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INTRODUCTION

CHRISTOPHER COLUMBUS’s four voyages of discovery to the New World were recorded in a number of letters and dispatches written by him and the officers who sailed with him. The story was taken up by a talented writer of newsletters to the great, Peter Martyr, and later by the royal historian Captain Gonzalo Fernandez de Oviedo and by Fray Bartolomé de las Casas, in particular, both of whom knew the Indies, and by Columbus’s own son Hernando, who accompanied his father on his fourth voyage and wrote his biography. A great library of documents was collected in the Casa de las Indias at Seville (where American affairs were initially handled) and afterwards taken to Hispaniola, and in addition Hernando himself had many papers which were read also by Bartolomé de las Casas, who was a friend of the Columbus family. During the litigation concerning that family’s claims to wealth and governorship, facts were discussed and interpreted in a variety of ways. When Oviedo published his official Historia general y natural de las Indias in 1547 - fifty-six years after Columbus’s landfall - it might have seemed that everything relevant to the voyages had been read and written.

It was not until the quatercentenary of 1892, which inspired a number of books and articles on the man and his discovery, that Christopher Columbus emerged as a mysterious figure about whom many cardinal questions can be asked and few conclusively answered.

Oviedo, with whose narrative this book begins, accepted Columbus as a Genoese of no great lineage, education or attainments, one who had sailed on various commercial voyages, and who conceived and tirelessly advocated from court to court a scheme for crossing the ocean from Spain to China and opening up a direct trade route to the west, by  which the gold, jewels and spices of the Orient could be brought to the ports of Castile: a reasonable trading venture, which he made more attractive to the Catholic sovereigns Ferdinand and Isabela, by offering them the prospect that the inhabitants of the intervening lands, perhaps of China and Japan themselves, might be converted to Christianity on the way. The royal pair were enthusiasts for the conversion of Jews and Moslems, and Columbus carried on his first voyage a converted Jew with a knowledge of Arabic, who would be able to expound the Christian mysteries to the Chinese, Japanese and Indians, who were presumed to speak Arabic.

Oviedo, as the royal historian, takes care to refute Columbus’s claims to having presented the sovereigns with a new world. This so-called new world was already known to the ancients, and, as Oviedo tries to prove by a resort to legends which could surely have convinced nobody, had actually belonged to the earliest kings of Spain.

Oviedo’s legends are transparent nonsense. But they are no more foolish than most of the arguments which Columbus himself put forward when trying to find backers for his first voyage, and even when theorizing about the probable shape of the world just after the discovery of Trinidad on his third voyage. Ever since the time of the Greek cosmographers Marinus of Tyre and Ptolemy, there had been theories that the world was a sphere and that it would consequently be possible to go to the east by sailing west. Two things were in dispute: the distance, which could only be calculated by computing the circumference of the world at some given latitude; and whether or not there were lands or islands on the way. As for the distance, the shortest possibility was advanced by Marinus of Tyre, and this figure was accepted by Paolo Toscanelli of Florence, an aged cosmographer, who had been approached by the Portuguese and with whom Columbus had exchanged letters. Toscanelli thought Columbus’s project feasible, but does not appear to have respected his learning. However, he sent him a map, which Columbus undoubtedly carried and consulted. Indeed, we find him discussing it with the captain of one of his caravels, Martin Alonso Pinzón, when he was already in the latitude of the Indies on his first voyage.

Columbus’s theories were more rigid and even more optimistic than Toscanelli’s. He mentally fixed the distance between Portugal and Chipangu Qapan) at 2,760 miles. The actual distance is 12,000. We can no more accept Hernando Colon’s claim that his father was a man of education than that he was of noble descent.

In relation to the possible islands lying between Spain and China, of which he was granted the governorship by the Catholic sovereigns at Granada before his first voyage, Columbus was equally credulous. There were many stories of islands lying out in the Atlantic - Antilla, Brasil, St Brendan’s Isle - which were either pure inventions or sailors’ tales of cloud banks or ice-floes. In Ireland, the Azores, the Canaries and the Cape Verde Islands there were stories of lands to be seen on clear days to the west, but the only western lands that had been visited - Greenland, Labrador and Newfoundland, which had been colonized by the Vikings - were not mentioned in any of Columbus’s letters or notes. The Danes, with a Portuguese pilot aboard, had actually revisited Labrador only fifteen years before he landed in the Bahamas. But having visited Iceland, on a trading voyage, Columbus had no interest in the discovery of more frozen wastes. His goal was the rich lands described by Marco Polo and the romantic Sir John Mandeville, lands flowing with gold and spices and eager to be awakened to the true faith.

Impelled by his fixed idea of a westward voyage of less than three thousand miles, Columbus hawked his project around the courts of Portugal, England and the twin kingdoms of Castile and Aragon. Every year the Portuguese were sailing farther down the coast of Africa. Soon they would round its southern cape, still to be discovered, and sail up the east coast to the Red Sea and so along the Arab trade-routes to India and China. To do so they had never to depart far from the sight of land. But with the invention of the ship’s compass, a journey far from the sight of land was theoretically possible. Spanish sailors had experience of carrying wine, in round flat-bottomed boats like Columbus’s flag-ship the Santa Maria, to Bristol, and of bringing furs and whale blubber from Iceland. But these routes had been known to pilots for centuries. To journey out into the ocean, a pilot would have to use the compass and check his position each night with the quadrant, measuring the altitude of the Pole Star. But even on his third voyage, Columbus was theorizing wildly about the apparent deviations of the Pole Star, which he could only explain by the crazy supposition that the earth was pear-shaped and he was sailing uphill. Columbus’s theoretical knowledge of navigation was clearly not exceptional. Yet when on his third voyage he decided to sail by dead reckoning from Trinidad (which he had just discovered) to Hispaniola, which he knew from his first and second voyages, with no point of reference nearer than the Cape Verde Islands, he sailed a correct course, though it brought him a little west of his destination on account of currents which he could not reckon with. Columbus was seemingly a good natural pilot, who knew how to take advantage of winds and currents, and who learnt almost intuitively how to sail out with the trades and back with the westerlies.








