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1-3 | Columbus Encounters Native Peoples

CHRISTOPHER COLUMBUS, Journal of the First
Voyage (1492)

Christopher Columbus (1451-1506), in the pay of the Spanish court, sailed west from Europe
crossing the Atlantic in 1492 en route to India and the legendary hoards of gold and spices
rumored to be found in the East, As we know, Columbus failed to reach India, but the world
he encountered opened Europe to riches of a different sort. In the journal of Columbus’s first
voyage, he describes the native peoples he encountered, including comments on their appear-
ance, dress, and behavior toward him. While his comments provide a peek into the native
culture, they also reveal Columbus’s attitudes and worldview.

Friday, 12th of October

What follows is in the actual words of the Admiral® in his book of the first naviga-
tion and discovery of the Indies. “I,” he says, “that we might form great friend-
ship, for I knew that they were a people who could be more easily freed and
converted to our holy faith by love than by force, gave to some of them red caps,
and glass beads to put round their necks, and many other things of little value,
which gave them great pleasure, and made them so much our friends that it was
a marvel to see, They afterwards came to the ship’s boats where we were, swim-
ming and bringing us parrots, cotton threads in skeins, darts, and many other
things; and we exchanged them for other things that we gave them, such as glass
beads and small bells. In fine, they took all, and gave what they had with good
will. It appeared to me to be a race of people very poor in everything. They go as
naked as when their mothers bore them, and so do the women, although I did
not see more than one young girl. All I saw were youths, none more than thirty

The Voyages of Columbus and of John Cabot, ed. Edward Gaylord Bourne (New York: Charles
Scribner’s Sons, 1906), 110-114.

1Columbus’s journal was lost but not before Bartolome de Las Casas (c. 1484-1566) had
summarized the original when preparing his Historia General de las Indias (1522). The text we
have of Columbus’s journal is based on Las Casas’s summary. When Las Casas mentions the
“ Admiral,” he is referring to Columbus.
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years of age. They are very well made with very handsome bodies, and very
good countenances. Their hair is short and coarse, almost like the hairs of a
horsetail. They wear the hairs brought down to the eyebrows except a few locks
behind, which they wear long and never cut. They paint themselves black, and
they are the color of the Canarians, neither black nor white. Some paint them-
selves white, others red, and others of what color they find. Some paint their
faces, others the whole body, some only round the eyes, others only on the nose.
They neither care nor know anything of arms, for I showed them swords, and
they took them by the blade and cut themselves through ignorance. They have
no iron, their darts being wands without iron, some of them having a fish’s tooth
at the end, and others being pointed in various ways. They are all of fair stature
and size, with good faces, and well made. I saw some with marks of wounds on
their bodies, and I made signs to ask what it was, and they gave me to under-
stand that people from other adjacent islands came with the intention of seeing
them, and that they defended themselves. I believed, and still believe, that they
come here from the mainland to take them prisoners. They should be good ser-
vants and intelligent, for I observed that they quickly took in what was said to
them, and I believe that they would easily be made Christians, as it appeared to
me that they had no religion. I, our Lord being pleased, will take hence, at the
time of my departure, six natives for your Highnesses, that they may learn to
speak. I saw no beast of any kind except parrots, on this island.” The above is in
the words of the Admiral.

Saturday, 13th of October

“As soon as dawn broke many of these people came to the beach, all youths, as
have said, and all of good stature, a very handsome people. Their hair is not
curly, but loose and coarse, like horse hair. In all the forehead is broad, more so
than in any other people I have hitherto seen. Their eyes are very beautiful and
not small, and themselves far from black, but the color of the Canarians. Nor
should anything else be expected, as this island is in a line east and west from the
island of Hierro in the Canaries. Their legs are very straight, all in one line, and
no belly, but very well formed. They came to the ship in small canoes, made out
of the trunk of a tree like a long boat, and all of one piece, and wonderfully
worked, considering the country. They are large, some of them holding 40 to
45 men, others smaller, and some only large enough to hold one man. They are
propelled with a paddle like a baker’s shovel, and go at a marvelous rate. If the
canoe capsizes, they all promptly begin to swim, and to bale it out with cala-
bashes that they take with them. They brought skeins of cotton thread, parrots,
darts, and other small things which it would be tedious to recount, and they give
all in exchange for anything that may be given to them. I was attentive, and took
trouble to ascertain if there was gold. I saw that some of them had a small piece
fastened in a hole they have in the nose, and by signs I was able to make out that
to the south, or going from the island to the south, there was a king who had
great cups full, and who possessed a great quantity. I tried to get them to 2o
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there, but afterwards I saw that they had no inclination. I resolved to wait until
to-morrow in the afternoon and then to depart, shaping a course to the S.W., for,
according to what many of them told me, there was land to the S, to the S.W,,
and N.W.,, and that the natives from the N.W. often came to attack them, and
went on to the S.W. in search of gold and precious stones.

