he was in the Far East. The early period of West Indian, and by extension American, discovery and settlement was a time
  of upheaval made all the more unusual and deadly because of the toxic combination of guns and germs. To be sure, disease did its part in wiping out large swathes of the Amerindian population, but
  Europeans did not stand idly by as smallpox swept through. They took advantage of the situation. The clash between the new and old worlds brought about death and destruction, of course, but it also
  allowed for the development of new processes, including transatlantic slavery. It was the creation, quite literally, of new worlds on top of old lands that gives the islands their unique place in
  history. This was also aided by the fact that so little was known, understood, or recorded about indigenous life on the islands, whereas, in contrast, a great deal more of the nearby Aztec and Inca
  states survived and was discussed  not always without problems.


  However, the credit for making the diverse islands of the West Indies what they are today lies with the people: the surviving Amerindians, the large number of Africans, the smattering of
  Europeans, and, later, the people born and raised in the Caribbean, the creoles. This is reflected by a diversity throughout the islands music, food, art, dance and other
  cultural forms  but also, paradoxically, between the shared history of that diversity. Yet even the recognition of this has been a long time coming. Europeans were hardly kind in writing
  about the islands, or the people in them. The English novelist Anthony Trollope, in an 1859 account of his tour around the islands, wrote about the island-born people of African descent he met in
  Jamaica: They have no country of their own, yet have they not hitherto any country of their adoption for, whether as slaves in Cuba, or as free labourers in the British isles, they are in
  each case a servile people in a foreign land. They have no language of their own . . . they have no idea of country, and no pride of race.1 St Lucian poet Derek Walcott, in his Nobel Lecture of 1992, made reference to Trollopes non-people in a passage about Port of Spain, a
  city in which it was possible to embrace what Trollope had rejected. The city, Walcott wrote, had a downtown babel of shop signs and streets, mongrelized, polyglot, a ferment without a
  history, like heaven. Because that is what such a city is, in the New World, a writers heaven.2 But the white European and
  later North American views and all the racist ideas embedded in them dominated the written accounts of the Caribbean in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, and often these and documents
  written and organized by white colonial officials may be all the interested historian has reference to. It was not until the later decades of the twentieth that many of these ideas were refuted and
  rejected, though some ongoing stereotypes seem to have been carved in stone.


  Empire is crucial, because the more than five hundred years of European rule in Caribbean waters cannot be washed away, even if many people would like it to be. Many of the islands are now
  independent, and the era of imperial rule is a fading memory. But there is no ignoring the legacy. At the same time, the history of the Caribbean is not simply a tale of European powers and African
  slaves; a much wider global story has developed that stretches from the United States to China. Empire is not a static word either  its meanings range from asserting direct political control
  to more indirect economic dominance.


  However, empire in this book does not offer a reassuring narrative about how the Spanish or British or French or Dutch brought order or civilization to these islands. To be clear:
  Europeans brought destruction, chaos, and disorder. They may have built roads and set up bureaucracies, or maintained a semblance of control through the repression of dissent or uprising, but as
  becomes clear early on, resistance and rebellion was all around.


  Making sense of these multiple and conflicting strands is far from straightforward. For every tranquil planter there was a rebellious slave. For every bored colonial administrator there was a
  subordinate subverting the system. But there was also a great degree of cooperation, and assimilation, too. Life was often not as dichotomized as it has frequently been presented. If there is an
  overarching narrative here, it is not of progress, or development, but persistence: this is what happened, good and bad, after Europeans arrived. If all the islands of the Caribbean could be
  amalgamated and anthropomorphized, the resulting person would have been taken from the African coast, worked as a pirate, been forced into slavery, toiled in a cane field, fought in a war, been
  freed, squatted on land, become a unionized labourer, and run a tourist resort. This is an exaggeration, of course, but the character of the West Indies has everything to do with surviving the many
  brutalities, restrictions, and challenges served up by people from Europe, and later the United States. And that is not to mention the ongoing struggles against nature in a region regularly
  battered by hurricanes, as well as periodic earthquakes and volcanic eruptions. If there is one thing at the heart of this story, it is the genius of adaptation. This is what the clash of worlds
   as violent as any force of nature  demanded. Adaptation  to diaspora, to disease, to slavery, to racism, to earthquakes, to poverty, to tourism  was the response to an
  exhausting series of events. Yet, as the cultural theorist Stuart Hall has pointed out, the Caribbean, to Western eyes, is very much the same. We belong to the marginal, the
  underdeveloped, the periphery, the Other. We are at the outer edge, the rim, of the metropolitan world  always South to someone elses El
  Norte.3


  *


  History is no mere collection of inert facts and dates. It can be manipulated, shaped, stretched, and moulded. Sweeping historical narratives have a complex social psychology.
  They often speak to a collective need to feel that transgressions of the past were not so bad, or perhaps that they were worse than we could have possibly imagined, or that things were awful and we
  helped to change them. Histories help a nation define what it is, or indeed what people would like it to be. Yet the past cannot so neatly be packed into boxes, and the story that unfolds in
  this book is often one of extremes: brutality and liberation, oppression and freedom. History has long been used for political ends. Consider the more recent examples: the appropriation of the
  Boston Tea Party by right-wing Republicans in the US; or, in Britain, the ongoing debate between the government and professional historians about the narrow, Anglocentric school history curriculum.
  In relation to the Caribbean, by extension, the idea that somehow Columbus and other Europeans brought civilization rather than destroyed it has been a tenacious myth, though it is one that is
  finally being chipped away.


  Thinking about the wider West Indies and how to place them means piecing together a story that has long since fragmented. Histories tend to be linguistically and imperially grouped, not least
  because so much archival or source material is in English, Spanish, French, or Dutch, and so language often guides research. But there is also the issue of nationalism. As islands like Jamaica or
  Cuba make sense of their own history, they necessarily push aside a wider story in favour of a more focused one.


