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Document 1492A 

Columbus discovered a new world and 
prepared the way for the other 

discoveries that followed 

37 

Source: Original edition of the letter written by Columbus to the King and Queen of Spain, dated at 
Santa Maria in the Azores on 4 February 1493, and posted from Lisbon on 4 March. Published by Car­
los Sanz in: (1) I.a carta de Colon (Madrid, 1958) and (2) El gran secreto de la carta de Colon (Ma­
drid, 1959). Literal translation into English by the editor of this series. 

Introductory Note 
In 1490, the World as known to the European public was but a small part of the 

globe (See the figures below). The first voyage of Columbus in 1492 and the European 
discovery of America was to change all that, because upon his return Columbus wrote 
many letters, all of them being summaries of his journal or logbook. His official report 
to his sponsors, the King and Queen of Spain, was sent in many copies through the of­
fices of various court officials, namely Luis de Santangel, Gabriel Sanchez and the Duke 
of Medinaceli. Someone gave his copy of the report to a printer in Barcelona (where 
the court resided at that time) and it was already published by the middle of March. 
The letter of Columbus was reprinted and also edited in I.atin, Italian and German as 
the news of the discovery of a New World spread throughout Christian Europe1. The 
quick distribution of Columbus' letter explains why the full text of his logbook was not 
published until many years later, in edited format, by Father de la Casas, in his Histo­
ria de las Indias. 

1 The Barcelona edition is undoubtedly the first one. All printed copies of it had disappeared until 
one was discovered in 1889 by Maisonneuve. See Carlos Sanz (1958 & 1959) for the full story. 
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The "oikumene" or inhabited World of Ptolemy as it was known to 
Europeans before Columbus sailed for America. Europe, North Africa and Asia are 
recognizable. (From Claude Ptolemy's Geographiae, Rome 1490) Note the position 
of this ·oikumene 11 on a planisphere of the world (facing page). 
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The 1474 map by Toscanelli which Columbus used. Paolo de/ Pozzo dei 
Toscanelli, bom in Florence in 1397, was one of the most famous astronomers and 
cosmographers of his time. To him Alfonso v, King of Portugal, made application 
to know whether there could be a shorter oceanic route to the Indies than that which 
his captains were seeking by following the African coast Toscanelli replied with a 
letter dated 25 June 1474 and along with the letter he sent to the king this 
(reconstructed) sail/ng chart (Adapted from Winsor's "Narrative and Critical History 
of America: ii, p. 103) 
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Martin Behaiin's Globe of 1492, reduced to Mercator's projection. The 
original globe is kept at the City Hall of Nuremberg, according to John Fiske. Before 
Columbus, Europeans were still unaware of the extent of the real world. (Adapted 
from John Fiske's "The Discovery of America~ Boston & New York, Houghton & 
Mifflin, 1892, Vol/, pp. 422-423) 
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~ EAa>Jt.:'oi~1ucrc4-~t\lnr~~' pl~5trttfi16rant •itoicaqa~ 11a1cJb~(ciio{1ne 
~~ a 0'1Do en tna.,i'1i~ ~ottcfcrp10 dt'1 Roz ta~ fabtqe como cnannrc d1ae pif cS 

k1e i~• co 1a·cm~}~~114 toe illilftr ilfltnoo 1Rc1 c lKqna 1iioe faiorte 11tc oicioa 
oocyo fa~~ _.1nur 111ucbas ]{lee po~laoas co g~11tc fi1111111nczo : 'ocU~• rooaf 

