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Reach the Island of
San Salvador

Christopher Columbus

Saturday 13 October 1492

As soon as it dawned, many of these people came to the beach — all young

as | have said, and all of good stature — very handsome people, with hair not
curly but straight and coarse, like horsehair; and all of them very wide in the fore-
head and head, more so than any other race that | have seen so far. And their
eyes are very handsome and not small; and none of them are black, but of the
color of the Canary Islanders. Nor should anything else be expected since this is-
land is on an east-west line with the island of Hierro in the Canaries. All alike have
very straight legs and no belly but are very well formed. They came to the ship
with dugouts that are made from the trunk of one tree, like a long boat, and all of
one piece, and worked marvelously in the fashion of the land, and so big that in
some of them 40 and 45 men came. And others smaller, down to some in which
came one man alone. They row with a paddle like that of a baker and go mar-
velously. And if it capsizes on them they then throw themselves in the water, and
they right and empty it with calabashes that they carry. They brought balls of spun
cotton and parrots and javelins and other little things that it would be tiresome to
write down, and they gave everything for anything that was given to them. | was
attentive and labored to find out if there was any gold; and | saw that some of
them wore a little piece hung in a hole that they have in their noses. And by signs
| was able to understand that, going to the south or rounding the island to the
south, there was there a king who had large vessels of it and had very much
gold. | strove to get them to go there and later saw that they had no intention of
going. | decided to wait until the afternoon of the morrow and then depart for the
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southwest, for, as many of them showed me, they said there was land to the
south and to the southwest and to the northwest and that these people from the
northwest came to fight them many times. And so | will go to the southwest to
seek gold and precious stones.

This island is quite big and very flat and with very green trees and much wa-
ter and a very large lake in the middle and without any mountains; and all of it so
green that it is a pleasure to look at it. And these people are very gentle, and be-
cause of their desire to have some of our things, and believing that nothing will
be given to them without their giving something, and not having anything, they
take what they can and then throw themselves into the water to swim. But every-
thing they have they give for anything given to them, for they traded even for
pieces of bowls and broken glass cups, and | even saw 16 balls of cotton given
for three Portuguese Ceotis, which is a Castilian blanca. And in them there was
probably more than an arroba of spun cotton. This | had forbidden and | did not
let anyone take any of it, except that | had ordered it all taken for Your Highness-
es if it were in quantity. It grows here on this island, but because of the short time
| could not declare this for sure. And also the gold that they wear hung in their
noses originates here; but in order not to lose time | want to go to see if | can find
the island of Cipango. Now, since night had come, all the Indians went ashore in
their dugouts.

Sunday 14 October 1492

As soon as it dawned | ordered the ship’s boat and the launches of the car-
avels made ready and went north-northeast along the island in order to see what
there was in the other part, which was the eastern part. And also to see the vil-
lages, and | soon saw two or three, as well as people, who all came to the
beach calling to us and giving thanks to God. Some of them brought us water;
others, other things to eat; others, when they saw that | did not care to go
ashore, threw themselves into the sea swimming and came to us, and we under-
stood that they were asking us if we had come from the heavens. And one old
man got into the ship’s boat, and others in loud voices called to all the men and
women: Come see the men who came from the heavens. Bring them something to
eat and drink. Many men came, and many women, each one with something,
giving thanks to God, throwing themselves on the ground; and they raised their
hands to heaven, and afterward they called to us in loud voices to come ashore.
But | was afraid, seeing a big stone reef that encircled that island all around. And
in between the reef and shore there was depth and harbor for as many ships as
there are in the whole of Christendom, and the entrance to it is very narrow. It is
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true that inside of this belt of stone there are some shallows, but the sea is no
more disturbed than inside a well.

And | bestirred myself this morning to see all of this, so that | could give an
account of everything to Your Highnesses, and also to see where a fort could be
made. And | saw a piece of land formed like an island, although it was not one,
on which there were six houses. This piece of land might in two days be cut off to
make an island, although | do not see this to be necessary since these people
are very naive about weapons, as Your Highnesses will see from seven that |
caused to be taken in order to carry them away to you and to learn our language
and to return them. Except that, whenever Your Highnesses may command, all of
them can be taken to Castile or held captive in this same island; because with 50
men all of them could be held in subjection and can be made to do whatever one
might wish.

And later [l noticed], near the said islet, groves of trees, the most beautiful
that | saw and with their leaves as green as those of Castile in the months of April
and May, and lots of water. | looked over the whole of that harbor and afterward
returned to the ship and set sail, and | saw so many islands that | did not know
how to decide which one | would go to first. And those men whom | had taken
told me by signs that they were so very many that they were numberless. And
they named by their names more than a hundred. Finally | looked for the largest
and to that one | decided to go and so | am doing. It is about five leagues distant
from this island of San Salvador, and the others of them some more, some less.
All are very flat without mountains and very fertile and all populated and they
make war on one another, even though these men are very simple and very
handsome in body.