Whatever Columbus’s skill as a pilot, he was extremely inept in his handling of men. His pretensions were great, and he could share no power with a subordinate; he quarrelled with his captains, and his crew were several times on the point of mutiny. He could not control his settlers in the island of Hispaniola, and was frequently at odds with Bishop Fonseca and the office at Seville which was responsible for his supplies and ships. He trusted no one except members of his own family. Yet so long as Queen Isabela lived, he was able to sway the court to his side. Even the tragic episode of his arrest at Santo Domingo and his return loaded with chains turned eventually to his advantage. In the eyes of all, even of his enemies, he was a man of destiny who had vastly extended the dominions of his sovereigns and the bounds of Christendom.

But what was the relationship of the islands and the possible mainland he had discovered to the Asian continent he was seeking? Having assumed that the island of Hispaniola was in fact Japan, the Chipangu of Marco Polo, he was compelled to accept Cuba as the Asiatic mainland, the ‘extreme end of the East’. Although, on first reaching it, he had believed a native account that it was in fact a large island, on his second voyage he compelled his officers and crew to swear under heavy penalties that it was beyond any doubt the mainland of Asia. By an even greater piece of fictional geography the Orinoco, whose delta he discovered on his third voyage, was one of the four rivers of the Bible, flowing from the earthly Paradise, and had a common source with the Tigris, the Euphrates and the Ganges. Whether to the last he still believed that the coasts of Panama, and Costa Rica and the Mosquito coast of Nicaragua, which he explored on his fourth voyage, were also parts of Asia is uncertain. But it would seem so. Alonso de Ojeda and Amerigo Vespucci, a Genoese clerk who accidentally gave his name to the new continent, perhaps believed otherwise, after their expeditions to the north coast of South America. But Columbus was hard to shake from his illusions.

Columbus’s principal illusion, that he had made the voyage to Asia, was fostered by his need to provide rapid successes or victories in order to get renewed backing for his explorations. The islands that he discovered were not rich. The quantities of gold he claimed to be just about to discover were always on the next island. The Arawak fishermen and the Carib cannibal raiders who preyed on them had only a few gold ornaments; the inhabitants of the South American coastlands alloyed such gold as they had with copper, which they in fact valued more highly. Despite Columbus’s frequent lists of valuable plants discovered, he was no botanist and made frequent mistakes. The islands had some gums, but no valuable spices. They had timber, it is true, suitable for shipbuilding, and parrots. In future, the sugar-cane, the banana palm and tobacco would thrive there. But for the present they had little but fish and maize, sweet peppers, yucca and sweet potatoes, the food of the natives - and when European crops were planted there, they speedily shot up and withered. The only wealth of the country lay in its human inhabitants, who could be made to work as slaves either in Spain or at home. The settlers quickly forced them to dig for nonexistent gold, and Columbus advocated almost at the start their export to Spain as labourers. But these ideas offended the religious fervour of the sovereigns. The natives must be converted, and Christians might not be enslaved. Such was their view, and that of the historian Bartolome de las Casas, the bishop of Chiapa and historian of the Indies, who offended all Spanish settlers by his advocacy of native rights and the tales of oppression he gathered from all parts of the sovereigns’ new dominions. Only criminals and prisoners of war might be enslaved, and the settlers deliberately increased the numbers of these by provoking Indian rebellions and placing the cannibal Caribs outside natural law.

On their first arrival the Spaniards were favourably received and entertained by the Arawak people, who traded food and water and a few gold ornaments for such trifles as newly minted copper coins, brass bells and even bits of broken glass and pottery. They believed that these white strangers in their tall ships had come down from the sky. One finds similar illusions even in the present century on remote islands of the South Seas, as is evidenced by the cargo cult of Melanesia. The Arawaks at first welcomed the newcomers with awe and affection, hoping for their protection from the marauding Caribs, who descended on them from the Leeward Islands to steal their women and castrate and fatten their young men for food. But soon the Arawaks were as frightened of the Spaniards as of the Caribs, and in the end attacked them. When they landed, Columbus’s men found the villages deserted. The inhabitants had fled, taking all their possessions into the bush. It is fairly evident, from a chance observation of Columbus that he took care that a certain girl who came aboard with her relatives on the first visit to Hispaniola should not be molested, that sexually hungry Spanish sailors undoubtedly seized Indian women. Quarrels about women led to the massacre of the first settlers at La Navidad.

