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PREFACE
&

Our two-volume reader, A More Perfect Union: Documents in U.S. History,
presents students with the original words of speeches and testimony, politi-
cal and legal writings, and literature that have reflected, precipitated, and
implemented pivotal events of the past four centuries. The readings in
Volume I cover the era from Columbus’s voyage of discovery to Reconstruc-
tion. Volume II begins with the post-Civil War period, repeating some
of the first volume’s final readings, and concludes with contemporary
selections. We are pleased with the reception that A More Perfect Union has
received, and we have worked toward refining the contents of this new
edition.

About a third of the material is new to this edition. New selections in
Volume I include, for example, a letter from a Scotch-Irish farmer and a
revolutionary speech by Patrick Henry, both from the eighteenth century,
as well as Charles G. Finney’s lecture on revivals of religion and General
William T. Sherman’s message to the citizens of Atlanta from the nineteenth
century. Many new selections have been added to Volume II. Among them
are Andrew Carnegie’s “Wealth” and the Populist Party platform as well
as an interview with Malcolm X and the Republican Party’s “Contract with
America.”

The readings in these volumes represent a blend of social and political
history, along with some cultural and economic trends, suitable for intro-
ductory courses in American history. We made our selections with three
thoughts in mind. First, we looked for famous documents with a lustrous
place in the American tradition—or the Gettysburg Address, for example,
or Franklin D. Roosevelt’s First Inaugural Address. These we chose for
their great mythic quality, as expressions of fundamental sentiments with
which students should be familiar. Second, we looked for writings that
caused something to happen or had an impact when they appeared. Exam-
ples include the Virginia slave statutes, Thomas Paine’s The Crisis, the
Emancipation Proclamation, and Earl Warren’s opinion in Brown v. Board
of Education of Topeka—all of them influential pieces, some of them famous
as well. Third, we looked for documents that seemed to reflect important
attitudes or developments. Into this group fall Thomas Hart Benton’s racial
views as well as the writings of Upton Sinclair on industrial Chicago and
of Martin Luther King, Jr. on Vietnam. In this category, where the need for
careful selection from a wide field was most apparent, we looked especially
for thoughtful pieces with a measure of fame and influence. Horace Mann’s
statement on schools reflected common attitudes; it also caused something
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to happen and is a well-known reform statement. We have also tried to
mix a few unusual items into the stew, as with the “Report of the Joint
Committee on Reconstruction” and a letter from a Catholic nun in early
Colorado.

We have edited severely in places, mostly when the document is long
or contains extraneous material or obscure references. We have also, in
some cases, modernized spelling and punctuation.

Each document has a lengthy headnote that summarizes the relevant
trends of the era, provides a specific setting for the document, and sketches
the life of the author. There are also “Questions to Consider” to guide
students through the prose and suggest ways of thinking about the
selections.

We would like to thank the following people who reviewed the manu-
script for one or both volumes:

John K. Alexander, University of Cincinnati; June G. Alexander, Univer-
sity of Cincinnati; Judith L. Demark, Northern Michigan University; Harvey
Green, Northeastern University; Ben Rader, University of Nebraska at Lin-
coln; C. Elizabeth Raymond, University of Nevada—Reno; Thomas Tem-
pleton Taylor, Wittenberg University; and John Scott Wilson, University of
South Carolina.

We also wish to express our appreciation to the editorial staff of
Houghton Mifflin Company for their hard and conscientious work in pro-
ducing these volumes.

PEB.
R.S.
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English ships off the coast of early Virginia. In 1584 English ships reached
Roanoke, an island off the coast of what is now North Carolina. (Granger
Collection)
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1

A
v

CONTACT

According to Icelandic saga, the Scandinavian adventurer Leif Ericsson
set foot in the New World in the eleventh century. Even if the tales
are true, and even if the discoveries had become widely known during
that time, Europeans were not yet ready for expansion. The economi-
cally feeble and politically fragmented European society would have
had little interest in daring and costly colonization schemes.

By the late fifteenth century Europe had changed dramatically. Its
population was increasing, more people demanded the goods and
services that a new merchant class was eager to provide, and trade
and commerce grew accordingly. As new markets emerged, and im-
provements in shipbuilding and navigation made seafaring less hazard-
ous, incentives for expanding trade multiplied. Impatient to advance
the economic growth of their infant nation-states, powerful new rulers
began to think about subsidizing exploratory voyages. Europe was
poised to produce a man like Christopher Columbus.

The Italian seaman Columbus proposed to reach the riches of the
Orient by sailing west. Unable to convince the Portuguese to bankroll
his scheme, he appealed to Ferdinand and Isabella, the sovereigns of
Spain. Ambitious and visionary, they financed the 1492 voyage in
which Columbus “discovered” the New World, an achievement the
eighteenth-century economist Adam Smith heralded as perhaps the
“greatest and most important event recorded in the history of mankind.”

Columbus kept an extraordinarily detailed record of his voyage.
Columbus addressed this journal to his patrons, Ferdinand and Isabella,
but given his hunger for personal glory, he no doubt made his entries
for the eyes of future generations as well. Although the journal was
lost some forty years after the voyage, Bartolomé de Las Casas, a fierce
critic of Spanish treatment of American Indians, preserved and edited
it from a version recorded by a scribe. Thus the Diario de Colén
(Spanish) or the Journal of the First Voyage (English) is really a close
“translation” of the original.