-~~" tC\ltli1t>o ~(cf ao11·poi f li9 alt(Jas con prcso:1 r UQoaa rrcal dtcnoada t non 1116 
e~ .« Jd cbo 21~1 prim mi q yot .. uc pufc noilbrc l~m faluaooz 1 comc1nonacic n tlfi• alc.i 111a1d' 
ciircl qual 111arautllof~11icutc to'Oo cllo anoado1C?e idioe la Ua111:m G~•anaba•11 211.a fc61io11 
pa(c nonbrc I.a 11la tt f1111ta JnQtia O((onctpdon ala tttcn• fcrr •ndit1a ala qu:ma la ifla bdla 
81\1 qi1ira la ]0'1 :Juana c Bfl 4 ca\'>a ~ua 11011brc llllCUO 0ua:1do yo ftcgne Gila Ju.1n3 ftS 
oi iolaco{l.1ocna1i11p:>"icntc yh1fallct.lll6f.\lltc q pcntcq\I~ fctia 1icrrA far111c la pzo1ida dC 
cararo y como no fa Ile afi V11li9 r IUSllQrcs c;tla colla ocla marf.llno p:qucn2e poblacionct 
co11 lagcnic \XlaG g;utcs nopon1Q baucr fgbl.1 poz qu: lt1cio far .111 ro\>os:alldaua 10 'ii oc 
l~nrc poz d dicbo cAmano p~ijoo dc.io crrar sradctJ·Ciudo1dce o \'iU~e r Ql cabo u nuacb•. 
1c611QG ~d'tvq !'" ba~ia i110111ci~ 1 quc IQ colb m_c tcaunn ~1tractri'11 de ado4c ni~ ~olu.nmf 
'""' corrnt·ia pozq et 1111a11"' cr.i ya ccarnailo yo rcma pzopofiro txb.13er dd el 1111be r t~a.~. 
d wicro mc~jo eJd~~c dctcr111inc ocn~ aguardar otzo t1cpo y bolui ..a era! f afha '" relal!ll~~~ 
to tr adO.d'c cbac doe bc1~irc. poi la tiara pani f-lbcz (1 bauia lRc, 0 6r'1dCt Ciud114," ·~' 
Cz(\ tree iozned96 rbatlnzo i~lll't89 poblac1()(6 pCqltCJi.1\l i 6CtC Ci UU lUtZO mat ftO (cf~:.du·· 
tnnito po ilo qualfcbol nitz010 a1tid1a barro tx orz3& idio• q i.1 rcnia ro1m1doe cq~1i.o"'top'(i 
11usmcrc db tacrra era. ]Ila~ '1ft fcgui la co(b dclla al orictc cicnro i ficrc k611111e 1artabi-ic. fa 
;hi fia:ncl' qua~ cabo '" orra :Jtla sal orictc oillicta oc cfb oie; o ocbo lc6.aie 1l·a qui luc~ 
pl (( ne1nbrcl~1 f p:liio(B r fui alli r fcsm la parrcoct ft:cnrrion ofi c0tt10 tils nN~ at cn:taf~ 
clti'71ii gridte- lc6U'1f poi linaa r«r.1 dd oricrc afi como oda iu ana la q\Ul r toda~·i.e orit' 
fO. f~zblJ'lfJ1519 en OC~ilefiaoo poo 'f dl.1 Cl1cftrano (11 clla ay mucboG p1crroe·aaltcofta O~a 
Gi~f fi ~opGn!CfO OC otros q yo l(p'1 (11cnfhanoG1 fartoe rrioG y bllalOf 16J'~llOC9 q CG lbQ(a 
~1Uo lae d~tNG·ocUQ {o alrai y i dla rnnr 111•1cb'10 f&Cm1G y 1norniisae altdfinl~t R copai\JdO 
~ct.a tR~ tr ce(ft frc: ro;,as f. rmofalliu~~ oc mil f ecb1i1r1s r toda9 _Qdsab&laJ r. lla1ae oc sarbofs 
l): mil !n~ncr~1'6 faku i 5Y-1rcccn q llc6a est cido i tc6opoioicbo c\ ra1nat piuoilsifoht(C6!Jif I• 
9uc0c coRbtocr q los v1 ti vaoc~ i ta bcmiofoe co1110 (o poi mayo en rpaiia i odlot-ftauifler 
nooe odloe co ftu to I odloe cnotr•rcrmmo f(IG cs (11 caliOllO. camua ·cl rui f c4oiiouot ea 
J'1liCOtl OClllil ·mancrse Cll d 1"C60CUOUicbrc poz alli ~;)( 10 Q.oana If pll11taG 0C ra. ODC. 
oc bo meucrA& q co iomimdon 'mla• poz I~ 01fo.i1tlideo fcrmof~ ocll•e mae 1G(Ojn010.• 
ouoe Arbol~~ 'f fnir9e ·cicroGe en dli "' pm~i ~inorau111'1~,01nplft.ae 6raolf)inaat. ~ • 
ch oc 1nuc'>'ae mantnae oc cmce yf:utae mu; oiucrfas ad~ tiGT~~ ay n1ucba• ..,..omc 
ca~ Pr6crciflu11ab1~ namczo X.af pailol11 c6 mArauilla l1fiana1plle mar...~as y "1s. Ut@f 
ilat aampinao y lae ricrl'as Call fcnnof.1e fgnlaas parapla11rtr,C-ebrQr ~aci1ar1i1Ja00f1)C~ 
•·('f."1'."'G par~ bco1fadde oc \?ilia• dn~tce loG pllmo. net• tnaraqu_i no bqna lbcnatf• 
• ,OCIQ& ~J~lllcbOe r 6Z9110dp baedB6A6U'1t loo 111GUJ~O~ quake tr'1C020 C ~­
S. ff fllf~• tcJUSIG '116fillOC9 OiffacnciRO lX aqucl fg• 'bde fU\llJ_I '<11 dta ~1 llHJd>Gt fi;g 
-.r6Jllnixe-.in~,Of·-Q~fl¥.~JIKlilCG..)4\1Am1Codh1rfi''~-~a• lae~~·4-
fia~•~o.t ~-o~~uta,a ba11ioo nonaa ·aoosan roooe ocfut«>oe b~6~rn•aaaceogfi com• 
fue an~Dtte.lqt·:fatc baun quc al611nsatJ 111u1craJ (c cobai""· ~•.i. f~to luaai co vna foia oc rr 
111:0 wa·c~ ~~oi qutpa dlo f•:;cn cUoe no ticncn ficrlo i11 a5ao 11. •nnu uifot 
ldfolle>poi CJUC ·no 10..&Glrc bkn oif fncft'11 de famo(ca cfl,au~ f ;illlo·qnc fo ln.11 er·· 
~I '·· -la11~da1tor1a-.1m1aefalaolaer 1ood.1e,ca~-1eq'1anoodt c61aGiate~~ i 
·~ .~fOnCll sa,1011'0 •n pi-,.o 11uoo cno "•J• 9fll1 oc.aqllat quc '*· .,,. r· . 
.-.~ ~cmbilz lllGTa Off oiicl Nllb&C9 ll&IDSI 9iJla R'1 bllaAfaj .• Ida•. 
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The letter of Columbus announced the discovery of the Indies [sic] by a western route. 
He was convinced that he had reached the coast of China or that of Japan that Marco 
Polo had written about 200 years earlier. In 1492, he thought that Cuba was Cipango, 
i.e. Japan, but later on when he took up residence on Espanola Island (toda('s Domini­
can Republic), Columbus remained convinced that this island was Japan . In fact, in 
1502, he thought of himself as the Viceroy of Asia.2 