It is more or less proven that syphilis, a disease unknown in Europe before the end of the fifteenth century, was brought by the Spaniards from America. The Indians suffered from it in a mild form, but it attacked the Spaniards more severely. This explains Columbus’s frequent allusions to the sickness and exhaustion of his men. Columbus’s own illness, which prostrated him and caused him temporary blindness, is not so easily explicable. He drove himself hard, remaining for days and nights on end in the forecastle, watching the course. He says that all this time he did not sleep. Certainly he did not go down to his cabin. Twice at least, on his return to Hispaniola from Cuba on the second voyage, and on leaving Trinidad on the third, he was prostrated, but whether the symptoms were physical or neurotic is far from clear. We know that when he was in this condition he thought and acted most unreasonably. This perhaps accounts for his head-on collision with the settlers on his arrival at Isabela, and for his strange theorizings of the earthly Paradise, set down in his log-book on the third voyage. Columbus not only drove himself obsessively forward but confided in nobody except his brothers, Bartolomé, who had treated with HenryVII on his behalf, and on coming out to the Indies took charge of the settlers on Hispaniola, and Diego, a less clearly defined figure. Bartolomé was a good map-maker but no administrator, and Diego, sent for from Italy, had no experience of government. His other lieutenants were of uneven quality. Pedro Margarit, who was to have obtained the gold of Hispaniola while Columbus was exploring Cuba and Jamaica, went home in disgust on finding that the Admiral had given him office but no authority. Columbus did not wish to administer settlers but to go on exploring, and such was the disorder created by his indeterminate policy that after the third voyage he was forbidden to return to Santo Domingo.

The settlers were difficult men, all bent on making swift profits. Those who remained from the first voyage were wiped out. Those that came on the second consisted largely of men under sentence for crimes, who had been pardoned on condition that they joined Columbus’s expedition. By now the idea of permanent settlement was taking shape. But most of those who were free to, left for home with Pedro Margarit. Pardoned criminals, however, were compelled to stay, since their pardons were conditional on their remaining away from Spain. They were not suitable colonists, and even after some women were sent out to them from Spain they continued to raise factions. They opposed the Council of Santo Domingo (the Columbus family and their friends) calling them new Christians, or Jewish converts (conversos ) and boasting of the purity of their own Christian blood.

On the basis of their accusations and some even less substantial arguments Columbus himself is sometimes said to have been of Jewish descent. The most extreme story is that he was no Italian but a Majorcan Jew, and that the reason for his ambitions for noble rank was to exact private compensation for the humiliation of that people, who were, as he notes in his log-book, expelled from Spain on the day on which he made his terms with Ferdinand and Isabela for the first voyage. Certainly his backers at court, Luis de San Angel in particular, were conversos, and he himself wrote in Castilian, the natural language of a converso, not in Italian, which he claimed as his native tongue. Columbus’s Castilian is spattered with Portuguese and Catalan words, which would not be unexpected in the language of a man whose experience was chiefly of the sea. His Christian faith is not in doubt. It was a very enthusiastic kind, and much affected by a private cult of the Trinity.

Columbus felt himself to be guided by a supernatural destiny to make the discoveries that he did and to add greatly to the dominions of the Catholic sovereigns. As Christopher, he was fated to carry his Redeemer on his shoulders into distant lands. It is this supernatural sense of mission, to be read in all his writings, that impelled him to the Indies and caused him to continue his search, whether for the mainland of Asia or the earthly Paradise, almost to the end of his life. His gains in happiness were small, in wealth not enormous, but in patents of nobility, which he valued highly, very great. On his return from the first voyage he rode beside King Ferdinand through the streets of Barcelona, the equal of the dead prince Juan who had once ridden beside his father. He had done mighty service to his God and his King; in this lay his chief reward.

*

I have endeavoured to arrange the documents which I have translated for this book in such an order as to give a consecutive narrative of events. I have, therefore, begun, after a short prelude by the royal historian Oviedo, with the digest of Columbus’s lost log-book made by Bartolomé de las Casas for his history. It frequently quotes Columbus’s own words, especially his words of wonder at the new lands discovered, that seemed to have a climate ‘as mild as Andalusia in May’. I have followed the log-book as far as the Cuba landfall. For events on Hispaniola, the defection of Pinzón, the loss of the Santa Maria, and the first half-hearted attack by the natives at the Bay of Arrows (Golfo de las Flechas) I have turned to the Life of the Admiral by his son Hernando, which also frequently quotes Columbus’s own words, taken from the lost log-book. This account of the first voyage then reaches its conclusion with a letter written by Columbus a few days before landing at Lisbon, copies of which he addressed to various personages. The letter tells, as if for the first time, of matters which will be known to the reader. It is, however, the most important document for the first voyage, since it attempts to sum up the Admiral’s discoveries and achievements. It tells nothing of any adverse events, however, for it is after all a success story that he wishes to tell, a story that will bring him fame, honours and ready backers for a second expedition.

The second voyage opens with a letter from Doctor Chanca, physician to the fleet, who accompanied it to Hispaniola but returned with the first convoy to sail for Spain. He is circumstantial in his description of the country, though he shares the Admiral’s unsubstantiated optimism concerning its riches. At the moment of his departure for the Old World, reports were just coming in from the reputed gold-fields of Cibao, which can hardly have been as categorical as he asserts. Nor had he thoroughly sifted the history of those events between the first voyage and the second, which had led to the death of all the Spanish settlers at La Navidad. He passes over the quarrels among the settlers themselves and their treatment of the Indians, especially the women, though this last would have sufficiently explained the burning of the fort and the annihilation of the garrison.

The events of the third voyage are described in two highly emotional letters from the Admiral, the first of which tells of the discovery of Trinidad and develops some very strange theories about the shape of the world, and the second, written in chains, protests grievously against the wrongs done to him by the royal emissary, Bobadilla. The linking narrative drawn from his son’s Life, though strongly favourable to the Admiral, suggests some of the reasons for his arrest and deportation. Not even his most powerful advocate could entirely justify his quarrels with all his collaborators except those who were members of his own family.