Las Casas observed that Columbus “was called Christopher, that is
to say Christum ferens, which means carrier or bearer of Christ.” There
is plenty of evidence to suggest that Columbus was driven as much
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by God as he was by “gold and glory,” but the millions who followed
him to the shores of the New World seemed to dream mostly of gold.
“Gold is most excellent [and] whoever has it may do what he wishes
in the world,” Columbus wrote, and indeed, partly as a result of his
voyages, Europe accumulated unprecedented wealth and power. But
Europe’s astonishing transformation came at enormous cost to the New
World’s native peoples.

Columbus made several voyages to the New World. During his
second voyage he founded Isabela, the first European city in the New
World, and during his third voyage he reached the South American
mainland. He undertook his fourth and last voyage in direct violation
of royal orders. It was on these later voyages that Columbus and his
men began enslaving native people.

Suffering from disease and plagued by persistent hallucinations, in
1506 Columbus left this world as he had entered it in 1451—in obscu-
rity. Except that he spent most of his youth at sea, little is known about
his family or his early years, and even his birthplace has been disputed.
He was buried in Valladolid, Spain, but his body was exhumed several
times, and it was not until 1898 that Columbus was interred in his
final resting place in Seville.

Questions to Consider. What were Columbus’s primary objectives in
the New World? How did he treat the natives at this first encounter?
Were he and his men intolerant? To what extent was he alert to the
new landscape? What evidence suggests that he was a religious man?
What evidence is there that his religion and that of Imperial Spain had
an intolerant dimension?

D
v

Journal of the First Voyage (1492)
CHRISTOPHER COLUMBUS

PROLOGUE

In the Name of Our Lord Jesus Christ
Most Christian and most exalted and most excellent and most mighty
princes, King and Queen of the Spains and of the islands of the sea, our
Sovereigns:

Forasmuch as, in this present year of 1492, after that your Highnesses
had made an end of the war with the Moors who reigned in Europe, and

From Cecil Jane, trans., The Journal of Christopher Columbus (London, 1968), 3-6, 39-52.
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Columbus at the court of King Ferdinand and Queen Isabella. Ferdinand and
Isabella extended Castilian monarchical authority across all of Spain at about
the same time that the Tudor and Valois monarchies were consolidating their
power in England and France. Columbus found himself seeking Spanish rather
than Italian help in part because Italy had no single central government that
could tax the wealth of the entire country to finance costly voyages into
unknown regions. Spain now did. (Brown Brothers)

had brought that war to a conclusion in the very great city of Granada,
where, in this same year, on the second day of the month of January, I saw
the royal banners of your Highnesses placed by force of arms on the towers
of the Alhambra, which is the citadel of the city, and I saw the Moorish
king come out of the gates of the city and kiss the royal hands of your
Highnesses and of the Prince, My Lord, and afterwards in that same month,
on the ground of information which I had given to your Highnesses con-
cerning the lands of India, and concerning a prince who is called “Grand
Khan,” which is to say in our Romance tongue “King of Kings,” how many
times he and his ancestors had sent to Rome to beg for men learned in
our holy faith, in order that they might instruct him therein, and how the
Holy Father had never made provison in this matter, and how so many
nations had been lost, falling into idolatries and taking to themselves doc-
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trines of perdition, and Your Highnesses, as Catholic Christians and as
princes devoted to the holy Christian faith and propagators thereof, and
enemies of the sect of Mahomet and of all idolatries and heresies, took
thought to send me, Christopher Columbus, to the said parts of India, to
see those princes and peoples and lands and the character of them and of
all else, and the manner which should be used to bring about their conver-
sion to our holy faith, and ordained that I should not go by land to the
eastward, by which way it was the custom to go, but by way of the west,
by which down to this day we do not know certainly that anyone has
passed; therefore, after having driven out all the Jews from your realms
and lordships, in the same month of January, your Highnesses commanded
me that, with a sufficient fleet, I should go to the said parts of India and
for this accorded to me great rewards and ennobled me so that from that
time henceforward I might style myself “don” and be high admiral of the
Ocean Sea and viceroy and perpetual governor of the islands and continent
which I should discover and gain and which from now henceforward
might be discovered and gained in the Ocean Sea, and that my eldest
son should succeed to the same position, and so on from generation to
generation. And I departed from the city of Granada on the twelfth day
of the month of May in the same year of 1492, on a Saturday, and came
to the town of Palos, which is a port of the sea, where I made ready three
ships, very suited for such an undertaking, and I set out from that port,
well furnished with very many supplies and with many seamen, on the
third day of the month of August of the same year, on a Friday, half an
hour before the rising of the sun.

“Sunday, October 21st/ At ten o’clock I arrived here at this Cape del Isleo
[northwest point of Crooked Island] and anchored, as did the caravels. . . .
The inhabitants, when they saw us, all fled and left their houses and hid
their clothing and whatever they had in the undergrowth. I did not allow
anything to be taken, even the value of a pin. Afterwards, some of the men
among them came towards us and one came quite close. I gave him some
hawks’ bells and some little glass beads, and he was well content and very
joyful. And that this friendly feeling might grow stronger and to make
some request of them, I asked him for water; and, after I had returned to
the ship, they came presently to the beach with their gourds full, and were
delighted to give it to us, and I commanded that another string of small
glass beads should be given to them, and they said that they would come
here tomorrow. I was anxious to fill all the ships” casks with water here;
accordingly, if the weather permit, I shall presently set out to go round the
island, until I have had speech with this king and have seen whether I can
obtain from him the gold which I hear that he wears. After that I wish to
leave for another very large island, which I believe must be Cipangu [Japan],
according to the signs which these Indians whom I have with me make;
they call it “Colba” [Cuba]. They say that there are ships and many very



