
Columbus Describes His First Voyage
On his return voyage to Spain in January 1493, Christopher Columbus composed a letter
intended for wide circulation and had copies of it sent ahead to Isabella and Ferdinand
and others when the ship docked at Lisbon. Because the letter sums up Columbus’s
understanding of his achievements, it is considered the most important document of his
first voyage. Remember that his knowledge of Asia rested heavily on Marco Polo’s
Travels, published around 1298.

Since I know that you will be pleased at the great success with which the Lord has
crowned my voyage, I write to inform you how in thirty-three days I crossed from the
Canary Islands to the Indies, with the fleet which our most illustrious sovereigns
gave me. I found very many islands with large populations and took possession of them
all for their Highnesses; this I did by proclamation and unfurled the royal standard. No
opposition was offered.

I named the first island that I found “San Salvador,” in honour of our Lord and Saviour
who has granted me this miracle. . . . When I reached Cuba, I followed its north coast
westwards, and found it so extensive that I thought this must be the mainland, the
province of Cathay.4 . . . From there I saw another island eighteen leagues
eastwards which I then named “Hispaniola.”'

Hispaniola is a wonder. The mountains and hills, the plains and meadow lands are both
fertile and beautiful. They are most suitable for planting crops and for raising cattle of all
kinds, and there are good sites for building towns and villages. The harbours are
incredibly fine and there are many great rivers with broad channels and the majority



Christopher Columbus, by Ridolpho Ghirlandio. Friend of Raphael and teacher of
Michelangelo, Ghirlandio (14831561) enjoyed distinction as a portrait painter, and so
we can assume that this is a good likeness of the older Columbus. (Scala/Art Resource,
NY)

Contain gold.4 The trees, fruits and plants are very different from those of Cuba. In
Hispaniola there are many spices and large mines of gold and other metals. . . .§

I hoped to win them to the love and service of their Highnesses and of the whole Spanish
nation and to persuade them to collect and give us of the things which they possessed in
abundance and which we needed. They have no religion and are not idolaters; but all
believe that power and goodness dwell in the sky and they are firmly convinced that I
have come from the sky with these ships and people. In this belief they gave me a good
reception everywhere, once they had overcome their fear; and this is not because they
are stupid — far from it, they are men of great intelligence, for they navigate



* This did not prove to be true.

§ These statements are also inaccurate.

All those seas, and give a marvellously good account of everything—but because they
have never before seen men clothed or ships like these. . . .

In conclusion, to speak only of the results of this very hasty voyage, their Highnesses can
see that I will give them as much gold as they require, if they will render me some very
slight assistance; also I will give them all the spices and cotton they want. . . . I will also
bring them as much aloes as they ask and as many slaves, who will be taken from the
idolaters. I believe also that I have found rhubarb and cinnamon and there will be
countless other things in addition. . . .

So all Christendom will be delighted that our Redeemer has given victory to our most
illustrious King and Queen and their renowned kingdoms, in this great matter. They
should hold great celebrations and render solemn thanks to the Holy Trinity with many
solemn prayers, for the great triumph which they will have, by the conversion of so
many peoples to our holy faith and for the temporal benefits which will follow, for not
only Spain, but all Christendom will receive encouragement and profit.

This is a brief account of the facts. Written in the caravel off the Canary Islands.||

15 February 1493
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Questions for Analysis

1.  How did Columbus explain the success of his voyage?

2.  What was Columbus’s view of the Native Americans he met?

3.  Evaluate his statements that the Caribbean islands possessed gold, cotton, and spices.

4.  Why did Columbus cling to the idea that he had reached Asia?



Source: From. The Four Voyages of Christopher Columbus, edited and translated by J.
M. Cohen (Penguin Classics, 1969). Copyright © J. M. Cohen, 1969. Reproduced by
permission of Penguin Books, Ltd.

| Actually, Columbus was off Santa Maria in the Azores.
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Hyacinthe Rigaud, Louis XIV, King of France and Navarre (1701). Louis XIV is
surrounded by the symbols of his power: the sword of justice, the scepter of power, and
the crown. The vigor and strength of the king's stocking-covered legs contrast with the
age and wisdom of his lined face. (Scala/Art Resource, NY)