Pope Alexander VI, who was a Spaniard, first heard of Columbus' discovery through 
a letter which the Duke of Medinaceli wrote to a Spanish cardinal, Pedro Gonzalez de 
Mendoza, on March 19th. The cardinal must have shown this letter to the Pope be­
cause, in April, the draft of a papal bull (See Doc. 1493) was made ready, before an of­
ficial request for such a document had been received from the Spanish court. 3 

(Facing page) First page of the letter that Columbus wrote to the King and 
Queen of Spain, dated 15February1493, announcinghisdiscoveryoftheNewWorld. 
It was printed in Barcelona by Pedro Posa and reproduced with commentaries by Car­
los Sanz in 1958 from an original now kept in the Lenox Collection of the New York 
Public Library (The other pages are shown below). 

1 It is possible that the word Cipango was originally a typographical error for Nipango, or 
Nipongo, the latter of which means Japanese. However, most scholars say that Marco Polo got it 
from the Chinese word for Japan, Jih-pen-kwe. 

2 See p. 155 of Sanz' El gran secreto . 
3 Before his first voyage, Columbus had written to the astronomer Toscanelli and received a copy of 

the letter and map that he had sent to the king in 1474. Columbus had the map with him during 
his first voyage. Father de las Casas (See his Historia, tome I, Madrid, 1875, pp. 96, 279) had it in 
his possession afterwards. It has since been lost, but it was so well decribed in the letter that the 
work of restoring it has been attempted several times. The version shown above has been adapted 
from Winsor, who took it from Das Ausland, 1867, p. 5). 
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f& llUlllC JO: f ocrpuc~ q leG ~q~ llc6~f fil~ta,A RO A6\lilfiWt pa~zt ~ b~IO F C(to no poi qUC 11 llf 
i1u10 (c af\I bcd>o mJl aauce" rot>o ca&o aOQDcro QyQ cftnno r pooaoo bauafabl11 kt bro& 
1>u tr rci.'o loquc rems aft p.iaio como orrae cofae 11m<bae Ci rcccblt poi ctlo co(a 116'& t11ae 
ro afi tcmc:o(os fin rcmc;,10: VCl'OaD c( quc od'pllttl quc '1fCGUl\11l f~;1croi dlc·11U~o dloe "'• 
urar~ fi mg'1rior r.111 l&bcrolco ado q ricnc 11ue 110 loaeaia11 lino dqlo vicfc:cll~s occo(' qut 
rcgan ptd1foo3clJ iJIJMS DilC ocno llllrCG co:udln fapf oM Co cllop n1ncRr~n t~ro SIJHOZ quc 
oari:111 los cor\J;oncs y quinc (ca co(~ ocualo: qmcn fca ocpnco prccao luf6o poz qual qll\t 
ra coficJ oc qual qancr~ manera quc (ca q (clc ocpozdlo (ca corairoe:ro oda101.q no(clce o t 
(m co(eo rnn ti1ailc~corno pct>15oe oc cfcuodl.ls zorao y pcvAJOG oc \?1.,rio zoro '"'bo( 0116'1 
gcrao :bml 'lllC qu3:>o cUos dto pooai Ucg~u lo& p~ucfcin bm1cr bmctoz 1oyi ;id 1111100. quc 
(C acaro bai,icr vn •n arn1tzo poz \"nil asuscra oc ozo ocpaotrooe c11Rdlanoe r mroio:roczoe 
ac oa,.10 cof.1s q nmr m~:nc e vnha 111ucbc> 11H1e pd poz blac11s nucuQe oauQn poi cllae rooo 
qu.lnro t 11ia11 baa qucfucfcooe ni tt{f Cilfltll.inos ocozo o """ anou" o oos oc 11l1oo0fifi 
oo f\lrb los p(o.1500 dcloe arcoe zor"o oclaa pipas tom~mm roauan loq ra1i.1n como bdli 
.,. en quc me pirtdo !nal:yo l~::>rfC~I YOQ!IQ yo graciofd61111l (o(~s bucnas q yo la1au11 po1, 
')UC fOlllCd ill10Z 1 allC0-1 ocflo(c Nl\l cn(laanoo qut (dclin!iln al lollllOZCCt:nllCIO OC fia9 altna& 
r oc roJa la nacio C9rtcU.1na: c p:1Jcur.a oc ai&ir.n oc noe oir ocl~e cofa-o quc ra1c en abunoi 
aa quc noi\ fo 11ccc1Tarino y no conocian nisuna fm1ni1~olatna (aluo quc roooe crccn q lat 