  The second half of the books title  Crossroads  references the history of the West Indies as one of connections and crossings, such as the planters daughter
  from Martinique who married a self-proclaimed emperor of France. Today, to many people, the idea of the islands is best represented by a generic image of blue water and palm trees, yet each of the
  islands has its own rich, dense history that extends across the globe, far beyond the Caribbean. There is a spiritual dimension too, as religious scholars Ennis Edmonds and Michelle Gonzalez point
  out: In Afro-Caribbean religions, the spiritual entity Papa Legba, or Eleggu, rules over the crossroads  the symbolic juncture between the human and the realm of the spirits,
  the pathway between present realities and the African past, the point that separates the present and the future, the place of ritual transformation and empowerment, and the site of decision and
  opportunity.4


  The shipping lanes in and out of these islands brought the world together. Silks moved from China to Panama to Spain and onwards. People moved, too; the seas could be a means to liberation and
  living outside the law, or a conduit to the living hell of enslavement. The sea also was the bringer of goods. Eager islanders awaited shipments of European wares, while Europeans demanded ever
  more shiploads of commodities to give them their sugar fix, or tobacco hit. The sort of global commodity chains we take for granted today  the ones that bring us iPads and cheap shoes
   were forged in this period.


  But some caution should be exercised. Claiming to be the first modern place or the earliest globalized nation is a bit of an ivory-tower arms race. Historians in many
  areas  medieval Europe, seventeenth-century India, fifteenth-century China  have claimed the roots of the modern world are to be found firmly planted in Westphalia, Bengal, or
  Shanghai. This is a contest with no clear winner. However, the links between the West Indies and the rest of the world certainly made them a contender for claims to early global connections. Within
  a relatively short space of time, the rise of European colonialism in the West Indies linked Santo Domingo to Manila, and Trinidad to India. There were other trade circuits, to be sure, but none
  that spanned east and west to such a degree  the route becoming faster still after the awkward trek across the Panamanian isthmus ended with the opening of the Panama Canal in the twentieth
  century.


  The Caribbean was both factory and marketplace. Fortunes were made and lost growing sugar and other crops; smaller islands could trade in global goods, at times flouting both commercial laws and
  tax regimes. It was an important hub in the development of the modern world economy. But, like the sweatshops of the present, the cost of such economic development was borne by the exploited
  workers; these islands were also the site of demographic upheaval and displacement in the name of profit, as African labourers were brought to their shores. Then, as the era of slavery drew to a
  close, Indians and Chinese followed these imperial paths to the doors of Trinidad, Guyana,1 and Jamaica, with some even diverting to Cuba. In
  these small places, people from around the world lived together. The story was not always a happy one, but the outcome made the islands like nowhere else.


  Another critical aspect of the Caribbean is the emotions it fostered. It was at once a place of dreams, of fantasy, of riches, of sexual excess. And it was feared as a graveyard, in both a
  physical and a spiritual sense. Millions of people  Europeans, Africans, Asians  died from tropical diseases until scientific advances and public health reined in the killing power of
  the mosquito and other carriers. But there were also concerns that life on these islands could ruin a Europeans moral health, making them lascivious and corrupt degenerates, revelling in
  their ill-gotten gains. Columbus set about his mission looking for gold; the sugar planters arrived seeking their fortunes; and todays tourist steps off the plane to be whisked away to a
  villa where all cares are to be swept aside. The islands have continued to foster fantasy, often completely at odds with their reality. At first glance it does look like paradise: the blue sky, and
  impossibly clear turquoise water, the sand, the palm trees, the gentle caress of the sea breezes. Yet most islanders face an everyday struggle for survival amid such natural splendour. The dreams
  work both ways as well  many islanders cannot find what they are looking for in the Caribbean, and instead set off to the United States or Europe in pursuit of whatever that may be.


  It is perhaps unfashionable to say so, but there is a great deal of the present in the Caribbeans past. Although the adage that history repeats itself is tiresome, there are patterns here
  that cannot be ignored. Certain themes arise again and again in todays world: slavery (waged, or otherwise); environmental crises; wild and destructive stock-market bubbles; unfair trade;
  political repression. It is perhaps best left to the philosophers to question the seemingly repetitive quality of human malfeasance, but the parallels and precursors are clear for all to see.
  Before there was a campaign against sweatshop labour, there was one against buying Caribbean sugar; before there was the toppling of Saddam Hussein, there was the overthrow of the government in
  Guatemala. The answers are not necessarily to be found in the past, but the clues are. The history of the Caribbean is a history that belongs to everyone.


  *


  My own relationship to the Caribbean is born of two things. The first is a nagging disquiet over the fact that so much of Caribbean history was transformed  deformed
   by the worthless commodity of sugar. Of course, it wasnt financially worthless, then or now, but the human body does not need it to survive. A system of suppression and enslavement
  underpinned a human desire for the superfluous. The initial hunt for gold and silver is easier to understand  these metals had a value, which is why the Spanish were searching for them. But
  sugar, a useless by-product of a breed of grass, shaped not only West Indian history, but the rise of consumer society. There had to be a hunger there, greed. It also needed a large labour supply,
  empty land with the right climatic conditions, a philosophical moment when agriculture was seen as the route to riches, and a trade network that put a high value on it. There also had to be a gap
  between the production and consumption of a good, which was soon in place as well, and European sugar use expanded and a blind eye was turned to the source. There are clear parallels to be made
  about more modern commodities, for instance sweatshop-produced clothing, or the illegal drug trade. The dream of easy wealth at the expense of someone elses misery is one that refuses to
  die.


  The second entry point is more personal. I am not of Caribbean origin, nor, as far as I know, did any of my family have interests in the islands. But I spent my childhood in the Deep South of
  the United States in the 1980s, moving there less than twenty years after segregation had ended. The scars from that period were real and visceral. It seemed at the time that the Caribbean, or at
  least what little I knew or understood of it, offered a different story, one that provided a more positive ending to an ugly period in the history of the Americas. It is a shared history, after
  all. The elements are similar  encounter, exploitation, slavery, emancipation, displacement, migration  but they seem to be jumbled up, like a box of puzzle pieces. This, certainly,
  was a childs perspective, and what I came to discover was not better or worse but, of course, different. There were nasty episodes and triumphant ones. But it instilled in me a lasting
  curiosity about the region that has developed into a passion over the past decade of writing and research. There is a long shared history between the US and the West Indies, and especially between
  the Southern states and the islands, but one that is too rarely thought about or acknowledged. In many ways the historical glow that continues to radiate from the American War of Independence
  overshadows other narratives: the story of the Americas. The thirteen colonies and later the US were far more than a backdrop or trading partner, but a steadily rising behemoth that the
  whole hemisphere, for better or worse, had to learn to coexist with. The obsession with the exceptionalism of the US can push aside any wider or often more nuanced view of this
  relationship.