The fourth voyage, which brought Columbus to the mainland of Central America, is told in his own report, supplemented by the story of his loyal lieutenant Diego Mendez, drawn from that gentleman’s last will. And the final chapter is contributed by Hernando, who tells of his father’s swift decline after his final return to Spain.

Hernando Colon and Bartolomé de las Casas both had access to Columbus’s papers, and both give full accounts of the Admiral’s life and voyages. Las Casas’ History of the Indies (Historia de las Indias, second edition 1965, Fondo de Cultura Economica, Mexico) is by far the larger book, since it covers the whole history of American exploration up to 1520. It suffers, however, from prolixity of style and from the too frequent introduction of Las Casas’ favourite theme, the ill-treatment of the natives. In his advocacy of the rights of the Christianized Indians against the predatory Spaniards, Las Casas made himself extremely unpopular, since the right was always on his side. His history is deeply affected by his humanitarian views, one or two examples of which I have fitted into the narrative. I have generally preferred however, where no first-hand document exists, to take my story from Hernando’s life of his father, a work of scholarship and style, which has too often been slighted by modern historians.

Hernando was the Admiral’s illegitimate son by his Spanish mistress Beatriz Enriquez. As a boy he was put as page at the royal court and afterwards accompanied his father on his fourth voyage. But Hernando was a scholar rather than an explorer, and collected a large library. In 1571, his Life of the Admiral, which purported to be a translation of a Spanish original, was published in Italian. The history of Columbus and the claims of his family were by then matters of dispute in Spain and publication in Spanish might have been inadvisable. The unpublished Spanish original is lost. Though one nineteenth-century scholar actually suggested that it was no more than the compilation of an Italian bookseller, its authenticity is supported, in my opinion, by the son’s exaggerated claims for his father’s noble descent and scholarly education - in which no objective critic will believe - and, more strongly still, by his frequent quotations of his father’s log-book and other writings, which agree with those of Las Casas and with such originals as survive. None of this material would have been available to an Italian hack working for the book trade. Las Casas’ history (begun in 1523), with which he in so many respects agrees, was not published till the nineteenth century. I have no hesitation therefore in accepting Hernando’s Life of the Admiral, and have translated many chapters from it, working from the most recent Spanish version (Vida del Almirante Don Cristobal Colon, published by the Fondo de Cultura Economica, Mexico, 1947).

My source for the chief documents has been the Austral reprint Los cuatro viajes del almirante y su testamento (fourth edition, Buenos Aires, 1954), which I have compared in most cases with the Hakluyt Society’s versions and translation, edited by Cecil Jane (London, 1930 and 1933).

Those who want full-length studies of the Admiral’s life should read Samuel Eliot Morrison’s Admiral of the Ocean Sea (Boston, 1942), which is strongest on the side of navigation, since its author followed most of the Admiral’s journeys from port to port in his own yacht; and Salvador de Madariaga Christopher Columbus (London, 1949), an exhaustive psychological study, which advances an interesting theory of Columbus’s Jewish origins. The latest work, Bjorn Land-strom’s Columbus (London, 1967), is particularly illuminating on the subject of Columbus’s ships, their provisions and equipment.

J.M.C.

April 1968 Knappswood






FIRST VOYAGE
1492-3

GENERAL AND NATURAL HISTORY
OF THE INDIES BY CAPTAIN
GONZALO FERNANDEZ DE OVIEDO

BOOK II

CHAPTER 2

The origin and character of Christopher
Columbus, first Admiral of the Indies, and
common opinions of his motives in embarking on
his discoveries 

SOME say that these lands were first known many centuries ago, and that their situation was written down and the exact latitudes noted in which they lay, but their geography and the sea routes by which they were to be reached were forgotten, and that Christopher Columbus, a learned man well read in the science of cosmography, set out to make a fresh discovery of these islands. I am inclined to believe this theory for reasons that I will explain in later chapters. But it is right to accept this man, to whom we owe so much, as the prime mover of this great enterprise, which he initiated for the benefit of all now living and those who shall live after us.

I will say that Christopher Columbus, as I’ve heard from men of his nation, was a native of the province of Liguria, in which lies the city and lordship of Genoa. Some give his birthplace as Savona, or a small town or village called Nervi, on the Levant coast two leagues from Genoa, but the most reliable story is that he came from Cugureo, which is also near Genoa. He was a man of decent life and parentage, handsome and well-built, and of more than average height and strength. His eyes were lively and his features well proportioned. His hair was chestnut brown and his complexion rather ruddy and blotchy; he was well spoken, cautious and extremely intelligent. He had good Latin and great cosmographical knowledge; he was charming when he wished to be and very testy when annoyed. His ancestors came from the city of Piacenza in Lombardy, which lies on the banks of the Po, and were members of the ancient family of Pelestrel. In the lifetime of his father Dominico, Christopher Columbus, now a well-educated young man who had attained his majority, left Italy for the Levant and travelled over the greater part of the Mediterranean, where he learnt navigation and put it to practical use. After several voyages in these restricted waters, having a mind for greater enterprises and wider prospects, he decided to see the great ocean and left for Portugal. Here he lived for some time in the city of Lisbon. From there, or wherever else he was, as a grateful son he sent some part of all he earned to his old father, whom he helped to support and who lived in some poverty with hardly enough money for his bare needs.

