HISTORIANS ON CHRISTOPHER COLUMBUS








SAMUEL ELIOT MORISON 


from Christopher Columbus, Mariner (1955)





	Christopher Columbus, Discoveror of the New World, was first and foremost


a sailor. born and reared in Genoa, one of the oldest European seafaring communities, 


as a youth he made several voyages in the Mediterranean, where the greatest mariners of 


antiquity were bred. At the age of twenty-four, by a lucky chance, he was thrown into


Lisbon, center of European oceanic enterprise; and there, while employed partly in 


making charts and partly on long voyages under the Portuguese flag, he conceived the


great enterprise that few but a sailor would have planned, and none but a sailor could


have executed.that enterprise was simply to reach "The Indies,"-Eastern Asia-by sailing


west. It took him about ten years to gain support for this idea, and he never did execute it, because a vast continent stood in the way. America was discovered by Columbus purely


by accident and named for a man who had nothing to do with it; we now honor Columbus 


for something that he never intended to do, and never knew he had done. Yet we are right


in honoring him, because no other sailor had the persistence, the knowledge, and the sheer


guts to sail thousands of miles into the unknown ocean until he found land. 


	


	This was the most spectacular and most far-reaching geographical discovery


in recorded human history. Moreover, apart from the magnitude of his achievement, 


Columbus was a highly interesting character. Born at the crossroads between the Middle 


Ages and the Renaissance, he showed the qualities of both eras. He had the firm religious 


faith, the a priori reasoning and the close communion with the Unseen typical of the early


Christian centuries. Yet he also had scientific curiosity, the zest for life, the feeling for


beauty and the striving for novelty that we associate with the advancement of learning.


And he was one of the greatest seamen of all time.





	... Now, more than five hundred years after his birth, when the day that 


Columbus first raised an island in the New World is celebrated throughout the length


and breadth of the Americas, his fame and reputation may be considered secure for


all time. he had his faults and his defects, but they were largely the defects of the


qualities that made him great-his indomitable will, his superb faith in God and in his own


mission as the Christ-bearer to lands beyond the seas, his stubborn persistence despite


neglect, poverty and discouragement. but there was no flaw, no dark side to the most


outstanding and essential of all his qualities-his seamanship. As a master mariner and


navigator, Columbus was supreme in his generation. Never was a title more justly


conferred than the one he most jealously guarded-Almirante del Mar Oceano, Admiral


of the Ocean Sea.





























HOWARD ZINN ON COLUMBUS


from A People's History of the United States (1980)





Arawak men and women, naked, tawny, and full of wonder, emerged from their villages


onto the island's beaches and swam out to get a closer look at the strange big boat. When


Columbus and his sailors came ashore, carrying swords, speaking oddly, the Arawaks ran


to meet them, brought them food, water, gifts. He later wrote of this in his log:





	They... brought us parrots and balls of cotton and spears and many other


things, which they willingly exchanged for glass beads and hawks' bells. They


willingly traded evrything they owned... They were well-built, with good bodies and


handsome features... They do not bear arms, and do nit know them, for I showed


them a sword, they took it by the edge and cut themselves out of ignorance. They have


no iron. Their spears are made of cane... They would make fine servants... With fifty 


men we could subjugate them all and make them do what we want.





	As soon as I arrived in the Indies, on the first Island which I found, I took 


some of the natives by force in order that they might learn and might give me 


information of whatever there is in these parts.





The information Columbus wanted most was: Where is the gold? He had persuaded the


king and queen of Spain to finance an expedition to the lands, the wealth, he expected


would be on the other side of the Atlantic-the Indies and Asia, gold and spices.





... In return for bringing back gold and spices, they promised Columbus 10 percent of the


profits, governorship over new-found lands, and the fame that would go with a new title:


Admiral of the Ocean Sea.





... Columbus would have never made it to Asia, which was thousands of miles farther away than he had calculated, imagining a smaller world. He would have been doomed by


that great expanse of sea. But he was lucky.





... So, approaching land, they were met by the Arawak Indians, who swam out to meet 


them. The Arawaks lived in village communes, had a developed agriculture of corn, yams,


cassava. They could spin and weave, but they had no horses or work animals. They had


no iron, but they wore tiny gold ornaments in their ears.





This was to have enromous consequences; it led Columbus to take some of them aboard ship as prisoners because he insisted they they guide him to the source of the gold. He 


then sailed to what is now Cuba, the to Hispaniola (the island which consists today of


Haiti and the Dominican Republic). There, bits of gold visible in the rivers, and a gold mask presented to Columbus by a local Indian chief, led to wild visions of gold fields.





... Columbus' report to the Court of Madrid was extravagant. He insisted he had reached


Asia (it was Cuba) and an island off the coast of China (it was Hispaniola). His 


descriptions were part fact, part fiction:





	Hispaniola is a miracle. Mountains and hills, plains and pastures, are


both fertile and beautiful...the harbors are unbelievably good and there are


many wide rivers of which the majority contain gold... There are many spices,


and great mines of gold and other metals...





... Because of Columbus's exaggerated report and promises, his second expedition was


given seventeen ships and more then twelve hundred men. The aim was clear: slaves and


gold... They found no gold fields, but had to fill up the ships returning to Spain with some


kind of dividend. In the year 1495 they went on a great slave raid, rounded up fifteen


hundred Arawak men, women, and children, put them in pens guarded by Spaniards and


dogs, then picked the five hindred best specimens to load onto ships. Of those five


hundred, two hundred died en route. the rest arrived alive in Spain and were put up for


sale by the archdeacon of the town...





but too many of the slaves died in captivity. And so Columbus, desperate to pay back


dividends to those who had invested, had to make good his promise to fill his ships with gold. In the province of Cicao on Haiti, where he and his men imagined huge gold fields


to exist, they ordered all persons fourteen years of age and older to collect a certain


quantity every three months. When they brought it, they were given copper tokens to


hang around their necks. Indinas found without a copper token had their hands cut off 


and bled to death. 