  Then again, comparing one place that was fairly homogeneous  the Southern US  to a collection of more than twenty islands and numerous coastal countries with different languages
  and people is like comparing one orange to a barrel of fruit. To write about the Caribbean at all seems a bit outdated. With all the islands internal diversity, is there any
  point? Some of these islands are independent nations, others are colonies; some speak English, others Papiamento. Some are prosperous, some are bankrupt. Some are stable democracies, others are
  failed states. Is it too much of a stretch, then, to try to bring them together? There is a shared heritage that goes all the way back to their very formation. Although the islands stretch across a
  territory of around 3,000 miles, under the water there are ancient links. Some 50 million years ago, the Greater Antilles islands of Cuba, Jamaica, Hispaniola, Puerto Rico, and the scattered islets
  of the Bahamas, the Turks and Caicos, and the British Virgin Islands were forged out of tectonic plates, giving the larger of these islands dramatic interior mountain ranges, and carving out deep
  oceanic troughs, such as the Puerto Rico trench. The backbone of the Caribbean, the small islands of the Lesser Antilles, were formed when the small Caribbean tectonic plate collided with its
  neighbours, resulting in a string of volcanoes, as the Barbadian writer George Lamming has poetically described it, scattered in a curve of dots and distances.5 For all that shared past, physical and historical, the twentieth-century fragmentation has persisted. Over the course of my research I realized there
  was a bumpy road in trying to follow their path, and an even rockier one in putting it in the context of the Americas more broadly. The history of the US is one expressed more confidently, often
  with narrative arcs involving good guys and bad guys. The story of the Caribbean is more diffused, dappled, a ramble with shadows and light rather than a march to triumph under a blazing sun. The
  water between the islands has seemingly widened, and they have become consumed, not unreasonably, in understanding their own individual histories.


  *


  It is a regrettable inevitability that a work such as this must, by its very nature, be the product of a net cast deep and wide. Trawling produces a range of sources 
  not least of which are the numerous excellent studies in which many dedicated historians mine archives and reveal new insights as to how the West Indies functioned in the past and how it continues
  to function today. This is the foundation for any general history, and my debt to these historians is great. There are also the limitations of the writer: my primary research interest was the
  Spanish Caribbean, while the many years I have lived in Britain took me to the shores of the Anglophone islands. It is not my intention to give short shrift to the French and Dutch (and Danish)
  islands, but I will be the first to say that my French does not measure up to my Spanish, and my Dutch and Danish require outsourcing. But whatever the language, English included, any mistakes or
  oversights are most certainly my own. The Caribbean lends itself to the mosaic approach to history  there are so many fragments to use and arrange.


  Archives presented more of a challenge  it is far more straightforward to find recent or crucial scholarly books and journals. Looking for undiscovered archival gems can be a
  needle-in-a-haystack activity, often made more difficult by the elements. For instance, a hurricane can wipe out almost all the holdings, as happened in Bluefields, Nicaragua. Many other
  repositories have been neglected, though this can be turned around by political will, as the impressive results in the Dominican Republic illustrate. In recent years, too, there have been enormous
  efforts to preserve what remains by organizations such as Florida International Universitys Digital Library of the Caribbean. National institutions such as the Archivo General de Indias in
  Seville have also done a great deal of digitizing, and the wealth of material that can be accessed from home seems to multiply exponentially with every log-on. Though it may seem like a colonial
  legacy, many important documents about Caribbean history remain either to the north in the United States, or across the Atlantic in Europe. Given that this is the case, and given the rather woeful
  state of many archives throughout the area, why go there at all? There were hot, flustered, frustrating moments when I asked myself that very question. Yet experiencing the places themselves was an
  essential part of the writing of this book. Sadly, I could not spend months in each archive, any more than I could hope to visit every place that can be considered part of the region. But for the
  record, I spent time (in order of appearance) in: Belize, Guatemala, Honduras, Nicaragua, Panama, Dominican Republic, Haiti, Cuba, Jamaica, St Martin, St Eustatius, St Maarten, St Barts, St
  Kitts & Nevis, Antigua, Dominica, Martinique, Barbados, Grenada, Trinidad, Guyana, Suriname, Curaao, Bonaire, and Aruba.


  My focus is more on the islands than the surrounding shores, but the area is huge, and the interconnected stories converge and diverge, which means that I cannot claim to have treated each and
  every island and all the surrounding countries equally. Bermuda, the Bahamas, Venezuela, Colombia, Central America, and some of the smaller islands get relatively little attention against Cuba or
  Haiti. This is also the case with Mexico. Although Veracruz was an important trade centre within the Caribbean, I limit its role here, as the history of pre- and post-Columbian Mexico have rightly
  been the subject of numerous books. The same goes for Brazil  a country with a large and complex history of which there are many accounts, and likewise with Colombia and Venezuela.


  It may seem contradictory to include Guyana, Suriname, and French Guiana; but I would contend that these three places, two of which are now independent nations, were established in the same
  spirit as the islands, and in the case of Guyana (Britain) and Suriname (Netherlands), were also in the sugar-and-slavery circuit. French Guiana followed a somewhat different path when sugar failed
  to take root. Modern Guyana especially is part of the British West Indies; its cricketers and writers part of a Caribbean tradition, rather than a South American one. And, in a way, these three
  territories are like islands, hemmed in as they are not only by rivers and jungle, but also linguistically, on a continent where Spanish and Portuguese dominate. For this reason, I have given their
  story more weight than other parts of South America.