/Ucrc'1e rcJb&C Cf dilc1do 1 ci'aan nlDf firmt q11 C fO COcflOSltiUIOS F~('llrC~CllH1 t>d CldO rallJl 
'carmnimro me f«(bfan mcooo aabo oc(pueo ocbm.m p~noo clnucoo r dto no p:occor pozq 
fcan rg11oranC$ fQfUO OCIHUY fotil il)Cnio f obtce qur 11'111C~n tooao aqutlfa& lllBl't'9 quc ct 
1narauil!a bbuma cucnra qu.iloe o~n or.rooof aluo pozqucmica u1ao ~Cti '7dboa nifa11oe 
tt911.mroo ,SUtlJO quc Iese alo• fi>iae ila prirucra 1ne q b~llc romr pfoz3a algunle crlloe pa 
ra quc rrprio1cra1 ymc Dad( n.ona ~clo qucsma c11aqudlC1s p'urce mr. fuc quc lutso itaadtlO r ll~G adf~e quando ~zlC!'6'Ja Olal\le:ycflcs bnn ~proucd!a_Oo tllacbo 01 m6fllf08 hi60 
qficpr( cll\1 gpzopofir~ q \?ego od ciclo poz mucb~1 co\?crfofi" q ornn bauido cO.ntao y dloe 
a•n les prirncros apzonuncaarlo Qoomx ro llc~m1a y loo orzos anoomm coznmdo d~afo c . 
cafo :y.tla6 ~i:l.1s ccmam1e co bo;ce ~(tQ~ \?cntt :~cmr gurr lascnrc ocl cido gfi rodoe b6brm 
como 11111gcrG ddpuce ocbi11crclcon1;0(rguzott11oe \1cnt9 q no c11d~n9 pdcnlptcp1tiio· 
rfOdoo traym1n Al61J dCCOmtf FddJala' qttCd'11lGll <O 011 '111110& lnlilranalJ ofo cUo9 hcnC fodllf 
IGe rflae mnr mucbae unoae ~me1tef\tddi1flm dcrcmo dell~~ 1m11om9 ddhle mmorce ,11 
sun2e ~rmucb11s fo llllilyor(9 quc biia filfhl dtdtc; roe po bSicoe :nofo tan eucbs• pozquc (o 
dcbun fo(o 1m1dczo 111Q9 buna fuffa llartrn~ to d!~O alrcmo fOZqUC ,,gn qumo C8 COfa OCClt 
err co cltae n1ilucga_11 roc .. ae gqucJl~s i((g~ q fO'inmncr.lblc\1:1rr11rc 1i1e anrcadcriae:alpuat 
ocftat' ca11011e be ~ifto co In ybJr obrct; t11 ell a I rnda ~u o co Jui ct no tnrod11• Cfta• 11lte Uf 
wide muci>a omcrftded dcla (ub11ra i:rlo gcnrr na en I.is coftumbrce aa ml2 lcns1m:f611ao qae 
lodoo (c 01CiC11dCl1 q cfcot't m11r fisular pgra lo quc c•pczo q ttrcnmn11ron (19 r.lcqes eara re 
c6uaf.tc10 dctloo ~ nadlN fanra.ft ola q11al «> muydi(pnrfros :ya oarc como rob11ult oeado 
c. wii ltguRep.ozl11 coR1 Qda anar pozl'1dtr«ba lir'i2 r. fidar ao ncutc por la irl11 tUlilM fq;lid 
4ual cv amno puccloocfl' qu dh1 Illa r(maior qnc ansLarcm ycf crfia ianrae POi qucaUcdt dtl 
Ne~-via.ltplilG nit qudP ddiapanc dcpo11l2t1tc DOe ·.-nifons qatao 11'6bc 11ocado:la~na ck 
~c;rlce UatnAn 11uau:llb6atnarc le1crn&ol11 las qlce pzouiliae.nopaCDCI raarr(!ll0gu11 
11cnoeoc. Lo li.ltsueftpa pu~ccnra1ocrddtoe icioe qu 10 ra1go toe fl9fobm tooo t 
1.19 rfla& d~ e>r111 _cf paiola c-1acrco ticnc mae quc lat( !l'liia rooa dcf~c cola1ra 51oz c~ u 
..-fd.tfu:rcN1112 en aifaapa pUf9 en wn qua~ra 1nonuc darwa aranoe ~-iwpoi ra: 
• ff .. •·orocciOfnr a ortmccdlP cspcma ocfaar:c \ cs pin1 nnnaa t~'Qrtnla q11\1l pudto 

"'tlffmjc1 tomt • po(dJ"a0pod11e 11frc;:le ,r~ao fci111 •0•~1b9fta".ats odC\ qncti• 
"fr~•~~~:"! ''"f<'.:>or fi•~'tt1frt:?<1 ·1·•c oc''""~·,r...-··,. r.. • ... ·.:.. ·~· 1r • 
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Letter from Columbus to the King and Queen of 
Spain 

Sir, 

45 

Because I know you will derive great pleasure in the great victory that the lord has 
given me in my voyage, I write this letter, by which you will learn how in 20 days1 I 
passed from the Canary Islands to the Indies, with the fleet which the Most Illustrious 
King and Queen, our lords, had given me. There I found many islands inhabited by 
countless people, and I have taken possession of all of them for Your Highnesses, with 
a proclamation and the royal flag flying, and I was not contradicted. 

