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James Baldwin
What passes for identity in America is a series of myths about one's heroic ancestors.
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W E B Du Bois
[American] history ... paints perfect men and noble nations, but it does not tell the truth.
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Bartolome de las Casas
”What we committed in the Indies stands out among the most unpardonable offenses ever committed against God and mankind and this trade [in Indian slaves] as one of the most unjust, evil, and cruel among them.”
p60
Christopher Columbus introduced two phenomena that revolutionized race relations and transformed the modern world: the taking of land, wealth, and labor from indigenous peoples, leading to their near extermination, and the transatlantic slave trade, which created a racial underclass.

Columbus's initial impression of the Arawaks, who inhabited most of the islands in the Caribbean, was quite favorable. He wrote in his journal on October 13, 1492: "At daybreak great multitudes of men came to the shore, all young and of fine shapes, and very handsome. Their hair was not curly but loose and coarse like horse-hair. All have foreheads much broader than any people I had hitherto seen. Their eyes are large and very beautiful. They are not black, but the color of the inhabitants of the Canaries." (This reference to the Canaries was ominous, for Spain was then in the process of exterminating the aboriginal people of those islands.) Columbus went on to describe the Arawaks' canoes, "some large enough to contain 40 or 45 men." Finally, he got down to business: "I was very attentive to them, and strove to learn if they had any gold. Seeing some of them with little bits of metal hanging at their noses, I gathered from them by signs that by going southward or steering round the island in that direction, there would be found a king who possessed great cups full of gold." At dawn the next day, Columbus sailed to the other side of the island, probably one of the Bahamas, and saw two or three villages. He ended his description of them with these menacing words: "I could conquer the whole of them with fifty men and govern them as I pleased."

On his first voyage, Columbus kidnapped some ten to twenty-five Indians and took them back with him to Spain. Only seven or eight of the Indians arrived alive, but along with the parrots, gold trinkets, and other exotica, they caused quite a stir in Seville. Ferdinand and Isabella provided Columbus with seventeen ships, 1,200 to 1,500 men, cannons, crossbows, guns, cavalry, and attack dogs for a second voyage.

One way to visualize what happened next is with the help of the famous science fiction story War of the Worlds. H. G. Wells intended his tale of earthlings' encounter with technologically advanced aliens as an allegory. His frightened British commoners (New Jerseyites in Orson Welles's radio adaptation) were analogous to the "primitive" peoples of the Canaries or America, and his terrifying aliens represented the technologically advanced Europeans. As we identify with the helpless earthlings, Wells wanted us also to sympathize with the natives on Haiti in 1493, or on Australia in 1788, or in the upper Amazon jungle in the 1990s.

When Columbus and his men returned to Haiti in 1493, they demanded food, gold, spun cotton-whatever the Indians had that they wanted, including sex with their women. To ensure cooperation, Columbus used punishment by example. When an Indian committed even a minor offense, the Spanish cut off his ears or nose. Disfigured, the person was sent back to his village as living evidence of the brutality the Spaniards were capable of.

After a while, the Indians had had enough. At first their resistance was mostly passive. They refused to plant food for the Spanish to take. They abandoned towns near the Spanish settlements. Finally, the Arawaks fought back. Their sticks and stones were no more effective against the armed and clothed Spanish, however, than the earthlings' rifles against the aliens' death rays in War of the Worlds.

The attempts at resistance gave Columbus an excuse to make war. On March 24, 1495, he set out to conquer the Arawaks. Bartolome de Las Casas described the force Columbus assembled to put down the rebellion. "Since the Admiral perceived that daily the people of the land were taking up arms, ridiculous weapons in reality . . . he hastened to proceed to the country and disperse and subdue, by force of arms, the people of the entire island . . . For this he chose 200 foot soldiers and 20 cavalry, with many crossbows and small cannon, lances, and swords, and a still more terrible weapon against the Indians, in addition to the horses: this was 20 hunting dogs, who were turned loose and immediately tore the Indians apart." Naturally, the Spanish won. According to Kirkpatrick Sale, who quotes Ferdinand Columbus's biography of his father: "The soldiers mowed down dozens with point-blank volleys, loosed the dogs to rip open limbs and bellies, chased fleeing Indians into the bush to skewer them on sword and pike, and 'with God's aid soon gained a complete victory, killing many Indians and capturing others who were also killed.' "

Having as yet found no fields of gold, Columbus had to return some kind of dividend to Spain. In 1495 the Spanish on Haiti initiated a great slave raid. They rounded up 1,500 Arawaks, then selected the 500 best specimens (of whom 200 would die en route to Spain). Another 500 were chosen as slaves for the Spaniards staying on the island. The rest were released. A Spanish eyewitness described the event: "Among them were many women who had infants at the breast. They, in order the better to escape us, since they were afraid we would turn to catch them again, left their infants anywhere on the ground and started to flee like desperate people; and some fled so far that they were removed from our settlement of Isabela seven or eight days beyond mountains and across huge rivers; wherefore from now on scarcely any will be had." Columbus was excited. "In the name of the Holy Trinity, we can send from here all the slaves and brazil-wood which could be sold," he wrote to Ferdinand and Isabella in 1496. "In Castile, Portugal, Aragon,.. . and the Canary Islands they need many slaves, and I do not think they get enough from Guinea." He viewed the Indian death rate optimistically: "Although they die now, they will not always die. The Negroes and Canary Islanders died at first."

In the words of Hans Koning, "There now began a reign of terror in Hispaniola." Spaniards hunted Indians for sport and murdered them for dog food. Columbus, upset because he could not locate the gold he was certain was on the island, set up a tribute system. Ferdinand Columbus described how it worked: "[The Indians] all promised to pay tribute to the Catholic Sovereigns every three months, as follows: In the Cibao, where the gold mines were, every person of 14 years of age or upward was to pay a large hawk's bell of gold dust; all others were each to pay 25 pounds of cotton. Whenever an Indian delivered his tribute, he was to receive a brass or copper token which he must wear about his neck as proof that he had made his payment. Any Indian found without such a token was to be punished." With a fresh token, an Indian was safe for three months, much of which time would be devoted to collecting more gold. Columbus's son neglected to mention how the Spanish punished those whose tokens had expired: they cut off their hands.