  In the same vein, tiny Dutch St Eustatius was a key intersection in Atlantic trade networks in the 1700s, though its twentieth-century story is somewhat more muted, whereas Cuba had a quiet
  beginning while the conquistadors were elsewhere searching for El Dorado, yet by the mid-1800s it dominated the other islands in terms of population and wealth. It is impossible to treat each
  island equally across time and space; rather, I am trying to put together a large, disparate puzzle. The great French historian Fernand Braudel elegantly summed up this quandary in the introduction
  to his seminal work on the Mediterranean:


  
    
      
        The basic problem, however, remains the same. It is the problem confronting every historical undertaking. Is it possible somehow to convey simultaneously both that
        conspicuous history which holds our attention by its continual and dramatic changes  and that other, submerged, history, almost silent and always discreet, virtually unsuspected either
        by its observers or its participants, which is little touched by the obstinate erosion of time?6

      

    

  


  This book does not contain every fact about every island. There are no extensive indexes or appendixes on every battle, every sugar shipment, and every planter. Rather, the aim is twofold. The
  first is to present a picture of this complex region, and how this new world grew out of the violent combination of many others: European, African, Amerindian, Asian, North American, while becoming
  a crucial link in the global chain of goods, peoples, and ideas. Second, a history of the Caribbean is a chance to meditate on a few modern issues, not least so-called globalization
  and consumerism. Alongside this, a history of the Caribbean is a chance to think about the contradictions and complexities of the past, and of the present.


  


  Chapter One


  A PASSAGE TO THE INDIES


  The story of the modern Caribbean does not begin with Christopher Columbuss famous voyage. It starts, instead, in a small port town in northern North Africa, almost
  within sight of the Iberian peninsula. On 25 July 1415, the feast day of St James, Prince Henry2 of Portugal  later known as the
  Navigator  led a fleet of around 200 ships down the Tagus, which would carry them out of Lisbon and into the Atlantic Ocean. Of an estimated 45,000 soldiers on board, only a
  handful were aware of their final destination. Rumours had been circulating about the expedition but very few people had actual facts.


  Preparing that number of ships and men had been no small operation, and it had attracted some attention. The Portuguese fleet was not sufficient for the plans, whatever they were, so another
  hundred ships had to be chartered from Castile, Flanders, Brittany, and England.1 A Castilian agent in Lisbon could not help but notice the ships
  being readied, and he reported to King Ferdinand I that by his count there were around 5,400 men at arms, 4,900 bowmen, and 9,000 footsoldiers.2
  This was a worrying development for Castile, as both agent and king expected the Portuguese to head for neighbouring Granada, which was the last Islamic foothold in Catholic Iberia. Once a mighty
  empire that spread almost over the entire peninsula, Islam was now contracting. As the Islamic caliphate was riven by its own internal crises, the Catholics were able to retake their kingdoms, bit
  by bit. Granada, at the foothills of the Sierra Nevada mountains, home of the mighty Alhambra palace, was the final  and most highly sought  prize.


  Ferdinand I was surprised by the rumours, not so much because of the scale of the operation but because he thought Henry would have known Castile had laid claim to the
  right to invade and reconquer Granada.3 Portugal had reconquered its southern Algarve territories in 1249, but the continued Islamic governance of
  Granada was a Muslim thorn in the side of the Catholic rulers of Castile. Ferdinand I also considered the idea that the vessels could have been heading for Gibraltar, which was still under Muslim
  control. He was wrong on both counts.


  As the ships set sail, details of the plan emerged. The target was the North African port of Ceuta, 150 miles from the Portuguese coast. Most, if not all, of the soldiers on board would have
  been surprised when they found out where they were going. Ceuta was a small, peninsular outpost in North Africa with a fortress; it was not a dazzling jewel of a city, like Granada. But what it
  lacked in splendour it made up for in bustling trade. In Henrys time this port was known for its commerce in wheat and in gold. Ceuta sat at a crucial location; mirrored by the rock of
  Gibraltar in the north, it was the southern part of the Pillars of Hercules  the gateway to the commercial world of the Mediterranean. It was also the exit to the terrifying
  and mostly unknown waters of the Atlantic. Whatever the reason, Ceuta was a puzzling choice for an attack. The call to arms against the infidel was not a new motivating factor but the target was.
  Although battling Islam contributed to Prince Henrys idea for an invasion, it was not his only reason. Gold and wheat loomed large in his mind.


  Wheat was a problem for Portugal. The small kingdom had a mountainous interior, and could grow very little, making it dependent on imports. These were too often manipulated by the state of
  political relations with the Genoese, Dutch, or other exporters of wheat, or more volatile still, the vicissitudes of the climate, which could lead to surpluses in some years and shortages in
  others. Access to a steady, dependable source of grain could have manifold benefits, and Ceuta was the place to access it. And then there was the matter of gold. Many people believed that Ceuta was
  the last link in the long supply chain that connected the Mediterranean with the rumoured riches that lay deep in the unknown African interior. When it came to gold, no European ruler could
  stockpile enough of it. Certainly not Henry, the third of five surviving sons of John I of Portugal and Philippa of Lancaster and raised to expect the courtly splendour of his counterparts in
  England. But unlike England, Portugals population was tiny  only about a million people, most of whom were eking out an existence; taxing them would not raise
  sufficient revenues. Indeed, Portugal did not even issue its own gold currency. What money there was had to be spent on the ongoing struggle against the growing power of Castile, which had been
  brought to a temporary halt under a treaty signed in 1411.


  Born in Porto on Ash Wednesday, 4 March 1394, Henry was a devout Catholic. He was schooled in the chivalric ways of England, as imparted by his Plantagenet mother, while also being infused with
  a hatred of the infidel Moors by his family.4 This attack on Ceuta was to be his moment, his stance against Islam, but it was also his
  chance to improve his own fortunes. This was not unusual. In Castile, the armies that had fought against the Moors were led by noblemen who were allowed to keep some of the spoils of war. Henry was
  acting within this tradition, but hoping, by extending his geographical reach, to find something more.