There is a story that a caravel sailing from Spain to England with a cargo of merchandise and provisions, wines and other goods, not to be found in England and generally sent there from Spain, was overwhelmed by such violent contrary winds that it was forced to run west for many days, in the course of which it sighted one or more of the Indies. A landing was made on one of these islands and naked people were seen like those found here today. When the winds, which had brought them here against their will, died down, they took aboard water and wood and sailed back on to their previous course. The story goes on to say that as the greater part of the ship’s cargo consisted of food and wine the crew had sufficient to keep them alive on this long and arduous voyage and to make the return passage, meeting with favourable weather. They reached Europe safely and made for Portugal. The voyage had been extremely long and dangerous and they had all the time been greatly afraid. Moreover, though the winds had driven them swiftly on their course, the journey there and back had lasted four or five months, or possibly even more. In the course of that time almost all the ship’s crew died. The only men to land in Portugal were the pilot and three or four of the sailors, and all these were so ill that they also died a short time after their arrival.

The story goes that this pilot was a close friend of Christopher Columbus and had some knowledge of the quadrant, and that he marked the position of this land he had discovered. He is said to have given this information very privately to Columbus, asking him to make a map and place upon it this land which he had seen. Columbus is said to have welcomed him into his house as a friend and got him medical treatment, for by now he was very sick. Nevertheless he died like the others; thus Columbus remained with sole knowledge of these islands, and this he kept to himself. According to some accounts, this pilot was an Andalusian, others make him Portuguese, others a Basque. Some accounts say that Columbus was at that time in the island of Madeira, others in the Cape Verde Islands and that it was at this or that place that the caravel arrived and there that Columbus heard of these lands. Whether these events took place or not cannot be decided with certainty, but this romantic story is in common circulation in the form that I have set down. In my opinion it is a fiction. As St Augustine says: ‘When the facts are obscure, it is better to exercise doubt than to argue an uncertain case.’ It is better to doubt what we do not know than to insist on facts that are not proven.

CHAPTER 3

The author’s opinions concerning the alleged
discovery and description of the islands by the
Ancients 

IN the last chapter I gave a common story concerning the previous discovery of the Indies. Now I will set down my beliefs concerning Christopher Columbus’s motives and the knowledge which emboldened him, as a man of some learning, to undertake this great enterprise, so memorable to the men of his and future times. He rightly recognized that these lands had been forgotten, for he had found them described – and of this I am in no doubt at all – as one-time possessions of kings of Spain. I should like to quote Aristotle on this matter. On leaving the Straits of Gibraltar for the Atlantic ocean, he said, some Carthaginian merchants discovered a large island which had never been discovered before and was inhabited only by wild animals. It was therefore entirely wild and covered with large trees. It had great rivers on which ships could sail and was very fertile; everything that was planted there germinated and produced an abundant crop. This island was very remote, lying far off the coast of Africa at a distance of several days’ sailing. On reaching it, these Carthaginian merchants, inspired by the fertility of the soil and the mildness of the climate, began to settle and build farms and villages. On learning this the Carthaginians in their senate proclaimed under pain of death that thenceforth none should sail for this land and that all those who had been there should be put to death. For the fame of this island was so high that if any other nation or empire were to hear of it it would conquer it and thus become a very formidable enemy to Carthage and its liberties.

This story is included in the repertory of Brother Theophilus de Ferrariis of Cremona, in his Vitae regularis sacri ordinis predicatorum which cites Aristotle’s De admirandis in natura auditis.

[Oviedo now tells the story of the legendary Hesperus, twelfth king of Spain in descent from Tubal Cain, who was present at the fall of the Tower of Babel. He bases a long and fanciful argument on the fabulous histories of Beroso and Isidore of Seville, and on the evidence of various early geographers proves that the Fortunate Islands, known as the Hesperides after King Hesperus, were not the Canaries, as was generally assumed, but the Indies themselves. From this he develops an argument that, while admitting Columbus’s courage, minimizes his achievement and suggests that he was not discovering but rediscovering the New World.]

 The islands known as the Hesperides mentioned by Sebosus and Solinus, Pliny and Isidore must undoubtedly be the Indies and must have belonged to the Kingdom of Spain ever since Hesperus’s time, who, according to Beroso, reigned 1,650 years before the birth of Our Lord. Therefore, if we add the 1,535 years since Our Saviour came into the world, the kings of Spain have been lords of the Hesperides for 3,193 years in all. So by the most ancient rights on this account and for other reasons that will be stated during the description of Christopher Columbus’s voyages, God has restored this realm to the kings of Spain after many centuries. It appears therefore that divine justice restored to the fortunate and Catholic Kings Ferdinand and Isabel, conquerors of Granada and Naples, what had always been theirs and belongs to their heirs in perpetuity. In their time and by their commands, the admiral Christopher Columbus discovered this New World (or a very large part of it), which had been completely forgotten: during the reign of his Imperial Majesty, our Lord Charles V, these regions have been more widely explored and his empire thus largely extended.

 All the authors whom I have mentioned indicate that these Hesperides were in fact the Indies, and I believe that Columbus followed their authority (or perhaps that of others that were known to him) when he set out on his long voyage, boldly risking so many dangers in search of the lands that he found. Whether or not he was guided by this knowledge, he undertook a journey into these seas which none had undertaken before him and which neither he nor any other sailor would have risked without the authority of these early geographers.