To the first island that I found I gave the name of San Salvador, in honor of His 
Divine Majesty who so marvelously has given it all; the Indians call it Guanahani. 2 To 
the second one, I gave the name oflsland of Santa Maria de Concepcion, to the third 
one Fernandina, to the fourth Isabela, to the fifth Juana, and so on to each a new 
name.3 

When I arrived at Juana, I followed the coast westward, and found it so long that I 
thought it might be the mainland, the province of Catayo4, but as I did not find any 
towns or sites along the coast, except small villages, with whose people I could not make 
contact, because then they all fled, I was going forward in that direction hoping to find 
cities and towns for sure. At the end of many leagues, seeing that there was no innova­
tion, and that the coast was taking me to the north, in the direction contrary to the one 
I wished to follow because the winter had already set in, and I intended to go south, 
and also because the wind was pushing me, I determined not to postpone any longer, 
and I turned back to a port spotted previously, from where I sent two men inland to 
see if there were a King or large cities. They walked for three days and found an infi­
nite number of small sites and countless people, but no evidence of government; for this 
reason, they turned back. 

I understood sufficiently from other Indians whom I had taken, that this land was 
an island, so I followed its coast eastward for 107 leagues5 until it came to an end. From 

1 Ed. note: Ac.cording to the logbook, and manuscript versions of the letter found in the Simancas 
archives, it took him 33 days, from 8 September until 11 October. 

2 Ed. note: This island is in the Bahamas and is called Samana Cay today. See the article by Joseph 
Judge in the National Geographic magazine of November 1986 entitled: "Where Columbus Found 
the New World." It is worth mentioning that in his logbook entry for 13 Oct 1492, Columbus 
described the natives as thieves: "They take what they can and then dive and swim away." 

3 Ed. note: Santa Maria is called Crooked I. today, Fernandina Long I. Isabela, whose native name 
was Samoet, according to the logbook, is now Fortune I. As for Juana, its native name was Cuba, 
then as now. 

4 Ed. note: Part of Cathay or China, but his logbook entries for 21 & 22 Oct 1492 indicate that he 
thought Cuba was Cipango or Japan. 

5 Ed. note: In his logbook entry for 5th of December, Columbus estimated the same distance as 120 
leagues. 
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this cape, there was another island distant 18 leagues, to which I gave the name of Es­
paflola 1. I went there, and followed its northern coast, as I had done at Juana, east­
ward for a distance of 188 leagues. This island like all the others is very fertile to an 
excessive degree, and this one in the extreme. There are many ports along its sea coast, 
without comparison that I know of in Christendom, and quite a few rivers marvellous­
ly good and large. Its lands are high and on them very many peaks and very high moun­
tains, without comparison even with the island of Tenerife2, all very pretty, of a 
thousand shapes, and all accessible on foot and full of trees of a thousand forms and 
so high as to seem to reach the sky. I am told that they never lose their leaves, accord­
ing to what I can understand, as I saw them as green and as pretty as those of Spain in 
May. Some of them are in bloom, others with fruit, still others at another stage in ac­
cordance with their character. And the nightingale was singing along with other birds 
in a thousand ways during the month of November when I was visiting there. There are 
from six to eight types of palm trees whose beautiful diversity is a joy to behold, and 
the same for the other trees, fruits and grasses. It has pine trees galore, and very exten­
sive prairies, also honey and many types of birds and very diverse fruits. Inland can be 
found many metal mines and a countless population. 

Espaftola Island is wonderful. The peaks and the mountains, the prairies and the 
lands are so beautiful and rich for planting and sowing, for raising cattle of all sorts, 
for erecting towns and villages. Sea ports? Well, hard to believe for anyone but an 
eyewitness. As for rivers, there are many, and with plenty of good water; most of them 
carry gold. Among the trees, fruits and grasses there are many differences with those in 
Juana; in the latter, there are many spices, and big mines of gold and of other metals. 

The people of this island and of the others, that I have discovered or been told of, 
all go naked, men and women, just like when their mothers give them birth, although 
a few women covered one spot only with a plant leaf or a mesh of cotton that they make 
for the purpose. They do not have any iron, steel nor weapons; they are not made for 
them either. It is not because they are not well-built people with a beautiful stature; 
rather, they are so laughingly afraid. They do not have any other weapons besides spears 
made ofmature3 canes, at the tip of which they place a small sharpened stick, but they 
do not use them. So it is that many times I happened to send ashore two or three men 
to some village to make contact; large numbers came out to meet them, and then after 
seeing them landing, they fled, with the parents not even waiting for their children. This 
happened, not on account of us having done them any harm; rather, at every cape that 
I had been and had been able to make contact, I have given them from everything I 
had, clothes as well as many other things, without having received from them anything. 
However, they are hopelessly scared. It is true that once they gain confidence and lose 
this fear, they are so much without any cunningness and so liberal with what they have 
that only an eyewitness could believe it. With some thing they might have, if one asks 

1 Ed. note: Hispaniola I., on which Haiti and the Dominican Republic are located today. 
2 Ed. note: One of the Canary Islands. 
3 Ed. note: Literally, when they are bearing seeds. 
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them for it, they never refuse to give it; firstly, they invite the person who has it and 
show him so much love that they would give their hearts, and whether it be a thing of 
value or one of little price, they then for whatever thing, no matter how it was given 
them, are happy with it. 