  Into the mix of grain, gold, and God would also be added the figure of Prester John, a mythical Christian who had travelled to a faraway land (often Ethiopia), where he had become king and had
  access to enough gold and soldiers to defeat all enemies of Christendom. He had an army strong enough to fend off any rising menace from Islam and the growing power of the Ottoman world. If only
  Prester John knew what dangers were in store for his Christian brothers, so the thinking went, he would send his armies to defeat the infidels. And, of course, he had a lot of gold. Although
  Prester John haunted the medieval world, no evidence proves that he actually existed, though he was alive in the minds of Henry and his contemporaries. The account of who Prester John was varies
  through the centuries, changing with the wishes and anxieties of whoever wrote and talked about him. Henry certainly appeared to believe the story. He thought that by securing Ceuta, the Portuguese
  would not only have a stronghold in the Muslim Mediterranean and access to wheat supplies, but that they could then penetrate into the hinterland, find Prester John, and share in his riches. Henry
  was not alone in this desire  the legend of Prester John had existed since the Crusades began more than 300 years earlier, and the story compelled people to search for him and his treasure.
  Henrys unwavering belief in Prester John and his desire for gold would have ramifications that would reach well beyond the confines of Ceutas fortress.


  As Henrys ships set sail that July across the Straits of Gibraltar, there was an ominous eclipse of the sun. The storm that followed drove the fleet back to
  Algeciras, on the southern coast of Andalusia, where they had to lie at anchor. Meanwhile, the governor of Ceuta, Salah ben Salah, had received word of the fleets arrival and was on the
  brink of calling in reinforcements when he heard that the would-be attackers had turned away and presumed they had changed their minds. Ben Salahs assumption would prove to be disastrous. He
  called off the extra troops, and so was in for a very unpleasant surprise on 21 August when, after a thirteen-hour fight, the Marinid people of Ceuta were defeated.5 In the style of the victorious, the Portuguese troops looted the city, searching everywhere for the fabled gold. They found little precious metal, but in their lust for it,
  they managed to destroy stocks of valuable spices, ignorant of the fact that these exotic flavourings were often worth their weight in gold.


  As the Portuguese settled into occupation and the local inhabitants fled, it soon became clear that the enterprise was an economic failure. Henrys troops had taken over Ceuta, and the
  prince established his reputation, but it was a hollow victory. The Muslim traders  the vital conduits of wheat and gold  had left, and no Muslim merchants from the wheat-growing
  interior would do business with the Portuguese. With such slim economic prospects, no one from the mainland wanted to settle there, and so soldiers were forced to stay in the colony.3 The longed-for gold was nowhere to be found. But Henry was not deterred. The search had begun.


  Despite his sobriquet, there is little evidence Henry the Navigator ever sailed beyond Ceuta.4 Instead, it was in his role as a leading
  ship owner that Henry contributed to the rise of Portugals maritime domination in the fifteenth century, which resulted in part from his triumph in Ceuta. Although
  something of a false victory, Henry and others had tasted overseas conquest  not peninsular reconquest. The prince and fellow elites understood that access to gold was crucial not only to
  their own personal fortunes, but for overall prosperity, to fund the ongoing struggle against Islam, and to find Prester John. Henry was buoyed by his success, and he pushed Castile to invade
  Granada in 1419 and 1434, but that battle would be not be fought for decades yet.


  Around the time of Henrys foray into North Africa, there were profound changes in maritime techniques in the Mediterranean. Sailing in the fifteenth century was a cumbersome process, as
  it had been for hundreds of years. Galleys needed oarsmen, which meant they could neither go far nor carry much. Space was needed for the gangs of men on the oars and sufficient water and food for
  everyone on board. Explorers were limited as well, though the Vikings are believed to have reached parts of North America centuries earlier. But as shipbuilding design changed, some intrepid
  Portuguese were able to engage in a more systematic exploration of the Atlantic, then known as the Ocean Sea, well beyond the limits of the known waters of the Mediterranean. The
  crucial element in this change was the design of the caravel. Many of the earlier ships were cogs, which were Baltic in origin, and had rounded hulls. They were designed to sail using currents, not
  wind  although they had a square-rigged sail  and could only go relatively short distances. The design of the caravel  which, and it is no coincidence, bears a relation to the
  Arab dhow  used lateen, or fore-and-aft, sails which allowed the ships to manoeuvre with more ease and sail closer to the wind. The Chinese, too, had used new technologies to travel
  further, arriving on the African coast in the 1400s. They also had gunpowder and compasses  but that was because they had invented them.6 And
  while these discoveries may have seemed very exciting and new to the Portuguese, it was only because Western Europe was so very far behind much of the rest of the world. In the fifteenth century
  China, the Indian kingdoms and the Islamic world had produced scientific discoveries well ahead of those coming out of a Europe emerging from the Dark Ages. But shifts were happening again, and the
  combination of Islamic weakness and a European resurgence meant the balance of power in the Mediterranean was changing.


  For Portuguese and other European sailors, the switch from manpower to wind power would prove a dramatic one. These ships needed fewer men, and could go further than their
  predecessors. Around the time of the attack on Ceuta in 1415, the known southern limit of the world was around 27N, near Cape Bojador (on the coast of todays Western Sahara). It was
  infamous for having a violent current, frequent dense fog, and difficult prevailing winds that could frustrate any attempt to sail back north to Lisbon. Arab geographers were more familiar with
  this region than the Portuguese and called it the Green Sea of Darkness. To many sailors and map-makers it marked a true point of no return. But the Portuguese caravels could weather
  the journey and soon began to round the cape and find they could, with the help of the wind, make their way back. The sailors newfound confidence helped override their fear of the blank
  spots on their maps.


  Bit by bit, wave by wave, Portuguese sailors began to make sense of the currents and winds, realizing there were patterns that would allow them to go beyond the Pillars of Hercules into the
  unknown, and return in one piece. Using their intuition, logic, and experience, they soon discovered they could bump southwards along Africas western coast by harnessing the winds to sail
  further into the Atlantic and catch the westerlies back home. Ocean currents in the northern hemisphere move in a clockwise direction. Understanding this was the trick  if they sailed too
  close to the coast on the way back, the northerlies could wreak havoc, as had happened in the past, sending ships into oblivion. By expanding their loop, sailors could catch the winds they needed.
  Soon mariners saw there was a mostly reliable pattern to these winds. The stars helped, too; after crossing the equator, sailors familiar with navigating using the position of Polaris in relation
  to the horizon were able to make calculations using different celestial bodies.7