All of these gruesome facts are available in primary source material- letters by Columbus and by other members of his expeditions-and in the work of Las Casas, the first great historian of the Americas, who relied on primary materials and helped preserve them. I have quoted a few primary sources in this chapter. Most textbooks make no use of primary sources. A few incorporate brief extracts that have been carefully selected or edited to reveal nothing unseemly about the Great Navigator.

The tribute system eventually broke down because what it demanded was impossible. To replace it, Columbus installed the encomienda system, in which he granted or "commended" entire Indian villages to individual colonists or groups of colonists. Since it was not called slavery, this forced-labor system escaped the moral censure that slavery received. Following Columbus's example, Spain made the encomienda system official policy on Haiti in 1502; other conquistadors subsequently introduced it to Mexico, Peru, and Florida.

The tribute and encomienda systems caused incredible depopulation. On Haiti the colonists made the Indians mine gold for them, raise Spanish food, and even carry them everywhere they went. The Indians couldn't stand it. Pedro de Cordoba wrote in a letter to King Ferdinand in 1517, "As a result of the sufferings and hard labor they endured, the Indians choose and have chosen suicide. Occasionally a hundred have committed mass suicide. The women, exhausted by labor, have shunned conception and childbirth . . . Many, when pregnant, have taken something to abort and have aborted. Others after delivery have killed their children with their own hands, so as not to leave them in such oppressive slavery."

Beyond acts of individual cruelty, the Spanish disrupted the Indian ecosystem and culture. Forcing Indians to work in mines rather than in their gardens led to widespread malnutrition. The intrusion of rabbits and livestock caused further ecological disaster. Diseases new to the Indians played a role, although smallpox, usually the big killer, did not appear on the island until after 1516. Some of the Indians tried fleeing to Cuba, but the Spanish soon followed them there. Estimates of Haiti's pre-Columbian population range as high as 8,000,000 people. When Christopher Columbus returned to Spain, he left his brother Bartholomew in charge of the island. Bartholomew took a census of Indian adults in 1496 and came up with 1,100,000. The Spanish did not count children under fourteen and could not count Arawaks who had escaped into the mountains. Kirkpatrick Sale estimates that a more accurate total would probably be in the neighborhood of 3,000,000. "By 1516," according to Benjamin Keen, "thanks to the sinister Indian slave trade and labor policies initiated by Columbus, only some 12,000 remained." Las Casas tells us that fewer than 200 Indians were alive in 1542. By 1555, they were all gone….
….Columbus not only sent the first slaves across the Atlantic, he probably sent more slaves-about five thousand-than any other individual. To her credit, Queen Isabella opposed outright enslavement and returned some Indians to the Caribbean. But other nations rushed to emulate Columbus. In 1501 the Portuguese began to depopulate Labrador, transporting the now extinct Beothuk Indians to Europe and Cape Verde as slaves. After the British established beachheads on the Atlantic coast of North America, they encouraged coastal Indian tribes to capture and sell members of more distant tribes. Charleston, South Carolina, became a major port for exporting Indian slaves. The Pilgrims and Puritans sold the survivors of the Pequot War into slavery in Bermuda in 1637. The French shipped virtually the entire Natchez nation in chains to the West Indies in 1731

A particularly repellent aspect of the slave trade was sexual. As soon as the 1493 expedition got to the Caribbean, before it even reached Haiti, Columbus was rewarding his lieutenants with native women to rape. On Haiti, sex slaves were one more perquisite that the Spaniards enjoyed. Columbus wrote a friend in 1500, "A hundred castellanoes are as easily obtained for a woman as for a farm, and it is very general and there are plenty of dealers who go about looking for girls; those from nine to ten are now in demand."

The slave trade destroyed whole Indian nations. Enslaved Indians died. To replace the dying Haitians, the Spanish imported tens of thousands more Indians from the Bahamas, which "are now deserted," in the words of the Spanish historian Peter Martyr, reporting in 1516. Packed in below deck, with hatchways closed to prevent their escape, so many slaves died on the trip that "a ship without a compass, chart, or guide, but only following the trail of dead Indians who had been thrown from the ships could find its way from the Bahamas to Hispaniola." Puerto Rico and Cuba were next.

Because the Indians died, Indian slavery then led to the massive slave trade the other way across the Atlantic, from Africa. This trade also began on Haiti, initiated by Columbus's son in 1505. Predictably, Haiti then became the site of the first large-scale slave revolt, when blacks and Indians banded together in 1519. The uprising lasted more than a decade and was finally brought to an end by the Spanish in the 1530s….
….As Kirkpatrick Sale poetically sums up, Columbus's "second voyage marks the first extended encounter of European and Indian societies, the clash of cultures that was to echo down through five centuries." The seeds of that five-century battle were sown in Haiti between 1493 and 1500. These are not mere details that our textbooks omit. They are facts crucial to understanding American and European history. Capt. John Smith, for example, used Columbus as a role model in proposing a get-tough policy for the Virginia Indians in 1624: "The manner how to suppress them is so often related and approved, I omit it here: And you have twenty examples of the Spaniards how they got the West Indies, and forced the treacherous and rebellious infidels to do all manner of drudgery work and slavery for them, themselves living like soldiers upon the fruits of their labors." 70 The methods unleashed by Columbus are, in fact, the larger part of his legacy. After all, they worked. The island was so well pacified that Spanish convicts, given a second chance on Haiti, could "go anywhere, take any woman or girl, take anything, and have the Indians carry him on their backs as if they were mules." In 1499, when Columbus finally found gold on Haiti in significant amounts, Spain became the envy of Europe. After 1500 Portugal, France, Holland, and Britain joined in conquering the Americas. These nations were at least as brutal as Spain. The British, for example, unlike the Spanish, did not colonize by making use of Indian labor but simply forced the Indians out of the way. Many Indians fled British colonies to ,, Spanish territories (Florida, Mexico) in search of more humane treatment.

