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 [1] Writing a historical account on Christopher Columbus is much like trying to read a book under a strobe light--the information is before you but none of it seems to cohere. Each new piece of information splinters from what you have just read and dangles over the scribbled page until another word jumps out and fractures the page into jagged bits of information. The task at hand is not so much a capturing of a definitive account of Columbus but a sifting through information and seeing what is left after the myths have dropped away. 

[2] First of all, his name is not Christopher Columbus. It is uncertain what the-explorer-formally-known-as- Columbus went by. Various names he used were: Cristoforo Colombo, Christobal Colom, Cristobal Colon, Christoual, Christovam, amongst others. Most historians claim that he was born in 1451--though some historians argue that it was between 1450 and 1452. Columbus was supposedly born in Genoa. What confuses many historians, though, is how a man born in Italy shows no evidence of being able to write Italian (even when writing to people in Genoa). Competing places of birth are: Corsica, Aragon, Galacia, Portugal, France, Poland, Greece, and Chinos. Columbus's father, Domenico, was a weaver and tavern keeper. Columbus married Felipa Moniz Perestrello in Portugal (at an unknown date), had a son named Diego with her (birth date unknown), and she then died (date unknown). Later, in Cordova, Columbus had a mistress named Beatriz Enriquez de Arana and fathered a child named Fernando with her. Why Columbus did not marry Beatriz is conjecture--some historians suggest that if he married Beatriz, a lower-class orphan, his reputation would be in jeopardy and impede his quest to get royal sponsorship for his voyage. All of this we know about Columbus's personal background, which is a euphemistic way of saying that we don't know much. 

[3] Before embarking upon Columbus's historical adventures, it is necessary to debunk some myths that have grown around him: 1) few, if any, people believed that the world was flat during Columbus's time. The main issue about Columbus's voyage was if the distance between Spain and Asia was crossable; 2) the Turks never closed trade routes to Asia. Matter of fact, they had no reason to close such routes since they made a handsome profit as a result of them. Columbus's voyages were not the result of a Turk blockade of land routes to Asia but of expediency and colonization--quicker routes that other competing European nations were unaware of; 3) Queen Isabella never pawned her jewels for Columbus's venture, nor do any texts show she had a romantic liaison with Columbus. There are other myths that will be debunked in this essay, but it is imperative that some of the more prominent ones get pushed aside in the beginning in order to clear the historical air. 

[4] In his early twenties, Columbus went to Portugal, known for its maritime activity. It is a matter of debate among historians as to how much sea experience Columbus had before sailing to America. Some historians claim that Columbus sailed often up and down the west coast of Africa. Other historians, using Columbus's own Diario that he wrote during his first voyage (but was translated and reworked by Columbus's contemporary Bartolome de las Casas--we have lost Columbus's original), claim that his writing exhibits a lack of sea experience: he constantly claimed false alarms of land, and on September 22 Columbus sent a map to the captain of the Pinta, Martin Alonso Pinzon, to check coordinates. Although Columbus most likely had a good deal of sailing experience, he is far from the faultless navigator that many historians claim. 

[5] While in Portugal, Columbus read many accounts of the Western world. Some of the works by explorers, scientists, and philosophers he read were: Cardinal Pierre d' Ailly's Imago Mundi, Pliny the Elder's Historia Naturalis, Aeneas Sylvius's Historia Rerum Ubique Gestarum, Marco Polo's account of his travels to China, Ptolomey's, Johann Muller's, and Marinus of Tyre's various works. Many works confirmed that there were lands west of Spain. Others showed that the earth's circumference was not as large as once believed and made sailing across the Atlantic a feasible operation. Sometime during all this reading, Columbus decided that he wanted to sail west. His motives for wanting to do so are complex and unclear. Historians debate Columbus's motives ranging from greed for gold to glory and fame to a divine mission to Christianize the "pagans" of Asia. Most likely his motives were a combination of all the aforementioned. 

[6] Columbus approached Spain with his idea of sailing west in 1485 but was initially rejected--as he was similarly rejected in Portugal earlier. It is unclear what finally persuaded the queen and king of Spain to fund Columbus's ships. Many historians claim that Spain's success in expelling the Moors helped free up money that could be used for Columbus's adventure. There are also some relatively unknown historical figures who have seemed to help Columbus's project. A Franciscan friar named Antonio de Marchena supported Columbus's cause to dukes and counts who could offer Columbus money. Martin Alonso Pinzon, a native Spaniard and experienced navigator, helped Columbus buy ships for the journey and sailed with him. Finally, Luis de Santangel, a chief accountant, provided some necessary collateral for the voyage. When all is said and done, Columbus somehow received the money and Spanish backing needed for his voyage in 1492--seven years after his initial inquiry to Spain. 

[7] Friday, August 3, 1492, Columbus set sail out of the Port of Palos. According to Columbus's Diario, the trip to the New World was largely uneventful. The Pinta had a faulty rudder and had to go into port at Grand Canary, but, after being fixed, all three ships sailed over calm waters. On October 10, Columbus mentions that the men on his ship complained of the long voyage, but Columbus easily subdued their fears by claiming that their troubles would be generously rewarded when they reached their destination. 