  New realizations dawned on map-makers as well. Some of the earliest known European maps from around the eighth century are called T-O maps, which were symbolic rather than cartographic. They
  were framed in a circle, with Asia taking up the top half, and the bottom half split between Africa and Europe. The T shape represented the Mediterranean, the Nile, and the River Don in Russia,
  which separated Europe and Asia.8 Maps were the physical embodiment of a Christianized world, and they became almost devotional objects. They
  charted spiritual realities, not geographic ones. Jerusalem was usually at the centre, as it was supposed to represent the spiritual heart of the Christian universe. But over
  time, and fed by reports from sailors, maps began to change shape. Newer maps reflected geographic realities. Portolan charts had emerged by the 1300s as a navigational aid, the maps often looking
  like spiders webs of criss-crossing lines and compass points of sailing routes. The Crusaders had brought back to Europe a physical knowledge of parts of the East, and now sailors were
  adding to the understanding of the seas outside the Mediterranean.9 Some places became hubs of cartographic activity, such as the Balearic island of
  Majorca, which lies close to the port of Barcelona. It had a community of influential Jewish map-makers, including Abraham Cresques, whose famed and elaborate Catalan Atlas of 1375 marked the
  location of the elusive River of Gold in Africa.


  There were new political realities too, as kingdoms such as Castile and Aragon consolidated into stronger political entities. Port cities throughout Europe were no longer outposts, but
  increasingly vital commercial and strategic arms of an expanding continent. Combined with the ongoing battle with Islam, a Europe began to emerge that was pushing at the limits of knowledge and of
  the known world. As commerce now took an ever-increasing role not only in Portugal but also in emerging economies elsewhere, the need for gold and silver, in short supply in Europe,
  grew.10


  As the Portuguese sailors, funded by the optimistic Henry and others, made their way along the coast of Africa, they soon encountered the people who lived there. By 1482, when Diogo Co
  pushed inland and made contact with the kingdom of Kongo, there was already a good deal of commerce with the people along the coast. These Africans, like the Portuguese, were quite happy to trade,
  and soon Portuguese sailors had established settlements to trade and continue their hunt for gold. A new age was beginning, reflected even in the language. In Portugal, by 1472, the verb
  descobrir  to discover  had emerged, and the use of descobrimento  discovery  dates to 1486.11 Sailors
  based in Lisbon could expect to go to these African outposts as a matter of course, as well as to points further north, such as Bristol, Ireland, and even Iceland, as a young Genoese mariner named
  Christopher Columbus5 was said to have done in the 1470s.


  Understanding Columbus requires more than just knowing about his maritime record. It means going back to his world; not the ports of Lisbon, nor the courts of Castile, but
  Genoa, circa 14512, the given time of his birth. He was not born with a map in hand and an idea of the New World. Rather, he was the product of a time and a place; a small but significant
  Ligurian port which sits in the shadow of the Apennine mountains. At first, Genoa appears a simple city. But a closer look reveals a self-contained world, cut off from the rest of the Italian
  peninsula, with only the sea as an exit. Its cramped streets accelerate into an ever-increasing jumble as they near the docks, with only the coming and going of ships providing an outlet into the
  wider world.


  Like its rivals Venice and Pisa, Genoa had prospered during the Crusades, when the Christian soldiers in the Middle East established trade agreements with those ports, using them to their
  advantage, not only to launch ships and move troops, but also to trade goods with the markets in the Levant. This line of commerce proved lucrative, and soon these city-states grew very wealthy.
  However, the waters were awash with Muslim ships and pirates ready to plunder, and despite their growing disputes  Genoa, Pisa, and Venice often fought among themselves  these cities
  were united in the effort to repel them. In these and earlier times, Islam had dominated Mediterranean trade. Muslim sailors had more advanced navigation techniques than Christians, and from the
  eighth century their piracy was also striking terror into Europeans on sea and land. Their technical prowess and ruthlessness made them a constant worry.


  Trade was not only to the Levant, though, and despite the religious animosity, Genoa often made commercial transactions with ports along the coast of North Africa. Venice, in contrast, looked
  more to the East and became more enmeshed with Byzantium. The East was known as the land of riches, and luxury goods such as silks and spices came up to Europe along the Silk Road, though often in
  very limited supply, thus commanding the high prices which made them available only to the wealthy.


  Although Genoa did not have the same access as Venice to the riches of the East, it prospered and soon became not only a centre for the distribution of goods and the circulation of currency, but
  also  its tangled streets full of sailors and tall tales  an important place for map-makers, shipbuilders, and adventurers. Perhaps one of the most significant
  sailors to wash up in Genoa was Marco Polo. The thirteenth-century Venetian explorer had been thrown in a Genoese prison after being captured in a naval battle between the two city-states.


  While in prison, he told the story of his amazing (and no doubt exaggerated) travels to the East to his cellmate, a man called Rustichello of Pisa. Rustichello later published this
  travellers tales of meeting and his subsequent service to Kublai Khan and his voyage to Persia and other exotic locales. The work captured the imagination of the public, who were ignorant of
  but curious about these parts of the world. But the book also mentioned some familiar figures, and even Prester John made an appearance. Soon the work was translated, copied and distributed
  throughout Western Europe. Although the Silk Road from East to West, along which gold and spices were traded, had long been in operation, Polos tales made the splendours of the Far East come
  alive for the growing number of European readers with descriptions of the Orient. Polo recalled of the palace of Kublai Khan: The walls of the chambers and stairs are covered with gold and
  silver, and adorned with pictures of dragons, horses, and other races of animals. The hall is so spacious that 6,000 can sit down to banquet; and the number of apartments
  incredible.12 But more importantly, these tales whetted the appetites of sailors and merchants keen to find an easier route to these
  treasures. Columbus would have read Polo at some point as his tales were still circulating many decades later. But even putting Polos stories aside, Genoa would have provided a cosmopolitan
  hothouse for the young and ambitious Columbus.


