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Letter to Lord Sanchez, 1493

Christopher Columbuis

The voyages of Christopher Columbus (145 1-1506) opened
the New World to Evrope and marked the entry of Spain into
the process of exploration, expansion, and conquest initiated
by Portugal. Columbus was a Genoese explorer who, after
great difficulties, convinced the Spanish monarchs, Queen
Isabella and King Ferdinand, to support his voyages across the
Adlantic. He expected to discover a western route to Asia and
its riches. Instead, he landed on several islands of the
Caribbean, which he assumed were part of Asia. The follow-
ing letter to Lord Raphael Sanchez, treasurer to the Spanish
monarchs, was written by Columbus in Lisbon on March 14,
1493, shortly after returning from his first voyage across the
Atlantic. In this excerpt, he describes the native people he

encountered.

The inhabitants of both sexes in this island, and in all the
ozhers which 1 have seen, or of which [ have received in-
fimation, go always naked as they were born, with the
exception of some of the women, who use the covering of
leaf, or small bough, or an apron of cotton which they
prepare for that purpose. None of them, as [ have already
said, are possessed of any iron, neither have they
weapons, being unacquainted with, and indeed incompe-
rent to use them, not from any deformity of body (for
they are well-formed), but because they are timid and full
of fear. They carry however in lieu of arms, canes dried in
the sun, on the ends of which they fix heads of dried
wood sharpened to a point, and even these they dare not
use habitually; for it has often occurred when | have sent
two or three of my men to any of the villages to speak
with the natives, that they have come cutin a disorderly
troop, and have fled in such haste at the approach of our
men, that the fathers forsook their children and the chil-
dren their fathers. This timidity did not arise from any
loss or injury that they had received from us; for, on the
contrary, | gave to all I approached whatever articles [
had about me, such as cioth and many other things, tak-
ing nothing of theirs in return: but they are naturally
timid and fearful. As soon however as they see that they
are safe, and have laid aside all fear, they are very simple
and honest, and exceedingly liberal with all they have;
none of them refusing any thing he may possess when he
is asked for it, but on the contrary inviting us to ask them.
They exhibit great love towards all athers in preference
to themselves: they also give objects of great value for tri-
fles, and content themselves with very little or nothing in
return. | however forbad that these trifles and articles of
no value {such as pieces of dishes, plates, and glass, keys,
and leather straps) should be given to them, although if
they could obtain them, they imagined themselves to be

possessed of the most beautiful trinkets in the world. [t
even happened that a sailor received fora leather strap as
much gold as was worth three golden nobles, and for
things of more trifling value offered by our men, espe-
cially newly coined blancas, or any gold coins, the
Indians would give whatever the seller required; as, for
instance, an ounce and a half or two ounces of gold, or
thirty or forty pounds of cotton, with which commodiry
they were already acquainted. Thus they bartered, like
idiots, cotron and gold for fragments of bows, glasses, bot-
tles, and jars; which I forbad as being unjust, and myself
gave them many beautiful and acceptable articles which
[ had brought with me, taking nothing from them in
recurn; I did this in order that [ might the more easily
conciliate them, that they might be led to become

Christians, and be inclined to entertain a regard for the
King and Queen, our Princes and all Spaniards, and that
[ might induce them to take an interest in seeking our,
and collecring, and delivering to us such things as they
possessed in abundance, but which we greatly needed.
They practise no kind of idolatry, but have a firm belief
that all strength and power, and indeed all good things,
are in heaven, and that | had descended from thence
with these ships and sailors, and under this impression
was | received after they had thrown aside their fears.
Nor are they slow or stupid, but of very clear understand-
ing; and those men who have crossed to the neighbour-
ing islands give an admirable description of everything
they observed; but they never saw any people clothed,
nor any ships like ours. On my arrival at that sea, 1 had
taken some Indians by force from the first island that
came to, in order that they might learn our language, and
communicate to us what they knew respecting the
country; which plan succeeded excellently, and was a
great advantage to us, for in a short time, either by
gestures and signs, or by words, we were enabled to un-
derstand each other. These men are still travelling with
me, and although they have been with us now a long
time, they continue to entertain the idea that I have
descended from heaven; and on our arrival at any new
place they published this, crying out immediately with a
loud voice to the other Indians, “Come, come and look
upon beings of a celestial race™: upon which both women
and men, children and adults, young men and old, when
they got rid of the fear they at first entertained, would
come out in throngs, crowding the roads to see us, some
bringing food, others drink, with astonishing affection
and kindness. . . . In all these islands there is no
difference of physiognomy, of manners, or of language,
but they all clearly understand each other, a circum-
stance very propitious for the realization of what |
conceive to be the principal wish of our most serene
King, namely, the conversion of these people to the holy
faith of Christ, to which indeed, as far as I can judge,
they are very favourable and well-disposed.
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