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UNIT 1 COLUMBUS AND HIS TIME

I. CHRISTOPHER COLUMBUS AND HIS ENCOUNTER
WITH THE “NEW WORLD”

Europe in the late 15th century witnessed dramatic changes in
cultural and intellectual li fe and the development of an increasingly
dynamic economy. The growing desire for new sources of precious
metals , commodities, trade, and new markets fostered revolutionary
advances in shipbuilding , mapmaking, and the invention of more
sophisticated navigational instruments. It was an age of wild
dreams and daring explorations , and Christopher Columbus (1451 —
1506) was just one of the greatest dreamers and men of action. His
Sfour voyages across the Atlantic (1492—1493, 1493 — 1496, 1498 —
1500, and 1502 — 1504 )., funded by the Spanish monarchs
Ferdinand and Isabella , marked the beginning of sustained contact
between Europe and the Americas. The widely published report of
his first voyage in 1492 made Columbus famous throughout Europe
and secured for him the title of Admiral of the Ocean Sea.

1. The Historical Voyage of 1492

David Gelman, 1991

To finance an Atlantic crossing , Columbus spent many years asking
the Portuguese and Spanish monarchs for patronage. After at least

two rejections in Spain, he at last obtained support from King

3



Ferdinand and Queen Isabella in 1492.

After all the struggle and reflection, Columbus at last had a contract
in his pocket, signed by the Spanish monarchs. In the Capitulations
of Santa Fe, as the document was called, the crown agreed to grant
him noble status, together with the offices of admiral, viceroy and
governor in all the islands and mainlands that he might claim for
Castile' in the Atlantic. As for profits from the venture, one tenth,
plus some investment options, would go to Columbus and the rest to

the crown. ..

Finally, the great voyage of discovery got underway. The day before
Columbus set sail was also the deadline for all Jews to leave the
country. The same tide that bore him seaward carried the last of
Spain’s estimated 100 000 Jews into centuries-long exile. Samuel
Eliot Morison, the patrician yachtsman-historian who wrote what has
become the standard reference work on Columbu , imagined the
embarkation scene as it might have been painted by El Greco®: “One
of those gray, calm days... when the sea is like a mirror of burnished
steel.” The three square-rigged sailing vessels — his largest, the
Santa Maria ,» was no bigger than a tennis court— begin moving down
the Saltes River at about 5:15 a. m. It is Friday, Aug. 3, 1492. Not a
leaf stirs as the men pull the oars. Morison even hears the friars
chanting their morning prayer in the monastery of L.a Rabida on a cliff
overlooking the harbor: “The Captain General, who often had joined
in that hymn during his stay at La Rabida removes his hat; seamen
who are not working follow his example...” It’s a scene of hushed,
poetic piety, one we almost want to believe— because history, in fact,

is about to take one of its great leaps.



But between the embarkation and the sighting of land in the
Americas, there was almost no drama. There were no storms or
prolonged calms; the winds were brisk and steady. Compared with
what later befell explorers Vasco da Gama® and Ferdinand Magellan',
or some of Columbus’s own subsequent crossings, it was practically a
luxury cruise. The days were balmy, the men went swimming at

times in the glassy sea; at night they slept on deck.

Not all was serene, even so. Columbus kept a detailed journal of the
voyage, which comes down to us in the form of an abstract by a
Dominican monk, Bartolome de Las Casas, sometimes in Columbus’s
words, more often in his own. From the journal and other sources it
emerges that, experienced though they were, the crew were scarcely
eager to sail off into a limitless sea. It was a measure of their
uneasiness that little more than a week after they left the Canary
Islands the voyagers began seeing signs of land on every side:
“Friday, September 14th: The crew of the Nina stated that they had
seen a tern and a tropic bird; and these birds never go more than

twenty-five leagues from land. ”

“Monday September 17th: They saw much vegetation and it was very
delicate and was weed from rocks... They concluded that they were

near land.”

By Oct. 8, they did seem to be nearing something. “Thanks be to
God,” wrote Columbus, “the breezes were softer than in April at
Seville. .. they are so laden with scent. ” And still there was no land.
“Here the men could now bear no more; they complained of the long
voyage.” By some accounts, the crew wanted to turn back, but
Columbus pleaded, if they didn’t reach land in two or three days.,
B)