  He was the son of a weaver, which put him at a social and economic disadvantage in a town where the wealthy made their fortunes in trading. His family were from the mountains, not the sea. Like
  most people in Genoa, they were very politicized, and Columbuss family were linked with anti-Aragonese factions in the city, as the kingdom of Aragon was also a competitor in the world of
  Mediterranean trade. His education in complex Mediterranean and Iberian politics would later serve him well. Despite Columbuss humble beginnings, Genoa was still a city in which an eager and
  willing young man could seek his fortune, and he planned to do so through the sea. Indeed, in his time the city was particularly dynamic, and Genoa had spread its control to Corsica, and indeed as
  far as the Aegean island of Chios, a place that Columbus may have sailed to around 1474 or 1475, not long before he arrived in Portugal.


  This was a period of intense commercial activity in the Mediterranean, one which stretched from Egypt to England. Columbuss contemporaries would have sailed to Southampton and Alexandria
  and many points in between. Trading posts were set up as oils, sugar, spices, and cloth circulated. Olive oil and nuts went from Sicily to Egypt.13 Other goods were sent to Flanders and traded for cloth, which would be taken around the Mediterranean. Ships would dock in Spain and trade wool and gold, with the wool going
  either to Tuscany or to weavers in Genoa such as Columbuss father. Cities began to fill with traders, and ships were dispatched all over the region. Venetian ships went East; Aragonese ships
  arrived in Genoa; Pisan ships went to Sicily.


  There was another, darker trade as well  one in humans. Slavery had long been a part of Mediterranean life. At first, it was the Moorish sailors who brought non-believing captives from
  other regions of Africa to the Iberian peninsula, where they were traded throughout European kingdoms. But Moors were also captured and sold as slaves, and Columbus no doubt would have seen Moorish
  slaves in the streets of his native city. The slave trade, however, was not limited to people from the Islamic world. Slaves in this period varied in background  there were Germanic and
  Slavic people,6 Tartars from the Black Sea, Saracens, and even Jews. Nor were they all men, to be worked to an early death, but often women.
  The whiter they were, the higher the price they fetched. The more olive or darker-skinned, the lower their value.14 A few Africans began to arrive
  at the ports, too. But unlike what was to come later, they were not sent out to work in fields. Instead, many lived as servants in ports such as Lisbon or Seville.15


  Most slaves lived in households, and in Genoa they were owned in small numbers, yet there were numerous social restrictions in place. For instance, shopkeepers were not permitted to sell keys to
  slaves, or to buy gold or silver from them, and slaves in apothecaries were not allowed to sell arsenic. Slaves also needed passes from their owners to leave the city, and masters could chain their
  property to prevent them from running away.16 By this point, the Catalan port of Barcelona had also joined the slave trade. The city had grown
  throughout the 1200s, and it was in a prime location to buy human cargo from the Muslim slave traders of North Africa. At the same time, Sicily was beginning to experiment in
  the production of sugar, as knowledge of its cultivation spread from east to west, south to north. As this precious food additive moved through Genoa, Antwerp, and Barcelona, a new class of wealthy
  consumers began to acquire a taste for it. All these developments were disrupted, however, when the Black Death killed tens of thousands of people across the Mediterranean and the rest of Europe in
  13489.


  By the time of Columbuss birth, Genoas fortunes were waning somewhat. After the fall of Constantinople in 1453 to the Ottomans, it began to decline, soon relinquishing its colonies
  and settlements. The Turks took outposts in Phocaea and Lesbos, while the Venetians grabbed Cyprus. Chios, however, persisted under Genoese control until 1566. Genoa adapted, and many merchants
  began to realize that, rather than trading in goods, it was much safer to be in control of the capital that financed expeditions. Many Genoese would later become important financiers of European
  royal houses and Atlantic expeditions.


  The rhythms of trade were also changing. While Genoa and Venice had been active in commerce with the Crusader states, there was a shifting to the north as Catalan ships sailed to Flemish or even
  English waters, searching for goods such as wool. Genoa could no longer look to the East for trade, and its merchants saw Catalan and Portuguese traders in strong positions. At the same time, the
  labour dynamics were transformed as the price of slaves more than doubled owing to the fall in supply, and by the 1470s there were fewer than 1,000 slaves in the port. Genoese traders tried to find
  new slaves from the Balkans, but many of these were Christian women, and there was some concern about enslaving fellow believers, a question that would also later resonate in distant lands. By the
  time Columbus decided to go to Lisbon, Genoa was not quite the beacon of commerce it had been, but there is no doubt its history left a deep impression  the bustle of the port, the lure of
  wealth, the normality of slavery, the taste of sugar  on its most famous sons earliest years.


  *


  Columbuss move to Portugal around 1476, whether by design or accident, was an astute one. He had left a port on the decline for one that was not
  only on the rise, but also on the cutting edge of navigational knowledge. Sailors returned from voyages with tales of coastal Africa and of the Atlantic islands. In addition, the public imagination
  had been gripped by the growing accounts of these new worlds. Sailors and scholars alike reinvigorated the art of discovery. Ptolemys second-century Geographia, and Almagest,
  which described how the sun rotated around the earth  considered the foundation of the universe until Copernicus shattered the idea in the mid-sixteenth century  were translated into
  Latin in the twelfth century. Now there was a thirst to revisit this classical knowledge. The boom in navigational work meant many sailors and map-makers were once again keen to read
  Ptolemys ideas, which included dividing the world into latitude and longitude segments. Sailors were also paying attention to the sun and stars, and while on board Columbus learned lessons
  that would serve him well on later voyages.


  In a similar vein, Polos tales were once again read with renewed enthusiasm  a 1485 translation into vernacular languages published in Antwerp was popular  but this time
  they were also infused with possibility. In addition, the development of printing technology allowed for a larger and wider readership. Like many sailors, Columbus would have read these books, or
  at least discussed their ideas while making tavern small talk about big dreams of what was to be found in the Ocean Sea. The Far East, perhaps, was not so far after all. There is a copy of
  Polos book in Seville that, it is claimed, has Columbuss annotations in it. If this is the case, he marked a passage about Polos arrival in Ciampagu (or Cipango), which is
  thought to be Japan:


  
    
      
        There is gold there in very great abundance, but the monarch does not easily permit it to be taken away from the island, and consequently few traders go there, and rarely
        do ships from other regions land at its ports. The king of the island has a large palace with a very fine gold roof, in the manner in which we line churches with lead. The windows of this
        palace are all trimmed with gold, and the paving in the halls and many rooms is covered with slabs of gold, which are two fingers thick . . . There are also many precious stones, and for this
        reason the island of Ciampagu is marvellously rich.17