Columbus's voyages caused almost as much change in Europe as in the Americas. This is the other half of the vast process historians now call the Columbian exchange. Crops, animals, ideas, and diseases began to cross the oceans regularly. Perhaps the most far-reaching impact of Columbus's findings was on European Christianity. In 1492 all of Europe was in the grip of the Catholic Church. As Larousse puts it, before America, "Europe was virtually incapable of self-criticism." After America, Europe's religious uniformity was ruptured. For how were these new peoples to be explained? They were not mentioned in the Bible. The Indians simply did not fit within orthodox Christianity's explanation of the moral universe. Moreover, unlike the Muslims, who might be written off as "damned infidels," Indians had not rejected Christianity, they had just never encountered it. Were they doomed to hell? Even the animals of America posed a religious challenge. According to the Bible, at the dawn of creation all animals lived in the Garden of Eden. Later, two of each species entered Noah's ark and ended up on Mt. Ararat. Since Eden and Mt. Ararat were both in the Middle East, where could these new American species have come from? Such questions shook orthodox Catholicism and contributed to the Protestant Reformation, which began in 1517.

Politically, nations like the Arawaks-without monarchs, without much hierarchy-stunned Europeans. In 1516 Thomas More's Utopia, based on an account of the Incan empire in Peru, challenged European social organization by suggesting a radically different and superior alternative. Other social philosophers seized upon the Indians as living examples of Europe's primordial past, which is what John Locke meant by the phrase "In the beginning, all the world was America." Depending upon their political persuasion, some Europeans glorified Indian nations as examples of simpler, better societies, from which European civilization had devolved, while others maligned the Indian societies as primitive and underdeveloped. In either case, from Montaigne, Montesquieu, and Rousseau down to Marx and Engels, European philosophers' concepts of the good society were transformed by ideas from America.

America fascinated the masses as well as the elite. In The Tempest, Shakespeare noted this universal curiosity: "They will not give a doit to relieve a lambe beggar, they will lay out ten to see a dead Indian." Europe's fascination with the Americas was directly responsible, in fact, for a rise in European self-consciousness. From the beginning America was perceived as an "opposite" to Europe in ways that even Africa never had been. In a sense, there was no "Europe" before 1492. People were simply Tuscan, French, and the like. Now Europeans began to see similarities among themselves, at least as contrasted with Native Americans. For that matter, there were no "white" people in Europe before 1492. With the transatlantic slave trade, first Indian, then African, Europeans increasingly saw "white" as a race and race as an important human characteristic.

Columbus's own writings reflect this increasing racism. When Columbus was selling Queen Isabella on the wonders of the Americas, the Indians were "well built" and "of quick intelligence." "They have very good customs," he wrote, "and the king maintains a very marvelous state, of a style so orderly that it is a pleasure to see it, and they have good memories and they wish to see everything and ask what it is and for what it is used." Later, when Columbus was justifying his wars and his enslavement of the Indians, they became "cruel" and "stupid," "a people warlike and numerous, whose customs and religion are very different from ours."

It is always useful to think badly about people one has exploited or plans to exploit. Modifying one's opinions to bring them into line with one's actions or planned actions is the most common outcome of the process known as "cognitive dissonance," according to the social psychologist Leon Festinger. No one likes to think of himself or herself as a bad person. To treat badly another person whom we consider a reasonable human being creates a tension between act and attitude that demands resolution. We cannot erase what we have done, and to alter our future behavior may not be in our interest. To change our attitude is easier.

Columbus gives us the first recorded example of cognitive dissonance in the Americas, for although the Indians may have changed from hospitable to angry, they could hardly have evolved from intelligent to stupid so quickly. The change had to be in Columbus.

Simplified Steps in a Mock Trial: 
1. Calling of Case by Bailiff: "All rise. The Court of _______________ is now in session. The honorable Judge(s) ______________ presiding.
2. Opening Statement: First the prosecutor (criminal case) or plaintiff's attorney (civil case), then the defendant's attorney, explain what their evidence will be and what they will try to prove.  Up to 3 minutes for each side.
3. Prosecution’s or Plaintiff's Case: Witnesses are called to testify (direct examination) and other physical evidence is introduced. Each witness called is cross-examined '(questioned so as to break down the story or be discredited) by the defense.  Up to 10 minutes.
4. Defendant's Case: Same as the third step except that defense calls witnesses for direct examination; cross-examination by prosecution/plaintiff.  Up to 10 minutes.
5. Break—Up to 3 minutes for each team to think about opposing side’s arguments and to compose, or revise, closing statement.
6. Closing Statement: An attorney for each side reviews the evidence presented and asks for a decision in his/her favor.  Up to 2 minutes per side.
7. Jury Instructions (Jury Trials Only): The Judge explains to the jury appropriate rules of law that it is to consider in weighing the evidence. As a general rule, the prosecution (or the plaintiff in a civil case) must meet the burden of proof in order to prevail. In a criminal case this burden is very high. In order for the accused? Are some parts of the trial more important than others? Would you trust a jury of your peers to determine your guilt or innocence? Students should also explore their reactions to playing attorneys, witnesses, jurors, and the judge. What roles do each play in the trial process?