I forbid that they be given worthless things like broken pieces of pottery or broken 
glass or lace cordons, although whenever they could get their hands on those, they 
seemed to them like the best jewel in the world. It turned out that a sailor who got gold 
worth two and a half castellafios for one cordon, and others got much more for things 
worth much less. And for new copper coins they were giving as much gold as they had, 
even it if were two or three castellafios worth, or for one or two arrobas1 of woven cot­
ton. They even took pieces of broken barrel hoops, and they were giving what they had 
[behaving] like animals, so much so that it seemed to me a bad thing, and I forbid it. 
And I gave them for free a thousand good things I had so that they would get attached, 
and later on become Christians, accept the love and the service of Your Highnesses and 
of the whole Spanish nation; also, so that they would try and help us by giving us things 
they have in abundance and that are necessary for us. 

They do not know about any sect, not even idolatry, except that they all believe that 
power and good are in the sky; and they believed very firmly that I, with the ships and 
crew, came from the sky, and as such they were receiving me at every cape after they 
had lost their fear. This did not come about as a result of their ignorance-they are 

1 Ed. note: A Spanish weight equivalent to 25 pounds or 11.25 kilograms. 
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An artist's conception of Columbus ' flagship. The label uOceanica classis [pra:­
fcctusP' means [Naval] Prefect, Oceanic class, ie. Admiral of the Ocean Sea. This title 
referred to the Atlantic Ocean, as opposed to the Mediterranean Sea. (From a wood­
cut in the hi.tin edition of 1493or1494 printed in Basie) 
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late 15th-century "round" nao and lateen caravel of the type used by Col­
umbus on his voyage of discovery. 

The detailed arrangement aboard a nao was as shown: (1) Captain :S cabin, (2) crew 
quarters, (3) coach, or poop castle, (4) quarter-deck, (5) main deck, (6) fore castle, (7) 
hold, (8) well and ballast, (9) frame, (10) pump, (11) hatch, (12) rudder, (13) helm, (14) 
keel, (15)binnacle, (16)Dagpole, (17)lightorlantem, (18)bombard, (19)falconet, (20) 
firepit, or portable kitchen, (21) ofiicer:S chest, (22) mats for the crew, (23) belaying pin 
to fix the halliard, (24) mizzen-mast for a lateen sail, (25} main-maist for a 'Tound" sail, 
(27) boom for a sprit sail, (28) crow:S nest. 
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Spanish ships of the late 15th century, one rigged as a nao (left) and the other as 
a caravel with lateen sails. Both were used at the port of Palos whence Columbus set 
out on his voyage of discovery. 

rather very ingenious, and men who sail over all of those seas, something that gives 
them a wonderful reputation-but because they had never seen people with clothes nor 
ships such as ours. 

After I arrived at the Indies, at the first island that I discovered, I took a few of them 
by force so that they would learn [our language] and give me information about what 
there was in those parts. So it is that they eventually understood us and we them, either 
by words or signs. These men have improved very much; nowadays, I still have them 
with me and they are still of the opinion that I come from the sky, even after having 
had many conversations with me. They were the first to announce it wherever I came 
to, and the others would go from house to house, and to neighboring towns shouting: 
Come and see the people from the sky. And all of them, men and women, once they 
had gathered enough courage, would all come, even down to the smallest one, and bring 
us something to eat and drink, which they gave with amazing love. 

At all the islands, they have very many canoes similar to [our] launches1; there are 
some big ones, small ones, and not a few of them larger than a fusta with 18 thwarts. 
They are not as wide, however, because they are [dug out] of only one piece of wood; 
our row boat is nothing compared to theirs, because they go like you would not believe. 

1 Ed. note: The word used for launch is fusta which was a foyst or small patache. However, what is 
described here is a native dugout canoe. 
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Ferdinand, King of Spain, says the caption in latin. His own kingdom of 
Castile was linked with that of his wife, Isabella, Queen of Leon. Hence the symbols 
of castles and lions on the shield representing the united kingdoms. The other shield, 
showing pomegranate fruits (called granada in Spanish), represented their recent 
conquest of Granada, just before Columbus /elf on his first voyage of discovery. 
(From the Basie edition) 
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With such canoes, they travel between all of those islands, which are numberless, and 
they carry their merchandise. I have seen some of these canoes with 70 to 80 men in­
side, each of them with his oar. 

In all of those islands, I did not see much diversity in the features of the people, nor 
in their customs, nor in their language; rather, they all understand one another , which 
is something very noteworthy, given that I hope Your Highnesses will decide to con­
vert them to our Holy Faith, toward which they are well disposed. 

I have already said how I had covered 107 leagues along the sea coast, directly from 
west to east, along Juana Island; because of such a distance, I can say that this island 
is bigger than England and Scotland together, because beyond these 107 leagues, there 
remain towards the west two provinces that I have not visited, one of them they call 
Avan2 where the people [sic] with tails live3; the said provinces cannot measure fewer 
than 50 or 60 leagues, according to what I can understand from these Indians I have 
with me, and they know all the islands. 