      

    

  


  Later on in the work, Columbus also noted a section that mentions India as having many islands, as Polo claims: The number of islands in India is so numerous that
  no living being could recount all their qualities. So the sailors and pilots of those regions affirm, and from what is known from the sea charts and from observing the compasses of the Indian sea,
  there are 1,378 islands at least in the sea, and all, they say, are inhabited.18


  Though it is difficult to know if those truly are Columbuss annotations, it is easy to see how he could be misled. Reading Polo, it was possible to believe that a route to the East was
  not so hard to find after all, and that when he got there he would find many islands and lots of gold. Yet everyone  including Columbus  knew of the dangers of such dreams. However
  rapid the changes and developments in navigation, the likelihood of sailing into oblivion was still high. Tales circulated about the daring souls who ventured beyond the known boundaries and did
  not live to come back, such as Flemish mariner Ferdinand von Olmen, who set out with a commission from the Portuguese crown to find new lands in 1487 and was never heard of again.19


  Sailing, even in the new caravels, was a tough life. The distances were significant  it still took about five days to go from Lisbon to the Gibraltar Straits. And there were persistent
  fears of attack or capture by Islamic pirates in the Mediterranean. Proper provisioning was also a worry  even if sailors were in a caravel, they needed their daily ration of half a kilogram
  of sea-biscuit each. Likewise, there needed to be plenty of fresh water and, of course, wine.


  Throughout this period, Columbus was becoming not only an experienced mariner, but a very ambitious one. By his calculations, he believed he could navigate a passage to the East  he just
  had to convince someone to pay for it. After failed attempts elsewhere, he arrived in Seville in 1485 with no money, but with plans to turn to the united crowns of Ferdinand II of Aragon and
  Isabella I of Castile and hope they would believe in his vision.


  Such an enterprise, however, was far from the minds of the Catholic monarchs. They had married in 1469, and in 1474, after the death of Isabellas half-brother King Henry IV, began to rule
  as one the two kingdoms that would give them control of most of the Iberian peninsula, which by this time was made up of the three Christian realms of Castile, Aragon, and Portugal.
  Spain, such as it was, took its name from the Roman Hispania, and in the Middle Ages the word described the Iberian peninsula, not a country in any modern
  sense. The monarchs concerns were focused on Granada, which remained under Muslim control. The issue that had so bothered Prince Henry more than fifty years before still had not been
  resolved. The fall of Constantinople to the Ottoman Turks in 1453 had not been so long ago, and Christian ascendancy was far from assured in this long-running battle. There had been a distraction,
  however, as the marriage of Ferdinand and Isabella had been followed from 14749 by a war of succession over control of the crown of Castile. Had Isabellas half-sister Joanna la
  Beltraneja been victorious, Castile would have been united with Portugal, not Aragon. At this point, Castile comprised about 65 per cent of the peninsulas area, and Aragon about 17 per cent,
  including Catalonia and Valencia and their crucial ports, as well as Sardinia and Sicily, of which the Aragonese had wrested control by 1409, and Naples.


  By late 1481, the Catholic monarchs had started to attack parts of Granada, and by the 1490s they began what would be the final push. They were firm believers in the need to Christianize the
  world, though at this point the world to them meant the land bordering the Mediterranean Sea. The year 1492 was a landmark one for Ferdinand and Isabella. On 2 January, almost 800 years of Muslim
  rule on the Iberian peninsula was brought to an end. They made a triumphant entrance into Granada on 6 January. Not only was there a celebration of the immediate victory, but, like Henrys
  victory in Ceuta seventy-seven years earlier, this defeat of Islam marked the arrival of a renewed confidence. The Reconquista, as it was known, was followed by a bloody attempt to rid the
  peninsula of non-Christians. Ferdinand and Isabella soon demanded that any remaining Muslims convert or leave, and the same applied to Jews, many of whom were forced into exile around Europe. This
  was not the first time this had happened to the Jews  the pogroms of 1391 had forced many of them to convert or leave, and it was in this period that the seeds of the obsession with
  limpieza de sangre  purity of blood  were planted.


  Although the Portuguese shared the fierce Catholicism of Castile and Aragon, their king realized it was better to tolerate the unconverted  with their capital and mercantile links 
  than to drive them off the peninsula altogether. Jewish people therefore found a home in Portugal, albeit a short-term one (they were expelled once more in 1497). Many
  Muslims and Jews, however, opted for conversion, though others felt compelled to leave under the relentless persecution of the Inquisition. These Muslim moriscos and Jewish conversos
  would play an important part in events on the other side of the Atlantic, though in many cases the Inquisition would give them no respite there either.


  Columbus, in his initial forays to find financing for his expedition before coming to Seville, had turned to Portuguese, English, and French investors, all of whom declined to take part in what
  they thought was a rather unlikely adventure. Many were not persuaded by his calculations. But Columbus did manage to convince two friars in Andalusa, Juan Prez and Antonio de
  Marchena, who had the ear of Isabella and could give him credibility in court. With the Reconquista finished, and the expulsion or conversion of non-Christians in progress, the monarchs could once
  again turn their attention away from domestic affairs.


  They were both enticed by the riches of the East, which could also help to recoup the cost of fighting in Granada. They, too, would have known the stories of Marco Polo and of the work of the
  Jesuit missionaries who had travelled the long route to the East, and later sent reports back to Europe. They would have been delighted at the prospect of their newly united and powerful kingdom of
  Castile and Aragon making its presence known among other non-believers. It was almost too tempting to resist: the gold and spices of the Orient, as well as new peoples ripe for conversion.
  Columbus, by this point, had been following the court around the peninsula, using every opportunity to drum up support for his venture. Many of the crowns advisers, however, were reluctant
  to believe this unknown Genoese sailor. Although he had made some important connections in Portugal and married well, his relative obscurity did not inspire confidence. Columbus was not unique in
  wanting to find a sea route to Asia, though he was original in believing that it could be reached from the west, via the Ocean Sea. Some palace advisers checked his calculations and found them
  lacking. As it turned out, Columbus thought there were 2,400 nautical
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