Deliberation and reaching a unanimous verdict.   Refer to your trial preparation sheets and rubrics to determine winner.  Up to 5 minutes.
Mr. Cegielski—Social Studies




Student’s Name: 
    
                    Preparing for An In-Class Mock Trial
Directions: As participants in our upcoming mock trial, you are responsible for becoming educated on the topic and preparing for the case.  Follow the format below:

Mock Trial Topic:  Is Columbus a heroic explorer and therefore should be innocent of wrongdoing?  Or, is Columbus a ruthless conqueror and murderer and therefore should be considered guilty?
Summarize the major arguments against the accused:





Evidence or facts that should be considered:





 Preparing for An In-Class Mock Trial
Summarize the major arguments for, or in defense of, the accused:





Evidence or facts that should be considered:






Mock Trial RUBRIC

	Topic:


	Advanced Proficient
	Proficient
	Partially Proficient
	Not Proficient
	Score

	
	4
	3
	2
	1
	

	Addresses
Issues


	Always addresses 
topic
	Usually addresses topic
	Rarely addresses topic
	Did not address topic
	

	Support with Facts and Reliable Sources
	Uses many facts and reliable sources
that support topic
	Uses some facts and reliable sources that support topic
	Uses few facts and sources that support topic
	Does not use facts or sources that support topic
	

	Persuasiveness


	Arguments clear and convincing
	Arguments are sometimes clear and convincing
	Arguments are rarely clear and convincing
	Arguments are never clear and convincing
	

	Legal Team’s Display of Teamwork 
	Used team member effectively 

Equal timing
	One member does the talking 75% of the time
	One member does the talking 100% of the time
	No one talks
	

	Organization
	Electrifies audience in opening statement
Closure convinces audience
	Grabs attention and brings closure to the trial
	Introduces topic and brings some closure to the trial
	Does not introduce topic; no closure
	


TOTAL __________
Name(s) of student(s) on team: 





Prosecution or Defense? (Or, position being argued): 
Suggestions for Improvement: 

“History is an argument without end.”
--Pieter Geyl, Debates with Historians, 1955.

Two Views of Columbus
The following two passages suggest the enormous differences that have arisen in interpretations of the career of Christopher Columbus. The first, by Samuel Eliot Morison, a historian and a noted sailor, represents the traditional view of the explorer's achievements that held sway until recent years. The second, by Kirkpatrick Sale, a writer and environmentalist, indicates the radical change that has occurred in the understanding of the effects of exploration. 
1. "Columbus had a Hellenic sense of wonder at the new and strange, combined with an artist's appreciation of natural beauty. Moreover, Columbus had a deep conviction of the sovereignty and the infinite wisdom of God, which enhanced all his triumphs. One only wishes that the Admiral might have been afforded the sense of fulfillment that would have come from foreseeing all that flowed from his discoveries. The whole history of the Americas stems from the Four Voyages of Columbus, and as the Greek city-states looked back to the deathless gods as their founders, so today a score of independent nations unite in homage to Christopher the stout-hearted son of Genoa, who carried Christian civilization across the Ocean Sea." 
From S. E. Morison, Admiral of the Ocean Sea: A Life of Christopher Columbus, Little, Brown, 1942, pp. 670 — 671.
2. "For all his navigational skill, about which the salty types make such a fuss, and all his fortuitous headings, Admiral Colón [Christopher Columbus] could be a wretched mariner. The four voyages, properly seen, quite apart from bravery, are replete with lubberly mistakes, misconceived sailing plans, foolish disregard of elementary maintenance and stubborn neglect of basic safety – all characterized by the assertion of human superiority over the natural realm. Almost every time Colón went wrong it was because he had refused to bend to the inevitabilities of tide and wind and reef or, more arrogantly still, had not bothered to learn about them. 
"Many of those who know well the cultures that once existed in the New World have reason to be less than enthusiastic about [the 1992 celebrations of] the event that led to the destruction of much of that heritage and the greater part of the people who produced it; others are planning to protest the entire goings-on as a wrongful commemoration of an act steeped in bloodshed, slavery and genocide." From Kirkpatrick Sale, The Conquest of Paradise, Knopf Publishers, 1992.
1. After reading both evaluations of Columbus, summarize how the two accounts differ.
2. In your opinion, what accounts for the difference in opinions between the two versions (not just the specific author’s view, but the more general change in how society regards Columbus): Consider the author, background, intent, date of publication, etc.
 Read the Following account from Columbus about meeting the “Indians:”
“They brought us parrots and balls of cotton and spears and many other things, which they exchanged for the glass beads and hawks’ bells.  They willingly traded everything they owned. . . .  They were well-built, with good bodies and handsome features. . . .  They do not bear arms, and do not 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 whatever 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.”
3. What things does Columbus find notable about the Indians?  What conclusions does he draw from these observations?
4. Which view of Columbus, that given by S.E. Morison or Kirkpatrick Sale, does this account support?  Explain your answer.
                Columbus As Protagonist of the Great Event

There are no portraits of Christopher Columbus from life.  More

than eighty effigies or portraits are known, and they are very

different from each other because the artists were inspired by

their own imaginations, keeping in mind at times - but not always

- the few but essential accounts that were left of Columbus's

physical person by individuals who knew him. 

     There are four such accounts:

     The first is from his son, don Fernando, who was born when

his father was thirty-seven or thirty-eight years old.  In the

Historie della vita e dei fatti di Cristoforo Colombo, he wrote:

"The Admiral was a well-built man of more than average height,

with a long face, and slightly high cheeks who had neither a

tendency toward fat nor towards emaciation.  He had an aquiline

nose, and light-colored eyes, and white skin lit up by a lively

coloring.  In his youth he had blond hair, although by the time

he turned thirty it had all turned white."

     The second account is from Fra Bartolomeo de Las Casas, who

had the occasion to see Christopher Columbus in person in Santo

Domingo in 1500, when the navigator was about fifty years old. 

In chapter 2 of his Historia de la Indias, Las Casas wrote: "As

far as his outward appearance is concerned, he is of tall body,

more so than average; an elongated and authoritarian face; an

aquiline nose; blue eyes, and a light complexion which tended

towards a lively red; when he was young his beard and hair were

blond, but they quickly turned white due to his travails."