[8] October 12, land was spotted by a lookout of the Pinta. As Columbus approached the island he named San Salvador, Tainos natives appeared on the shores. What to make of the first encounter of Columbus and the Taino has filled books upon books of debate (we do not want to go into it here). Some interactions and actions between both groups to keep in mind are: Columbus renamed all the land, seas, etc. he found in the name of Spain; Columbus exchanged Spanish trinkets with the Tainos in the hope of discovering where they hid their gold; Columbus claims that he would like to convert the Tainos to Christianity and Spanish customs through love rather than force, yet he also takes many Tainos prisoners to serve as interpreters; the Tainos, at first, think the Spaniards are gods and treat them with awe. For the most part, the first encounter with the natives is not filled with confrontation but manipulation of mixed intentions. 

[9] An often unremarked event of the first voyage is how the Santa Maria crashed on some rocks while Columbus was asleep. The Tainos helped unload the ship in order to lighten it, but the ship remained grounded. Because the Santa Maria was badly damaged and its goods and men could not fit on the Nina (Capt. Pinzon mutinied Columbus and took the Pinta on November 21), Columbus founded the colony of La Navidad and left thirty-nine of his men there. On January 8, 1493, although Columbus could not leave that day due to a contrary wind blowing, he desired to leave the New World since he worried that Pinzon might reach Spain before him and spread slanders about the expedition. 

[10] By all accounts, Columbus did not receive a grand homecoming. Columbus showed the queen and king some of the gold he found, some useless vegetation that he thought was valuable, and some Tainos that he enslaved. Convinced that the New World had economic potential, Columbus was authorized to make a second trip with seventeen ships and fifteen hundred crewmen. Columbus received the title of Admiral of the Ocean Sea and Viceroy of the Indies--one of his demands that he petitioned for before he embarked upon the first journey. He was at the height of his career. It is unclear if Columbus actually believed that he landed off the coast of India and that the lands held vast amounts of gold, but what is certain is that Columbus convinced almost everyone else that he discovered a new route to Asia that held a wealth of gold. 

[11] Columbus returned to the New World in 1493. Almost immediately the signs were foreboding. On November 27, Columbus came upon La Navidad. The entire village was destroyed. It is largely believed that the inhabitants of the village were attacked for their past actions: mercilessly killing the natives and raping the women. 

[12] Columbus began instituting slavery full-scale on the natives during his second encounter. He created the tribute system where the natives would bring a certain amount of gold to the Spaniards every three months. If the natives failed to bring the gold, they would have their hands cut off. After the tribute system failed, Columbus created the encomienda system that forced entire native villages to hard labor. In 1495, Columbus had the Spaniards place twelve hundred Arawaks in slavery. Five hundred of the slaves were shipped to Spain (around two hundred died in route). Columbus, it should be kept in mind, was not doing the bidding of Spain in regards to slavery, since Queen Isabella was adamantly opposed to it. Matter of fact, Isabella sent back the three hundred slaves that Columbus initially sent to Spain. 

[13] Columbus was also having administrative problems with his own men. Some Spaniards rebelled at engaging their own hard labor for the construction of various colonies and at not having found a land filled with spices and gold. Although the rebellious Spaniards tried to seize some ships and sail back to Castile, Columbus managed to suppress the rebellion. 

[14] Most historians agree that even if Columbus was a skilled navigator, his administrative skills were horrible. Near the end of his second visit to the New World, Columbus appointed his brother Giacomo as temporary Viceroy since Columbus was about to return to Spain. His other brother, Bartolome, was co-ruler of the islands with Columbus during Columbus's stay. Giacomo and Bartolome (and Columbus for that matter) had no backgrounds in government, and their installation in the New World provided a further impetus for the troubles that Columbus would experience in the New World during his third voyage. 

[15] The third voyage began on May 31, 1498. It mainly differed from the second voyage only in degree rather than kind (though Columbus did encounter South America during this voyage). Conditions of the New World worsened. Internal rebellions were more frequent. A man named Francisco Roldan rebelled to such a degree that Columbus could not suppress him. Ironically, Columbus instead promoted Roldan to the position of alcalde mayor for life--a rather prominent position. As a result, more rebellions were underway. Adrian de Moxica followed Roldan's example. Although Columbus suppressed Moxica's rebellion (and killed Moxica), the hostilities persisted. Columbus, in his writings and treatment of the natives, held even more disgust for the Tainos--no longer considering them capable of conversion since he thought that they were on the level of animals. 

[16] Columbus's health began to rapidly decline, which began to show in December of 1494 during his second journey. He could not eat or sleep well. No one is certain what ailment Columbus suffered. By his third journey, Columbus began to show signs of madness. In a letter to the sovereigns, Columbus explains how the earth is not round, as he formally believed, but pear-shaped with a woman's "teat" on top of it. Furthermore, he believes that an earthly paradise (as described in Holy Scripture) is to be found in the southern section of the New World. Although it is not entirely rare to hear people mention an earthly paradise in the fifteenth century, Columbus's claim of having located it in a land that was consistently consumed with rebellions, wars, and disease was, at best, wishful thinking and more than likely delusions of grandeur. 

[17] Columbus had to be removed, along with his brothers. On August 23, 1500, Francisco de Bobadilla arrived in Santa Domingo and placed Columbus and his brothers under arrest. They were shipped back to Spain. Although Columbus was initially placed in chains, he was allowed the opportunity to remove them once he reached the ship destined for Spain. Columbus chose to wear them until he was absolved of the charges brought against him by the queen and king of Spain. When he reached Cadiz, Columbus was not placed in a prison but a monastery under guard. After five weeks, he received word from the king and queen that he was to be released. 

[18] Columbus's (mental) health got worse. He wrote a manuscript called the Book of Prophecies in which he asserted that his mission in the New World was ordained by divine prophecy and that he needed to return there. 