CHAPTER 4

That Christopher Columbus was the first to teach
the Spaniards to navigate by taking the altitudes of
the sun and the North Star. He goes to Portugal
and other lands, seeking help and support for his
project of discovering the Indies. The Catholic
sovereigns, Ferdinand and Isabela, receive information
about him, and at their command he makes
his discovery 

MANY are of the opinion (which is well supported by convincing arguments) that Christopher Columbus was the first in Spain to teach the art of navigating the wide ocean seas by measuring the height in degrees of the sun and the North Star. He was the first to practise the art, for, before his time, though it was taught in the schools, few (in fact none) had dared to try it out at sea. For this is a science which cannot be translated into actual knowledge unless it is practised in very large stretches of sea far from the coasts. Till then steersmen, pilots and seamen had exercised their craft by trial and error, relying on the knowledge of the captain or pilot, but not scientifically as is done today with our present knowledge of the seas. They steered as in the Mediterranean, along the shores of Spain and Flanders, the rest of Europe and Africa, and everywhere else, by hugging the coast. But in order to sail in search of provinces as distant as the Indies are from Spain, the pilot must make use of the science of the quadrant, which is practicable only in such vast expanses of sea as those lying between here* and Europe or our possessions in the Spicelands at the western end of the mainland of these Indies.

 Impelled by his desire for discovery and having achieved practical mastery of the secret of navigation (touching the plotting of the course), Columbus set about seeking support. Perhaps he relied on this scientific mastery, perhaps on information received from the pilot, who is said to have given him an account of these unknown lands, either in Portugal, or in the Azores (supposing this story to be true), perhaps on the authorities mentioned in my last chapter or perhaps he was impelled in some other way. In any case, Columbus worked through his brother Bartholomew on King Henry VII of England (father of the present King Henry VIII) to support him and equip him with ships in which to discover these western seas, offering to give him great wealth and to increase his realm and estates with new kingdoms and lordships. After consulting his counsellors and certain men whom he had asked to examine Columbus’s proposals, the King laughed at the idea, considering all that Columbus said to be nonsense.

 In no way disconcerted when Columbus saw that his services would not be accepted in England, he began to open negotiations of the same kind with King John II of Portugal. King John was no more convinced by Columbus, although he was living and had married in that kingdom and by his marriage had become a subject of Portugal. Uninfluenced by this, King John refused either to support or aid Columbus in his project and put no trust in him.

 He decided therefore to go to Castile, and on arriving at Seville made the acquaintance of the illustrious and brave Don Enrique Guzman, Duke of Medina-Sidonia. Not finding in him the support that he was seeking, he moved on to open new negotiations with the illustrious Don Luis de la Cerda, first Duke of Medina Celi, who also found his proposals fantastic, though some say that this duke agreed to equip Columbus in his city of Puerto de Sancta Maria, but was refused a licence to do so by the Catholic sovereigns. Therefore, since theirs was the highest authority, Columbus went to their most serene Catholic Majesties - King Ferdinand and Queen Isabela, and spent some time at their court in great poverty, meeting with no response from those to whom he spoke.

Remaining there in great straits he endeavoured to persuade those fortunate sovereigns to support him and equip some caravels, in which he might discover this new world (or regions unknown to him at this time) in their royal name. But this project was alien to the ideas of those to whom he proposed it. It did not please them, nor did they share the hopes of its great success in which Columbus alone believed. Not only did they attach little credit to his ideas; they actually considered that he was talking nonsense. He persisted in his suit for almost seven years, repeatedly holding out great prospects of wealth and riches for the crown of Castile. But as his cloak was poor and ragged, he was considered a dreamer and everything he said was taken to be fantastic. Being an unknown foreigner he found none to back him. What is more, the projects which he laid before them were great and unheard of. But see God’s care in giving the Indies to their rightful owners! The offer had been made to the mighty kings of England and of Portugal and to those two rich dukes I have mentioned. He did not permit any of them to risk the small sum that Columbus asked. Disappointed by all these princes, Columbus went in search of the Catholic sovereigns, whom he found occupied at that time in their holy war against the Moors of the Kingdom of Granada.

 It is no marvel that such Catholic princes should be more concerned with winning souls for salvation than with treasure and new estates which would only increase their royal cares and responsibilities, nor that they decided to back this project of discovery. But let no one believe that this alone could account for their good fortune, for eye had never seen, nor ear heard, nor human heart dreamed of the rewards prepared by God for those who love Him. These and many other blessings fell to our good sovereigns for their faithful service to Jesus Christ and their fervent desire for the spread of His holy faith. It was for this purpose that the Lord brought Christopher Columbus to their notice, for He sees the ends of the earth and all that happens beneath the sky. And when in due season this great business was concluded, it was God’s purpose that was to be fulfilled.

 During the time when Columbus was at court he lodged at the house of Alonso de Quintanilla, chief accountant to the Catholic sovereigns, a man of importance greatly devoted to their service and anxious for the extension of their power. Pitying Columbus’s poverty he gave him food and sufficient money for his needs. In him Columbus found more support and understanding than in anyone else in Spain. On this gentleman’s introduction, Columbus was received by the most reverend and illustrious Pedro Gonzalez de Mendoza, Cardinal of Spain and Archbishop of Toledo, who, on giving Columbus a first hearing, recognized him as a man of fair speech and learning who argued his case well. Realizing that he had a good intelligence and great knowledge he formed a favourable impression of Columbus and took pains to back him.

Thanks to the support of the cardinal and of Quintanilla, Columbus was received by the King and Queen and they immediately attached some credit to his written proposals and petitions. The business was finally concluded while the sovereigns were besieging the great and famous city of Granada,* in the year 1492. From their royal camp which they had built in the midst of their army and had named Santa Fé the blessed sovereigns concluded their agreement with Columbus; there, in the camp-city of the Holy Faith and in the holy faith that lay in their Highnesses’ hearts, this discovery had its beginnings.