     Let us move on to Gonzales Fernandez de Oviedo who in the

Historia general y natural de las Indias describes Christopher

Columbus, who was forty when they met: "A man of good stature and

handsome appearance, taller than average, with robust limbs; his

lively eyes and other features were well proportioned, his hair

was very red, his face ruddy and freckled."

Finally the testimony of the Venetian Angelo Trevisan,chancellor

and secretary of the Venetian ambassador to Spain, who probably

saw the Genoese navigator when the latter was over fifty years

old: "Christophoro Columbo zenovese, homo de alta et procera

statura, rosso, de grande inzegno e faza longa."

                                   Note

A koine of the "diplomatic" Italian then used in Northeastern

Italy, which I translate as follows: "Christopher Columbus the

Genoese, a man of tall and distinguished stature, red-haired,

with a great mind and a long face."

In fifteenth century Italian, procera meant "distinguished," but

it could also maintain its original Latin meaning of

"aristocratic."

     A long face, slightly high cheeks, without a tendency

towards fat (don Fernando); an elongated face (Las Casas); a long

face (Trevisan).  His high and broad forehead made him look

aristocratic (Trevisan) and authoritarian (Las Casas). He had an

aquiline nose, a fact to which both don Fernando and Las Casas

attest.  His eyes were clear (don Fernando), blue (Las Casas),

lively (Oviedo), and the sign of a great mind (Oviedo and

Trevisan).

     The problem of color remains open.  His son, don Fernando,

Las Casas, Oviedo and Trevisan - the four who report what they

saw in person, knew Columbus when his hair was white, which was

after the age of thirty.  This explains why they disagree on what

color his hair was when he was younger.  According to don

Fernando and Las Casas, it was blonde.  The exact word which Las

Casas used was rubios, which in Castilian means "blonde," but for

some unknown reason certain English and American writers

translated rubios as "red."  They may have been influenced by

Oviedo, who talks about "very red hair" and about the color of

Columbus's face, which all four describe as tending towards red. 

Dario Guglielmo Martini correctly described his face as having

red cheekbones.  In fact, in the Historia of don Fernando, we

read, "white skin lit up by lively color"; in Las Casas, "white

complexion which tended towards a lively red"; in Oviedo,"a ruddy

and freckled face"; in Trevisan, "red."

     I tend toward the hypothesis that the young Columbus had

hair which tended more toward being red than blonde, as claimed

by don Fernando and Las Casas; perhaps they state this because

they believe that blonde is more attractive.  However, it is

definite that from the time of his first voyage of discovery

(begun when he was forty years old), the navigator had entirely

white hair.

The great discoverer's sensory abilities were much more important

than his external appearance.  He had an excellent sense of

smell; this is the most definite fact we have regarding

Columbus's physical makeup.  All of his writings reveal this. 

Many of those who met him praised his extraordinary sense of

smell, and left testimony about his acute sensitivity to

perfumes.  Some interpreted this sensitivity as an expression of

affectedness; instead it was the expression of an ability that he

possessed in a degree disproportionate to that of his peers: an

innate ability that constituted a fundamental and decisive

component of his sixth sense, his sense of the sea.

     His eyesight and his hearing were equally keen.  He would

ruin his eyesight while crossing the Atlantic on his third voyage

(1498); he spent twenty-seven July afternoons on the deck,

staring at the sun to keep his east-west course.  He came down

with opthamalia, but he did not lose the exceptional navigational

skills that he had acquired as a boy on the Ligurian and

Mediterranean Seas and even on the Atlantic.

     This is all regarding his physical figure.  The discussion

of his character, psychology and moral qualities is longer and

more complex.  Hundreds and perhaps thousands of essays and

articles have been written on these subjects in the five

centuries that have gone by since Christopher Columbus's

extraordinary achievement.  So have more than a few novels, plays

and operas. In this literature, which makes no scruples about

historical validity and relies instead exclusively on poetic

inspiration, two works stand out: Le livre de Christophe Colomb

by Paul Claudel and El harpa y la sombra by Alejo Carpentier. 

These are two interpretations in which the historical data are at

times exact but not infrequently twisted and distorted, mixed in

with outright inventions.  However, their artistic achievements

are incomparable, and are such as to establish them as gems of

world literature.  The one and the other constitute a perfect

antithesis: in one Columbus hears voices like Joan of Arc

(Claudel); in the other Columbus is a mystifier, a dishonest man,

a thief, a womanizer (Carpentier).  These two artistic

interpretations should be read without concern as to who the real

Christopher Columbus actually was, apart from every praising or

denigrating myth.

     On a scrupulously and rigorously historical level, Columbus

was neither a saint nor a politician.  His disgraces cannot be

explained solely on the basis of misfortune, the malice of his

enemies or the enviousness of those who couldn't bear the fact

that a foreigner of modest origins had achieved incredible

privileges and the greatest honors.  He was neither inept nor

inefficient, but he did lack the two chief and essential talents

of a political man: farsighted firmness in his decisions and an

acute knowledge of men, this last an indispensable prerequisite

for making prudent choices in assigning responsibilities.

It has been said that Columbus was still wholly a man of the

Middle Ages.  Others have argued instead that he had the spirit

of a Renaissance man, and written that his spirit was superior to

the century in which he lived.  In reality he can be situated

between two eras.  His philosophical and theological vision, as

well as the assumptions on which his scientific concepts were

based, are medieval.  His inquisitive fervor, his feeling for

nature, his ability to attempt explanations of facts and of

phenomena which had not yet been observed or explained are all

characteristics of the Renaissance.  His mercantile and

capitalistic approach to economics, at least until the confusing

events of the third voyage of the Santo Domingo, was of the

Renaissance, as we have already described at length.

     In these respects he had the psychological traits typical of

modern man, being concrete and practical to the point of

fastidiousness.  He only relied on direct experiences which he

tried to acquire in every way.  From these he began to trace his

ideas and to germinate the seeds of his great design - a modern

psychology, therefore, but on a medieval foundation.