As for Espanola Island, in circumference it has more than the whole of Spain from 
the port of Colunya 4, along the coast, as far as Fuente Rabia in Vizcaya, given that, in 
one traverse, I covered 188 long leagues in a straight line from west to east. This island 
is desirable; to see it is never to leave it. Here, given that all might be taken possession 
of for Your Highnesses, and all could be better supplied than what I know or can say, 
I have taken [possession of] them all for Your Highnesses, and you may dispose of them 
as fully as with the kingdoms of Spain. At this Espanola, in one of the most conveni­
ent places and best regions for mining gold and for all types of businesses, from the 
mainland here, as well as from there to the mainland of the Great Can5, where there 

1 Ed. note: A little white lie, because he noted in his logbook that the dialects spoken in the 
Bahamas (and Cuba) and spoken at the Dominican Republic "had some diversity in the words for 
things", and that his Lucayan (Bahamian) interpreters "did not understand well". Among other 
things, this difference is at the origin of our modern words: Caribbean, and cannibal, words of the 
same origin, and with connotations similar to the words Inuit versus Eskimo. See further 
comments in another footnote below. 

2 Ed. note: Havana today. Written Anan, Nahan or Nhan depending of the source manuscript. 
3 Ed. note: Volafan, who has provided a Spanish transcription of this letter, says (in Sanz' EI gran 

secreto, p. 490) that the word Agnan meant devil in the Carib language, and that there was a 
misunderstanding here between the Spanish and their Lucayan guides who were probably talking 
about monkeys, not men. 

4 Ed. note: Apparently the port of Colibre in Cataluiia, according to Volaf an. The port of Collioure 
which then belonged to Aragon, says Samuel Eliot Morison, in his translation (Sanz, p. 502). 
Some Spanish translators are of the opinion that Colunya means Columnas [The Columns], i.e. 
Gibraltar, but that would not correspond to "the whole of Spain". 

5 Ed. note: A reference to the Great Khan or Mongolian ruler of China, as reported by Marco Polo. 
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King Ferdinand of Spain learning about the events of the first voyage of Col­
umbus who, with three small ships, went on to discover the West Indies, although he 
thought he had reached the coast of China, part of "Upper India". The so-called In­
dians whom he met were all naked, and some were said by him to have been cannibals. 
(From the Florence 1493 edition in Italian) 
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will be great business and profit, I have taken possession of a large town, to which I 
gave the name of Town ofNavidad. In it, I have built defenses and a fort which should 
all be completed by now, and I have left at it enough people for such a job, with wea­
pons, artillery and food supplies for more than one year, with one fusta [i.e. launch] 
and a master of all sea trades to make [more]. There is a great friendship between the 
King of that land, to such a degree that he prided himself in calling me and treating me 
as a brother. Although he might change his mind and attack these men [of ours], neither 
he nor his people know what are weapons, and they go naked as I have said, and they 
are the most frightened ones in the world. So, the people [I] left there are enough to de­
stroy that whole land; it is an island without danger to their persons, if they know how 
to control themselves. 1 

In all of these islands it seems to me that all the men are contented with one woman, 
but to their leader or King2 they give as many as twenty. It seems to me that the women 
work more than the men. I have not been able to find out if they have their own proper­
ties; rather it seemed to me that I saw that what one had they all shared, specially the 
edible stuff. 

In these islands, until now I have not found any monstrous men as many [of us] had 
expected; to the contrary, all the people have very pretty countenance, as they are not 
black as in Guinea3, and have their hair loose, and they do not grow up where the ef­
fect of the solar rays are too strong. It is true that the sun is strong, given that the dis­
tance from the equinoctial line is 26 degrees4, but in these islands, where there are big 
mountains, there the cold was strong this winter as well; however, these people tolerate 

1 Ed. note: They did not, because when Columbus returned on his second voyage, they had all 
disappeared (the Indians also) and the fort burned to the ground. The site ofNavidad has been 
recently re-discovered on the north coast of Haiti, east of the town of Cap Haltien. 

2 Ed. note: In his logbook, Columbus says that the Indian word for King was Cacique. This word 
was later used by the Spanish colonists to refer to petty native rulers or tribal chiefs. 

3 Ed. note: The word Guinea was used then to mean Africa as a whole. 
4 Ed. note: Columbus' latitudes are notoriously too high throughout his logbook. The latitude of 

the north coast of Haiti is about 20° N. 
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King Ferdinand and Queen Isabella. They had married in 1469, and soon in­
herited kingdoms which they proceeded to unite as one country. Queen Isabella was 
the patroness of Columbus. 

it out of habit and with the help of the food they eat which is very hot and spicy in the 
extreme. So, as far as monsters are concerned, I have not heard of any, except that there 
is one island 1, which is here the second one at the entrance of the Indies, that is popu­
lated by a people whom in all the islands they estimate very fierce, and who eat living 
flesh. They have canoes with which they rove all the islands of India, steal and take as 