Monday 15 October 1492

| had killed time this night for fear of reaching land to anchor before morning,
because of not knowing whether the coast was clear of shoals, and as soon as it
dawned | spread sail, and as the island was farther than five leagues, rather
about seven, and the tide detained me, it was around noon when | reached the
said island and | found that the face which is in the direction of San Salvador runs
north-south and that there are in it five leagues; and the other, which | followed,
runs east-west, and there are in it more than ten leagues. And since from this is-
land | saw another larger one to the west, | spread sail to go forward all that day
until night because [otherwise] | would not yet have been able to reach the west-
ern cape of the island, to which island | gave the name Santa Maria de la Con-
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cepcion. And close to sundown | anchored near the said cape in order to find out
if there was gold there, because these men that | have had taken on the island of
San Salvador kept telling me that there they wear very large bracelets of gold on
their legs and on their arms. | well believe that all they were saying was a ruse in
order to flee. Nevertheless, my intention was not to pass by any island of which |
did not take possession, although if it is taken of one, it may be said that it is
taken of all. And | anchored and remained here until today, Tuesday, and at
dawn went ashore with the armed launches. | got out, and the natives, who were
numerous and naked and of the same character as those of the other island of
San Salvador, let us go around on the island and gave us what was asked of
them. And because the wind increased and blew toward shore from the south-
east, | did not wish to stay and departed for the ship; and a large dugout was a-
longside the caravel Nina. And one of the men from the island of San Salvador
who was in the Nina threw himself into the sea and went away in the dugout. And
the night before at mid-...thrown the other and went after the dugout, which fled
[so speedily] that there was never ship’s launch that could overtake it even if we
had a big head start. However, the dugout made land, the natives left the
dugout, and some of the men of my company went ashore after them; and they
all fled like chickens. And the dugout that they had left we brought alongside the
Nina, to which now from another cape came another small dugout with one man
who came to trade a ball of cotton; and some sailors jumped into the sea be-
cause the man did not want to enter the caravel and they laid hold of him. And I,
who was on the poop of the ship and saw all this, sent for him and gave him a
red bonnet, and some small green glass beads which | put on his arm, and two
bells which | put on his ears, and | ordered his dugout, which | also had in the
ship’s launch, returned to him and sent him to land. And then | set sail to go to
the other large island that | had in view to the west. And | also ordered the other
dugout, which the caravel Nina was bringing along at her stern, let loose. And
later | saw, on land, at the time of arrival of the other man — [the man] to whom |
had given the things aforesaid and whose ball of cotton | had not wanted to take
from him, although he wanted to give it to me — that all the others went up to
him. He considered it a great marvel, and indeed it seemed to him that we were
good people and that the other man who had fled had done us some harm and
that for this we were taking him with us. And the reason that | behaved in this way
toward him, ordering him set free and giving him the things mentioned, was in
order that they would hold us in this esteem so that, when Your Highnesses some
other time again send people here, the natives will receive them well. And every-
thing that | gave him was not worth four maravedis. And so | departed when it
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was about the tenth hour, with the wind southeast and shifting to the south, in or-
der to pass to this other island, which is exceedingly large and where all these
men that | am bringing from San Salvador make signs that there is very much
gold and that they wear rings of it on their arms and on their legs and in their ears
and on their noses and on their chests. And from this island of Santa Maria to this
other island it is nine leagues east-west, and all this part of the island runs north-
west-southeast. And it appears that there may well be on this coast more than 28
leagues on this side. And it is very flat without any mountains, just like San Sal-
vador and Santa Maria. And all the beaches are without rocks, except that at all
of them there are some big rocks near land under the water, where it is neces-
sary to keep your eyes open when you wish to anchor and not to anchor close to
land, although the waters are always very clear and one sees the bottom. And
two lombard shots [away] from land in all of these islands the bottom is so deep
that you cannot reach it. These islands are very green and fertile and with sweet-
smelling breezes; and there may be many things that | do not know about be-
cause | do not want to stop, so | can investigate and go to many islands in order
to find gold. And since these people make signs that they wear it on their arms
and on their legs — and it is gold because | showed them some pieces that |
have of it — | cannot fail with the help of Our Lord to find out where it originates.
And when we were mid-sea between these two islands, that is, Santa Maria and
this big one to which | gave the name Fernandina, | found a man who was pass-
ing alone in a dugout from the island of Santa Maria to Fernandina and who was
bringing a small amount of their bread, which was about the size of a fist, and a
calabash of water and a piece of red earth made into dust and then kneaded and
some dry leaves, which must be something highly esteemed among them, be-
cause earlier, in San Salvador, they brought some of them to me as a present.
And he was bringing a little native basket in which he had a string of small glass
beads and two blancas; because of which | recognized that he was coming from
the island of San Salvador and had passed to that of Santa Maria and was pass-
ing to Fernandina. He came up to the ship and | had him enter, which was what
he asked, and | had his dugout put in the ship and all that he brought watched
over, and | ordered him given bread and honey and something to drink, and so |
will transport him to Fernandina and | will give him all of his belongings in order
that, through good reports of us — Our Lord pleasing — when Your Highnesses
send [others] here, those who come will receive courteous treatment and the na-
tives will give us of all that they may have.
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