     The same definition could be applied to his religious

spirit.  He was a Christian and a Catholic in the modern sense,

but on a medieval foundation.  His faith was strong, sincere and

inexhaustible.  In any given moment, and even in the most

difficult predicament, he was not at all superstitious or

hypocritical.  At times he was fanatical, or, as one would say

today, a fundamentalist.  But his fanaticism never veered from

the ever valid principles of the Christian and Catholic ideology. 

And he was never pro-clerical.  In defence of authentic

Christianity he never hesitated to fight with priests, monks and

bishops, just as in the common interpretation of the events of

his life he found comfort, consolation and friendship with

certain monks and bishops.  In this regard, towering over all

others, stands the Franciscan father Antonio Marchena,

undoubtedly the most important protagonist, after Columbus, of

the greatest adventures in the history of the discoveries.

     When he found himself facing the superhuman risks of storms

at sea, he made vows to the Madonna and to the saints, just as

believers in Catholicism always have, be they Medieval,

Renaissance or Modern.

     He was especially devout toward the Madonna and Saint

Francis.  He knew the New Testament perfectly as well as long

passages from the Old Testament.  When confronted by the most

terrifying danger that he had to face in his lengthy story of

love and war with the Ocean, Columbus, when he recognized that

there was no hope in the order of nature, made direct recourse to

the Creator of nature, to the "Verbum caro factum est," and he

recited the first verses from the gospel according to Saint John.

Finally, his continuous obsessive search for gold and riches was

always aimed toward a definite goal: the crusade for the

reconquest of the Holy Sepulcher.  Moreover, his crusading was no

longer that of the Middle Ages.  It was a new spirit, renewed in

light of the psychological effects of the fall of Constantinople,

the other great capital, with Rome, of Christendom.

     The spirit of the Crusades did not so much entail only the

aspiration to reconquer the Holy Land.  It meant much more: to

rejoin that which had been divided, to lead back to unity a world

which had been one under the eagle of Rome, and had remained one

with the conversion to Christianity.  Christianity had subsumed

the barbarians: all the Germans, Slavs, and even the Vikings and

the Mongolian Hungarians.  But Christianity had been broken by

Islam.

     Columbus's finalization of projects with the religious ideal

of a new crusade in mind was also rooted in Genoa, where the need

for a new crusade had been evident since the beginning of the

second half of the fifteenth century.  This need became even more

evident upon contacts in the Iberian Peninsula with Christians

who had been liberated from the yoke of Islam.

     The Christian and Catholic conception of the world

constituted the essential and primary pillar of Columbus's

personality.  And there is no contradiction between this

statement and the equally categorical statement that he was no

saint.  Faith is not enough, even if it is indestructible;

demonstrations of resignation, and even of occasional generosity

are not enough.  There are also signs that he was attracted to

money and to privileges, that he was suspicious, almost stingy,

guilty of favoritism toward relatives and family, that he was

indifferent to the horrible practices of slavery.  And especially

that he was proud: his mystical conception of himself and his

mission led him in the last years of his life to believe that he

was the man who would stand the Third Era, that of the Holy

Spirit, prophesied by Gioacchino da Fiore.

     Columbus's "faith" was as strong as his "charity" was feeble

and desultory.  Thus he was neither a great nor a small saint. He

was - and this is not insignificant - a convinced, profound,

tenacious defensor fidei.

     The image of Columbus as an adventurer is a false one.  He

never refused adventure; on the contrary, he searched for it,

often if not always.  He searched for it and lived it with

disdain for danger, with the ardor and genuine courage of a man

conscious of his own skills and strengthened by divine support. 

His first transatlantic voyage was undoubtedly a fabulous

adventure; but so were, in their own way, his youthful voyages to

Chios, Iceland and Guinea.  And his third voyage was also an

adventure, deliberately conducted in the torture of equatorial

doldrums and unending tropical heat.  But the most surprising of

his adventures, or better yet, his tangle of adventures, was the

fourth voyage he embarked on - when his star was already falling

- with the precise aim of circumnavigating the globe, and

concluded with two vessels, rotting due to an infestation of

teredos (shipworms), and stranded for an entire year in Santa

Gloria, Jamaica, on the most open beach in the world.

     And his were not just maritime adventures.  Was it not

perhaps an adventure to flee from Portugal to Spain, and seven

years there to be insistent - without ever giving up - in the

strenuous hope of one day realizing his great design?  Was it not

an adventure when he went on a land expedition in Vega Real to

found San Tomaso in the middle of a land even more unknown than

the ocean?  The life of Columbus was a marvelous adventure, at

times happy, at times sad, at times extremely sad.  But he is

called an adventurer by those who would diminish his merits, by

those who would consider his successes a product of luck, of pure

chance.  In this sense, Columbus was anything but an adventurer. 

His merits are indeed linked to his successes, but they are the

cause, not the effect.

Above all, there is one fact that cannot be denied if one does

not want to deeply falsify history.  Columbus's genius for the

sea was exceptional, outstanding.  We have had more than one

chance to dwell on facts, episodes, and judgements that prove and

confirm our assertion.  Above all, his route, or rather, his

routes, confirm it.  Columbus did not just discover America: he

discovered the round-trip route between America and the Gulf of

Mexico.  As long as sails were used in navigation, ships that

departed from Spanish, Portuguese, French and Italian ports,

directed toward Mexico, the mouth of the Mississippi, any of the

Caribbean islands, Columbia or Venezuela, followed the route of

the first voyage of discovery.  And, on the return trip, they

would go north of the Sargasso Sea to the parallels of the

Azores.  Even today, someone who wants to cross the Atlantic by

sail chooses the route of Columbus's second voyage: from the

Canary Islands to Guadalupe!