1 Ed. note: Some other copy of Columbus's letter, says "island of Quarives". Hence, the word Carib 
for that tribe of man-eaters, also called Caniba in their own language, according to the same 
Columbus in his logbook (entry of 13 January 1493); hence, the origin of the word cannibal. The 
island in question is called Dominica today. Peter Martyr, however, in his 8th Decade, Chapter 6, 
says that the word Carib meant "stronger" in all the dialects of the region. 
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much as they can. They are not more misshapen than the others, except that they have 
the custom of wearing their hair long like women. They use bows and arrows made of 
the same cane as the weapons1, with the little stick at the tip, for lack of iron which they 
do not have. They are fierce, when compared with these other peoples who are coward­
ly to such a high degree, but I do not consider them much different than the others. 
They are the ones who deal with the women of Matremonio2, which is the first island 
to be found [when] coming from Spain toward the Indies, in which there are no men at 
all. These women do not use feminine exercice, rather bows and arrows, made of cane 
like the above-mentioned ones, and they arm themselves and cover themselves with 
sheets of copper3, which they have in quantity. 

In another island, which they have assured me is larger than Espanola, the people 
have no hair at all. And there is gold aplenty. From it and from the others I bring with 
me some Indians as a proof. 4 

In conclusion, just to mention what has been done during this voyage, which was a 
bit hurried, Your Highnesses will see that I will give you as much gold as necessary, 
with the very small assistance that Your Highnesses will give me; as for spices and cot­
ton, as much as Your Highnesses will wish, and mastic trees as many as you wish to be 
loaded, of the type that heretofore has only been found in Greece at the island of Chios, 
which the [Venitian] Government sells as it wishes. As for aloes, as much as you wish 
loaded, and the same for slaves, who would be idolaters. I believe I have found rhubarb 
and cinnamon, and I will find a thousand useful things, such as the men I have left there 
would have found already; I myself did not tarry at any cape, whenever the wind was 
favorable to me, except at the Town of Navidad, in order to fortify and settle it. In 
truth, I would have done much more if the ships had served me as reason demanded 
"t 5 1 . 

1 Ed. note: The cane spears mentioned earlier. 
2 Ed. note: Thus in the printed version, which is a Freudian slip for "marriage". The word is written 

Mateunin in the first Latin edition, which came from the Matinino of the other manuscript copies, 
and of Columbus' logbook. The name of this island was later written Martinica, and it is today's 
French Martinique. The island was then reported to be peopled with amazons. 

3 Ed. note: The Spanish word used by Columbus was "alambre", a word now meaning "copper 
wire" or simply "wire". Copper plates were then used as rudimenmtary armor, it seems. 

4 Ed. note: The first time that the word "Indios", i.e. Indians, appeared in print; it became 
synonymous with "natives of the New World", even after it was realized that India was located 
nowhere near America. 

5 Ed. note: Admiral Morison says that this is an oblique reference to Captain Pinzon, who had gone 
ahead in the Pinta once, without Columbus' permission. No mention is here made of the loss of 
his own flagship, which occurred one night when a lone ship's boy had been left at the helm. 
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The New World that Columbus had discovered was to be conquered in the 
name of Christ as well as for the Christian King ... (From the Strasburg 1497 edi­
tion in German) 

Enough said. Eternal God, Our lord, [is the one] who gives, to all those who follow 
his way, victory in thinfs seemingly impossible, and this voyage was certainly one of 
those. Although others have talked about these lands, the tales were all conjectures 
and not eyewitness reports, except that, understanding as much as the eyewitnesses, 
some would listen and judge it to be a mere fable, with not even a little bit true. So it is 
that our Redemptor has given this victory to our Most Illustrious King and Queen and 
to their famous kingdoms such a high thing, from which the whole of Christendom may 
rejoice and celebrate, giving solemn thanks to the Holy Trinity, with many solemn 
prayers for the great exaltation to be had in annexing so many peoples to our Holy 
Faith, and afterwards for the good weather. Not only Spain but the whole of Christen-

1 Ed. note: Marco Polo, Ptolemy, etc. but certainly not a reference to the Viking sagas. 
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dom will fmd refreshments and profit here. This is in accordance with the facts, albeit 
briefly. 

From aboard the caravel off the Canary [sic] Islands, on the 15th of February of the 
year 1493.1 

I am at your command, 
The Admiral. 2 

Facaimile aignalure of Columbua 

-£. 
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Christopher Columbus. Two 
contemporary portraits. The one on 
the left is more authentic; it is copied 
from Capriolo, 1596. Columbus' 
cryptic signature is: "Servus Supp/ex 
Ahissimi Salvatoris. Jesus, Maria, 
Joseph. Christo Ferens." The last 
words mean Christopher, the bearer 
of Christ 

1 Ed. note: Thus in the printed version, but as follows in other manuscripts: "above the Island of S. 
Maria [i.e. in the Azores], 18th Feb 93." 

2 Ed. note: As it is said in most Latin editions: Occanica classis prR:fcctus, part of which can be seen 
in the figure on page.4,,The original letters were signed Christopher Colon. 
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The three ships of Columbus. His flagship, the Santa Marla, of 100 tons, was 
wrecked off the northern coast of Hispaniola Island (Haili today). The Pinta was a 
square-rigged "round caravel" or nao of 60 tons, and the Ni/fa, a caravel of 50 tons. 
(From Koe/liker, based on a painting (1885) by Rafael Mon/eon, in the Museo Naval, 
Madrid) 