Not content with the holy and victorious enterprise which they had in hand, and by which they finally subdued all the Moors in Spain, who had insulted and maltreated Christians since the year 720 (as many chroniclers agree), these blessed princes, in addition to bringing the whole of Spain to our Catholic religion, decided to send an expedition in search of this new world and propagate the Christian faith there, for they devoted every hour to the service of God. For this holy purpose they ordered Columbus to be dispatched, giving him authority under the royal seal to hire three caravels of the type he required in Andalusia, with all necessary crews and provisions, for this long voyage whose only hope of success lay in the pious zeal and holy purpose of these Christian princes, under whose auspices and by whose commands this great adventure began. And since he needed money for his expedition, sufficient to prepare his ships and set out on the first discovery of the Indies, on account of the costly war this was lent him by Luis de Santangel, the financial secretary. A first grant and agreement was made by the sovereigns to Columbus in the city of Santa Fé, in the Kingdom of Granada, on 18 April 1492, before secretary Juan de Coloma. And the agreement was confirmed by a royal appointment given to him thirteen days later in the city of Granada on 30 April of the same year 1492, and with this authority Columbus departed, as has been said, and went to the city of Palos de Moguer, where he prepared for his voyage.






DIGEST* OF COLUMBUS’s
LOG-BOOK ON HIS FIRST VOYAGE MADE
BY BARTOLOMÉ DE LAS CASAS

ON 2 January in the year 1492, when your Highnesses had concluded their war with the Moors who reigned in Europe, I saw your Highnesses’ banners victoriously raised on the towers of the Alhambra, the citadel of that city, and the Moorish king come out of the city gates and kiss the hands of your Highnesses and the prince, My Lord. And later in that same month, on the grounds of information I had given your royal Highnesses concerning the lands of India and a prince who is called the Great Khan - which means in Spanish ‘King of Kings’ - and of his and his ancestors’ frequent and vain applications to Rome for men learned in the holy faith who should instruct them in it, your Highnesses decided to send me, Christopher Columbus, to see these parts of India and the princes and peoples of those lands and consider the best means for their conversion. For, by the neglect of the Popes to send instructors, many nations had fallen to idolatry and adopted doctrines of perdition, and your Highnesses as Catholic princes and devoted propagators of the holy Christian faith have always been enemies of the sect of Mahomet and of all idolatries and heresies.

Your Highnesses ordained that I should not go eastward by land in the usual manner but by the western way which no one about whom we have positive information has ever followed. Therefore having expelled all the Jews* from your dominions in that same month of January, your Highnesses commanded me to go with an adequate fleet to those parts of India, in return you granted me great favours bestowing on me the titles of Don and High Admiral of the Ocean Sea and Viceroy and perpetual governor of such islands and mainland as I should discover and win or should in future be discovered and won in the Ocean Sea, and that these rights should be inherited by my eldest son and so on from generation to generation.

I departed from the city of Granada on Saturday, 12 May, and went to the seaport of Palos, where I prepared three ships very suitable for such a voyage and set out from that port well supplied both with provisions and seamen. Half an hour before sunrise on Friday, 3 August, I departed on a course for the Canary Islands, from which possession of your Highnesses I intended to set out and sail until I reached the Indies, there to deliver your Highnesses’ letters to their princes and to fulfil your other commands. I decided therefore to make this careful daily report of my voyage and of everything I should do, see or experience. In addition to a report of the day’s events recorded each night, and of the night’s sailing recorded each morning, I decided to make a new chart for navigation, giving the correct disposition according to their bearings of the land and water in the ocean sea. I intended also to compile a book which would contain everything mapped by latitude measured from the Equator and by longitude from the west. Though all these things will be a great labour it is essential that I should neglect sleep and carefully watch my course.

FRIDAY, 3 AUGUST. We set out at eight o’clock from the bar of Saltes and travelled with a strong breeze sixty miles, that is to say fifteen leagues,* southward, before sunset. Afterwards we changed course to south-west by south, making for the Canaries.

SATURDAY, 4 AUGUST. They continued south-west by south.

SUNDAY, 5 AUGUST. They continued on this course and covered more than twenty leagues in the day and night.

MONDAY, 6 AUGUST. The rudder of the Pinta ,† whose captain was Martin Alonso Pinzón, jumped out of position; this was said to be the doing of one Gomez Rascón, and Cristóbal Quintero, the owner of the ship, who disliked the voyage. The Admiral says that before they sailed these men had been grumbling and making difficulties. The Admiral was much disturbed, since he could not help the caravel without danger to himself, but comforted by his knowledge that Martin Alonso Pinzón was a courageous and an intelligent man.

TUESDAY, 7 AUGUST. The rudder of the Pinta was unshipped again and repaired, and they set their course for the island of Lanzarote in the Canaries. . .

WEDNESDAY, 8 AUGUST. The pilots of the caravel differed as to their position and the Admiral proved to be the most correct. He was anxious to go to Grand Canary and leave the caravel Pinta there, since she was steering badly and shipping water. He wished to get another caravel there if one were to be found.

THURSDAY, 9 AUGUST. The Admiral could not make Gomera until Sunday night, and by the Admiral’s command Martin Alonso remained off the coast of Grand Canary, being unable to steer. The Admiral went to Canary or Tenerife, and thanks to the diligent work of himself, Martin Alonso and the others, the Pinta was very well repaired. Eventually they reached Gomera, on the island of Tenerife, which is remarkably high, and there saw a great fire.