We have already said that he possessed in excellent measure the

physical talents of a seaman.  Michele da Cuneo writes: "He only

needed to see a cloud or star at night to know which direction to

follow or if bad weather was on its way; he himself commanded and

stood at the helm; and when the tempest had passed, he raised the

sails while others slept."  And there is spectacular proof of his

extraordinary, almost magical maritime abilities.  During the

fourth voyage, Columbus found himself facing Santo Domingo.  He

learned that thirty Spanish ships were about to weigh anchor and

sail for Europe, with heavy cargoes of gold.  He immediately sent

word that the departure should be delayed because a huge storm

was ready to burst.  However, there was no palpable sign that

seemed to back up Columbus's predictions.  The sea and the sky

did not appear threatening,and the wind at the time of departure

was blowing toward the east.  The Spanish laughed at his worries,

and the imposing armada weighed anchor.  Even before it reached

the easternmost tip of Hispaniola, the sky darkened, the sea

became flat and dark, and the air became stifling.  The storm - a

hurricane - was announcing itself, but there was no way to turn

back due to the dying winds.  The hurricane violently shook the

masts and keels, and smashed everything on board.  Most of the

ships were lost, along with the entire crew and a large cargo of

gold, while only four half-sunken ships made it back to Santo

Domingo.  Other foundering ships sought refuge in harbors off the

southeast coast.

     Only one ship, the smallest and flimsiest, the Guecha,

escaped harm, and continued its course toward Spain, unaware of

the plight of its sister ships.  On board was Christopher

Columbus's agent, Alonso Sanchez de Carvajal; he was carrying

approximately four thousand gold pesos, which Bobadillo had

returned to the rightful owners, on the king's orders.  Of the

many shipments which had left from Santo Domingo on the occasion,

this was the only gold to reach Spain, where it was duly turned

over to Christopher's son, don Diego.  To the surprising fact

that only Columbus's gold was saved from hurricane, an equally

surprising fact was added: all four of the Navigator's ships,

even the Santiago de Palos, which the Admiral had wanted to

change, were able to find safety.

     A haughty foreigner, now a seer, a witch doctor, able to

conjure up a hurricane with magical powers that could sink the

ships of his enemies and spare the ones that interested him!  It

is obvious that Christopher Columbus was not a witch doctor, and

it is only by chance that the one ship which succeeded in

reaching Spain was the one carrying his gold.  But it is not

obvious that Christopher Columbus could guess that a hurricane

was about to strike: a hurricane was an utterly unknown

phenomenon in the Old World, and the Genoese had had only a

single experience of one seven years earlier.  Columbus thus

demonstrated yet one more time that he possessed an unsurpassed 

knowledge of the sea.

     The greatest Columbus scholars - Thacher, Charcot, De

Lollis, Revelli, Morison, Ballesteros Beretta, Madariaga, and

Nunn - fully confirm the words of Las Casas: "Christopher

Columbus surpassed all his contemporaries in the art of

navigation."  Dissenting conclusions on this point are extremely

rare.  The most drastic is Vignaud's, whose nautical experience

would seem to be limited to a few rides on the Seine in a bateau-

mouche.

     The great French explorer Charcot describes Columbus in

these words: "A seaman who had 'le sens mars': the mysterious and

innate gift of being able to direct a pathway in the midst of the

sea...Dogs have barked, and they will bark again, but the

caravels passed by.  The work of Christopher Columbus is so great

that it bewilders you into enthusiasm."  This is the most

flattering judgement that a great mariner could pass on a man who

can be considered, together with Cook, the greatest mariner of

all time.

Columbus was also a geographer.  He was to a large degree, though

not wholly, self-taught.  It is neither casual nor

inconsequential - as some have said superficially - that he was

born in Genoa.  Ever since he was a child in Genoa he had learned

the primary elements of the nautical arts, and while he was still

in the area of Genoa and Savona, he had acquired that familiarity

with questions of the sea and of navigation that is inherent in

the traditions of the Republic.  In this respect, Genoa held an

unquestionable primacy, not only in the Mediterranean but in all

of Christendom.  Then, in his first voyages, but especially in

his important prolonged Atlantic experiences, Columbus developed

a sensitivity to geography and its multiple problems.  Columbus

gave proof of this keen, often brilliant sensibility in many of

his writings.  Among the many characteristic traits of the

Genoese, Humboldt indicates the sharpness and the penetration

with which he grasped and related to the phenomena of the

external world.  As soon as he arrived in a new world and under a

new sky, he looked carefully at the lay of the land, the fauna

and the flora, the climate and the variations in earthly

magnetism.  In his Journal and in his notes he touched on almost

all the points toward which scientific discoveries of the last

half of the fifteenth century and all of the sixteenth century

were leading.  Despite his lack of a solid understanding of

natural history, Columbus's powers of observation served him well

in his direct contacts with great physical phenomena.  He was not

an educated man, and to a large extent he was an autodidact;

nevertheless, he succeeded in becoming a great geographer.

     However, it is restricting to consider Columbus only in

terms of his maritime and geographic genius.  He was a complete

genius in the true sense of the word.  He had more than just a

sense of the sea and a keen sensibility for geography: his strong

will, his tenaciousness, his stubbornness, and his courageousness

to the point of incredible temerity stand alongside his

indestructible faith and immense desire for glory.  He had ardor

and patience, memory and imagination.  In the decisive moments of

his countless adventures he succeeded, not always, but often, in

bringing together his multiple intuitions, his various skills, in

that determination which only a genius knows how to exact.

     In this way and only in this way can we explain the

conception of the great plan to buscar el Levante por el Poniete,

to seek the East by going west.  This explains his inflexible

renunciation of family, of monetary gain, and especially of his

main dream, the sea, during the best years of his life, between

the ages of thirty-four and forty-two.  This explains how he was

able to realize the four great Atlantic enterprises, directing,

commanding, resisting, maintaining clear discernment and lucid

perceptions when faced with the fury of the elements and the

rebellion of men.

