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The Shock of the New

People today can travel in aeroplanes from one side of
the world to the other in less than a day. Our messages
travel thousands of miles in seconds, bounced off satel-
lites in the sky. We are surrounded with information
about the countries of the world and their inhabitants.

Five hundred years ago, when Christopher Columbus
lived, people had a completely different idea of the
world. Most people travelled only very short distances
to their nearest town, usually only on market days.
Merchants and traders who travelled further afield told
stories of mysterious foreign lands, but nobody knew
much about them.

During the 15th century this limited picture of the world
began to change. European explorers were beginning to
travel further and further away from their homelands.
They were searching for a sea route to
the East, where they hoped to find
great riches—gqold, silver, pre-
cious stones and spices. Ex-
plorers returned with ac-
counts of the lands
they found, and

mapmakers could

then draw more ac-

curate maps of the

world, with fewer

blank spaces.

Map of the known
world in the 15th
century.
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Inspiration

One of the greatest of these early explorers was Chris-
topher Columbus. As a boy he had been inspired to sail
to Cathay (China) after reading the account of the trav-
els in the 13th century of Marco Polo, a Venetian
merchant. In 1492, Columbus and his small crew set sail
from Spain in three tiny ships, with no clear idea of
where they were going or what they would find. What
they did find at the end of their journey was an entire
continent now called America. Although Vikings from
Scandinavia had sailed there 500 years earlier (see box,
page 81), it had been long forgotten by Europeans. The
lands Columbus “discovered” were rich, fertile and ruled
by astonishing civilizations.
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In Columbus’s words

“Seven years passed in discussions [planning his expedition] and nine in the enterpnise
itself. “Remarkable and memorable events took place in those yeans, which no one could

have conceived beforehand.”

(Taken from a letter written in 1500 by Columbus to the king and queen of Spain}
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A portrait of Christopher Columbus by an Italian
artist called Sebastiano del Piombo. It shows
Columbus at the height of his fame, but was painted
in 1519, 13 years after his death.
RAFBREECHFLE  E7 REFUENTLHNER. XBEX
PEERBENNET EfafMEitaetitt 13EEMN




True impact

Columbus never really understood the importance
of his discovery: the “New World” eventually
brought fabulous riches into Europe, but at a price.
Europeans regarded these lands as theirs to con-
quer and plunder, and in so doing they destroyed
ancient civilizations that had existed there for
millennia.
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Columbus’s Early Life

Cristoforo Colombo (Christopher Columbus) was born in
1451 in the north Italian port of Genoa, first child of
Domenico, a wool weaver, and Susanna. Christopher was
followed by two brothers—Bartolomeo and Diego (also
known as Giacomo)—and a sister, Bianchinetta; a further
brother, Giovanni, died very young.

The family was poor and Domenico could afford to give
his children only a basic education. While they were still
young, the children started working in their father’s
weaving business. The boys cleaned the wool and their
mother and sister spun the wool into yarn. Their father
would then weave the wool into lengths of cloth.
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Genova la Superba

When Christopher and his brothers and sister were
growing up, Genoa was an independent city-state ruled
by a handful of powerful families. Italy at that time was
not a united country and was made up of a number of
city-states. Genoa was one of the most important and
richest centres of trade in Europe, known as Genova la
Superba (Genoa the Superb).

A view of the Italian port of Genoa. This

engraving, from a 15th-century book called The
Nuremberg Chronicles, shows the city as it would
have looked when Columbus was young.
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On a poet’s words

“So many ane the Jenoese
And g0 extended everywhene,
They go to any place they please

And necreate thein city there.”
(Taken from a poem written by a 15th-century poet known as the Anonymous of Genoa)
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