 The Niña, which had been lateen rigged, was fitted with square sails. They returned to Gomera on Sunday, 2 September, with the repaired Pinta. The Admiral says that many trustworthy Spaniards from the island of Hierro who were at Gomera with Dona Ines Peraza, the mother of Guillen Peraza, afterwards the first count of Gomera, swore that every year they saw land to the westward of the Canaries in the direction of the setting sun, and some men of Gomera also affirmed this story under oath. He also remembers having heard the same thing in the Azores and that all accounts agreed as to the direction of the land, the time of its appearance and its size. When the Admiral went to Canary to repair the Pinta he put some men ashore on the island of Gomera, where they obtained a quantity of provisions. These provisions, together with meat, wood and water, were now brought on board and on Thursday, 6 September, he finally sailed from Gomera with his three ships.

THURSDAY, 6 SEPTEMBER. He set out that morning from the harbour of Gomera and set course to continue his voyage. He learnt from a caravel which came from the island of Hierro that three Portuguese caravels were cruising there with the intent of capturing him. The reason for this must have been the King of Portugal’s annoyance at his having gone to Castile. He sailed all that night and day in a calm and in the morning found himself between Gomera and Tenerife.

FRIDAY, 7 SEPTEMBER. All Friday he was becalmed.

SATURDAY, 8 SEPTEMBER. At three o’clock in the morning it began to blow from the north-east, and he shaped his course to the west. Much water broke over his bows which made progress slow. That day and night he went nine leagues.

SUNDAY, 9 SEPTEMBER. He made fifteen leagues that day and decided to score up a smaller amount so that the crews should not take fright or lose courage if the voyage were long. In the night he went 120 miles, which is thirty leagues, at ten miles an hour. The sailors steered badly, falling off to west by north and even to west-north-west; the Admiral scolded them many times for this.

MONDAY, 10 SEPTEMBER. That day and night he went sixty leagues at ten miles (2½ leagues) an hour. But he reckoned only forty-eight leagues so as not to alarm the crew.

TUESDAY, 11 SEPTEMBER. That day they sailed on their course westward and made more than twenty leagues. They saw a large fragment of the mast of a 120-tonner, but could not secure it. That night they went about twenty leagues, but he reckoned only sixteen.

WEDNESDAY, 12 SEPTEMBER. During that night and day they kept to their course and made thirty-three leagues. The Admiral again reckoned somewhat less.

THURSDAY, 13 SEPTEMBER. Continuing on their western course they made another thirty-three leagues and the Admiral reckoned three or four less. Currents were against them. At nightfall the compass needles moved to the north-west, and in the morning returned slightly to the north-east.

FRIDAY, 14 SEPTEMBER. That day and night they continued on their westward course for twenty leagues, the Admiral again reckoning somewhat less. The crew of the caravel Niña said they had seen a tern and a tropic-bird, neither of which go more than twenty-five leagues from land.

SATURDAY, 15 SEPTEMBER. That day and night he sailed somewhat more than twenty-seven leagues westwards. And early in the night they saw a marvellous streak of fire fall from the sky into the sea four or five leagues away.

SUNDAY, 16 SEPTEMBER. They sailed westwards all that day and night and must have made thirty-nine leagues. He reckoned only thirty-six. During the day there were some clouds and a little rain fell. Here the Admiral says that from that day onwards they met with very temperate breezes and the mornings were most delightful. There was nothing lacking except the sound of nightingales. ‘The weather,’ he says, ‘is like April in Andalusia.’ Here they began to see many patches of very green seaweed, which appeared only recently to have been uprooted. All considered therefore that they were near some island, but not the mainland according to the Admiral, who writes: ‘I take the mainland to be somewhat farther on.’

MONDAY, 17 SEPTEMBER. He continued his course westwards for fifty leagues and reckoned only forty-seven. They were helped by the current. They saw much weed, which was very fine and had grown on rocks; it came from the west. They decided that they were near land. The pilots took and marked the north and found that the needles declined a full point to the north-west. The sailors were frightened and depressed, and did not say why. On observing this the Admiral gave orders that they should take the north again at dawn, and the needles were found to be true. The cause of this was that the star apparently changes its position and not the needles. That Monday morning they saw much more weed, which was like the weed from rivers, and in it they found a live crab which the Admiral kept. He says that this is a certain sign of land, for such weed is not to be found eighty leagues from land. They found the water less salt after they left the Canaries, and the breezes always more gentle. All now sailed on very happily, and whichever ship could sail fastest went ahead. They saw many dolphins and the crew of the Niña killed one. The Admiral says here that all these signs* came from the west, ‘Whence I trust that the high God, in whose hands are all victories, will very soon give us land.’ On that morning he says he saw a white bird called the tropic-bird, whose habit is not to sleep on the sea.

TUESDAY, 18 SEPTEMBER. During that day and night they made more than fifty-five leagues but he reckoned only forty-eight. On these days the sea was as smooth as the river at Seville. That day Martin Alonso sailed ahead in the Pinta, which was a fast ship: because, as he called to the Admiral from his ship, he had seen a great flock of birds flying westwards and hoped to sight land that night; this was his reason for not holding back. To the north there appeared a great bank of clouds, which is a sign that land is near.

WEDNESDAY, 19 SEPTEMBER. The Admiral continued on his course and, since it was calm, made twenty-five leagues, but reckoned only twenty-two. At ten o’clock that morning a booby approached the ship and in the evening they saw another. These birds are not accustomed to fly more than twenty leagues from land. A little rain fell without wind, which is a certain sign of land. The Admiral didn’t wish to stop and beat to windward in
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