Firm and unshakable in his intentions and decisions, Columbus had

negotiated - on almost equal footing - with the king of Portugal,

with the Spanish sovereigns, and with Genoese, Florentine and

Jewish bankers.  He was not conceited.  He was perfectly aware of

his own worth and the strength of his own ideas.

     He could never have acquired the esteem and the affection of

Father Antonio Marchena and Father Juan Perez through deceit

alone.  He could never have made so many friends, protectors and

admirers at the Spanish court through conceit; nor could he have

gained the understanding and the trust of one woman of

exceptional intelligence and rare virtue, Queen Isabella.

     Through conceit alone he could never have won over that

shrewd and expert captain from Los Palos, Martin Alonso Pinzon,

the man who shares the merit and the glory of the great

enterprise, the man thanks to whom Columbus was able to enlist

most of his crew.  Through conceit he would not have won - in

even the most difficult and troublesome situations - the esteem

and respect of the seamen, whose obedience he always commanded,

even when the events of Santa Gloria turned into tragedy.

     His success was not accidental.  He was not the fortunate

traveller who accidentally became a discoverer.  He was not, as

it is too often repeated, the navigator who left in search of new

lands without knowing exactly where they were.  It is true that,

by chance, he ran into America on his journey; but it is equally

true that he was a discoverer, an inventor, the inventor of a new

idea, of a new perspective, which until that point had been

ignored by the Old World, by the Greco-Roman-Christian, Arabo-

Islamic, Indian, Chinese, and Japanese civilizations.

     Columbus's discovery was of greater proportions than any

other discovery or invention in human history.  The Europeans

have realized this ever since the beginning of the sixteenth

century.  Later on, the measure of the importance of Christopher

Columbus's discovery grew from century to century, due both to

the prodigious development of the American continent and to the

other, numerous discoveries that derived from this first one. 

The greatness of the achievement that acquired the American

continent for the Greco-Roman-Christian culture, i.e., for

European culture, undoubtedly goes beyond the voyages of

Columbus.  In spite of errors, egos and violence, it can only

excite admiration.  It was completed first and foremost by the

Spanish people, and then by the Portuguese, the French, the

English, the Italians and the Irish: in some way, by all the

European populations.

     But this acknowledgment cannot diminish the value of the

starting point of the achievement itself: Christopher Columbus's

discovery.  Yet almost every year, the American and European

press rekindles the debate on the merits of Columbus's discovery,

and on whether or not he was truly the first.  Who arrived in

America first?  Had no one gone before the Genoese on the

Atlantic route?  Had the Viking ships not already arrived in

Greenland and Canada?  This argument has no justification on

scientific grounds.  The problem is historical.  It is not a

question of establishing who was the first European to set foot

on the shores of the American continent, but rather, of

establishing who suddenly and forcefully inserted the New World

into the sweep of civilization, and who determined a decisive

turning point in the history of humanity.

The first human beings probably reached American soil by crossing

the Bering Strait during the early Paleolithic age, about twenty

to twenty-five thousand years ago.  When Christopher Columbus

came ashore on the island of San Salvador in the Bahamas, The

American continent was populated by several million people, from

the extreme north to the extreme south.  The population was

ancient, because great civilizations had been prospering for

centuries on vast territories, while other great civilizations

had died out or were in the process of dying out.  The

discussions on who arrived first in America are therefore

superficial and unscientific.  Not one, but millions and millions

of people had arrived, or could trace their origins to the

numerous couples who had arrived in the millennia preceding 1492. 

The only serious question is whether any navigator from our

Greco-Roman-Christian civilization or from the Middle Eastern

civilization arrived before Columbus.  

     But the eventual casual contacts of single Europeans or Afro

Asians with the New World would not touch or diminish the value

of Columbus's discovery, just as it was not affected by the

clamorous enterprise of the Vikings' lost discovery.  Here we are

faced with irreprehensible historical fact.  But these very

historical facts assure us that whether the Vikings touched the

snowy lands of Labrador or reached Nova Scotia and Massachusetts,

they were neither conscious of finding themselves in a new world,

nor did they let the civilized world of that time - Christendom

and Islam - know about it.  Nor did anyone from that part of the

world that faces the Pacific and Indian Oceans, Chinese or

Indian, hear anything about it.

The Vikings memorable adventures on the northwestern Atlantic did

not have any lasting effect on the history of humanity.  And the

American continent continued to remain wrapped in mystery.  The

veil of mystery was only lifted by the brilliance, the

tenaciousness, and the faith of Christopher Columbus.  He was not

the first man to tread on American soil; millions and millions of

men already lived there when he arrived.  He was probably not

even the first European to disembark there, both because some

truth may lie at the base of certain legends and hypotheses which

periodically find some credit, and because it has been

historically proven that the Vikings did land on the North

American shores in the eleventh century.

     But on the subject of geographic discoveries, the term

"discover" does not mean to arrive first; it means to arrive  and

to return, to report back to someone who can then repeat the

experience of the discoverer.  Thus Columbus, and Columbus alone

was truly the discoverer.  He came up with the idea, and he

realized it.  He was the first to give the Old World news of the

two great discoveries.  One had been predicted by some

scientists, expected by some sailors, but no one had had the

courage to ascertain it.  On the other side of the ocean there

was not an abyss, but rather land.  Columbus landed there on 12

October 1492.  And this was the date of the beginning of a new

era.  

     The other great discovery, marvelous and only imaginary

before that point, was made by Columbus when he reached the mouth

of a huge new river, the Orinoco.  That evening, on 15 August

1498, he wrote in the ship's log:  "I think that this is a great

continent which has been unknown until today."  A few years later

he would write: "Their Highnesses will be the rulers of these

vast lands, which are another world."

     Otro mundo, neuvo mundo: only with Columbus's enterprise

would Europe learn that a New World existed.  And this profoundly

changed the course of human history.
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