“This island is rather large and very flat, with bright green trees, much water,
and a very large lake in the centre, without any mountain, and the whole land so
green that it is a pleasure to look on it. The people are very docile, and for the
longing to possess our things, and not having anything to give in return, they
take what they can get, and presently swim away. Still, they give away all they
have got, for whatever may be given to them, down to broken bits of crockery
and glass. I saw one give 16 skeins of cotton for three ceotis of Portugal, equal to
one blanca of Spain, the skeins being as much as an arroba of cotton thread. I shall
keep it, and shall allow no one to take it, preserving it all for your Highnesses, for
it may be obtained in abundance. It is grown in this island, though the short time
did not admit of my ascertaining this for a certainty. Here also is found the gold
they wear fastened in their noses. But, in order not to lose time, [ intend to go and
see if I can find the island of Cipango. Now, as it is night, all the natives have
gone on shore with their canoes.”

Sunday, 14th of October

“At dawn 1 ordered the ship’s boat and the boats of the caravels to begot ready,
and I went along the coast of the island to the N.N.E,, to see the other side, which
was on the other side to the east, and also to see the villages. Presently I saw two
or three, and the people all came to the shore, calling out and giving thanks to
God. Some of them brought us water, others came with food, and when they saw
that I did not want to land, they got into the sea, and came swimming to us. We
understood that they asked us if we had come from heaven. One old man came
into the boat, and others cried out, in loud voices, to all the men and women, to
come and see the men who had come from heaven, and to bring them to eat and
drink. Many came, including women, each bringing something, giving thanks to
God, throwing themselves on the ground and shouting to us to come on shore.
But I was afraid to land, seeing an extensive reef of rocks which surrounded the
island, with deep water between it and the shore forming a port large enough for
as many ships as there are in Christendom, but with a very narrow entrance. Itis
true that within this reef there are some sunken rocks, but the sea has no more
motion than the water in a well. In order to see all this I went this morning, that I
might be able to give a full account to your Highnesses, and also where a fortress
might be established. I saw a piece of land which appeared like an island,
although it is not one, and on it there were six houses. It might be converted into
an island in two days, though I do not see that it would be necessary, for these
people are very simple as regards the use of arms, as your Highnesses will see
from the seven that I caused to be taken, to bring home and learn our language
and return; unless your Highnesses should order them all to be brought to
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Castile, or to be kept as captives on the same island; for with fifty men they c:
all be subjugated and made to do what is required of them. Close to the abo
peninsula there are gardens of the most beautiful trees I ever saw, and wi
leaves as green as those of Castile in the month[s] of April and May, and muc
water. I examined all that port, and afterwards I returned to the ship and mac
sail.  saw so many islands that I hardly knew how to determine to which I shou
go first. Those natives I had with me said, by signs, that there were so many th
they could not be numbered, and they gave the names of more than a hundre
At last I looked out for the largest, and resolved to shape a course for it, and sc
did. It will be distant five leagues from this of San Salvador, and the others son
more, some less. All are very flat, and all are inhabjted. The natives make w.

on each other, although these are very simple-minded and handsomely-forme
people.”

READING AND DISCUSSION QUESTIONS

1. y do you think Columbus focused on these details abg the natives 1
elyountered?

2. BesidNg riches, what motivation for exploration can gfu see in Columbus
accounNf his meeting with the natives?
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BARTOLOME DE LAS CASAJ A Brief Account of the
Destruction Okthe Indief/(1552)

B_artolome de Las Casas (c. 1484-15669Qorn in Seville, migrated to Hispaniola early in ti
sixteenth century and participated in tiffcolOnal economy, owning slaves and waging milita
attacks against the indigenous popyffation. UnMg other Spanish conquerors, however, L
Casas gradually renounced slaveryfind its cruelties g, by 1514, he was urging others t'o C
the same. His graphic portrayal#f Spanish atrocities, pWished in 1552 as A Brief Account

the Destruction of the Indies glescribes the tortures inflicteWon the indigenous peoples of t!
West Indies.

America was disg#vered and found out Ann. Dom. 1492, Mg the Year insuir
inhabited by thgfSpaniards, and afterward a multitude of the avelled thith
from Spain fgf the space of Nine and Forty Years. Their first atten™y was on t
Spanish Islghd, which indeed is a most fertile soil, and at present in gNgt reput:
tion for Y€ Spaciousness and Length, containing in Circumference Six Mgndre
Miles Nay it is on all sides surrounded with an almost innumerable numMg «
Islggflis, which we found so well peopled with Natives and Forreigners, tI
°re is scarce any Region in the Universe fortified with so many Inhabitants: Bi

Bartolome de Las Casas, A Brief Account of the Destruction of the Indies (London: R. Hewson, 168¢



