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Reading Further - Who Was the Real Columbus?

Few historical figures are more famous than Christopher
Columbus. Yet history has given us many different views
of this man. To some people, Columbus was a great hero,
the brave explorer who introduced the Americas to Europe.
To others, he was a greedy conqueror responsible for the
deaths of millions of American Indians. Why do we have
such different views of Columbus?

At dawn on a small Caribbean island, a group of Taino people
watched from a distance as strange men began to come
ashore. The strangers had arrived on three large ships with

cloth sails. These ships were very different from the canoes used by the Taino. The men
looked very different from the Taino, too. They had white skin, and hair on their faces.
They wore clothes and spoke a strange language. The men gathered on the beach and
planted flags in the sand.

The date was October 12, 1492. Columbus and his men had just taken their first steps on
North American soil. What did the Taino think when they saw these strangers? Were they
amazed, or excited, or afraid? We will never know. The Taino had no written language, so
they could not record their thoughts. Their views have been lost to history.

Columbus did leave a record of this first encounter, though. He kept a ship’s log, or diary,
of his travels. Of this first meeting with American Indians, he wrote,

No sooner had we concluded the formalities of taking possession of
the island than people began to come to the beach . . . They are very
well-built people, with handsome bodies and very fine faces . . .

I want the natives to develop a friendly attitude toward us . . . 
I therefore gave red caps to some and glass beads to others. They
hung the beads around their necks, along with some other things
of slight value that I gave them. And they took great pleasure in
this and became so friendly that it was a marvel. They traded
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and gave everything they had with good will, but it seems to me
that they have very little and are poor in everything. I warned
my men to take nothing from the people without giving something in exchange.

What the Sources Say

Most of what we know about Columbus is based on a few primary sources from the time.
His log is one of those sources. It tells about Columbus’s first voyage, from Spain to the
Americas. It describes the islands he visited and the people he found there. It also
explains his purpose for making the voyage. He wanted to find a new route to the East
Indies that would give Spain access to the spice trade with Asia. Along the way, he also
hoped to claim new lands for Spain and to spread the Catholic faith.

In his log, Columbus portrays himself as a thoughtful man who cared about the native
peoples he met. But the log also shows that he was driven by the search for gold and
other riches. Moving from one island to the next, he wrote, “I do not wish to delay, but to
discover and go to many islands to find gold.” Finding gold would help justify his voyage
and bring wealth and glory to Spain.

The quest for riches had disastrous effects on the native population, however. The
Spanish colonists enslaved native peoples and made them work in mines and on farms. As
the first governor of the West Indies, Columbus began this policy. In the years that
followed, millions of American Indians died from overwork, violence, and disease.
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This dark history is the subject of another primary source, The Devastation of the Indies:
A Brief Account. The author was Bartolomé de Las Casas (bahr-taw-law-MEY day las KA-
sas), who came to the West Indies as a colonist in 1502. Like most colonists, he hoped to
make his fortune in the Indies. But what he saw there changed his mind. He became a
priest instead and spoke out against the cruelty of Spanish rule. He accused the colonists
of acting like “wild beasts” who took pleasure in “killing . . . , torturing, and destroying the
native peoples.” The reason for the Spaniards’ actions, he wrote, was their “greed and
ambition, the greatest ever seen in the world.” Las Casas admired Columbus in many
ways and did not blame him for all the harm done to the Indians. But he recognized that
Columbus had helped set these events in motion.

How Historians Use the Sources

Historians rely on primary sources like Columbus’s log and the writings of Las Casas.
They use these sources and other evidence to write a story of the past. But the stories
they tell depend on how they interpret this evidence.

For many years, the story of Columbus was mostly positive. He was seen as a man of
vision who discovered new lands and expanded European knowledge of the world. In
recent years, however, views of Columbus have grown more negative.
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One of the first accounts of Columbus as a hero was by Washington Irving. In the early
1800s, Irving went to Spain to research the explorer’s life. In 1828, he wrote The Life and
Voyages of Christopher Columbus.

In this book, Irving described Columbus as a man of “great and inventive genius” whose
ambition was “lofty and noble.” Irving admitted that Columbus took actions that brought
harm to native peoples. But he excused those actions as “errors of the times.”

Over a century later, the historian Samuel Eliot Morison offered a more balanced view of
Columbus. He portrayed Columbus as a real person with strengths and weaknesses. But
he argued that his strengths outweighed his flaws. Above all, Morison pointed to
Columbus’s skill as a sea captain: “There was no flaw, no dark side to the most
outstanding . . . of all his qualities—his seamanship. As a master mariner and navigator,
Columbus was supreme in his generation.” In Morison’s view, “the whole history of the
Americas” began with Columbus’s voyages.

More recently, some historians have offered more critical views of Columbus. One of
these writers is Howard Zinn. In his 2003 book A People’s History of the United States, he
focused on the harsh treatment of native peoples by the Spanish. Columbus’s trip to the
Americas was not a “heroic adventure,” Zinn wrote, but the start of a “European invasion.”
It began a history of “conquest, slavery, and death.” Zinn did not deny the importance of
Columbus and his achievement. But he emphasized the negative impact.

Why History Varies



9/13/16, 9:11 AMSubscription

Page 5 of 6https://subscriptions.teachtci.com/shared/sections/8672?program_id=117

Why do historians present such different views of Columbus? The answer has to do with
the writing of history. Historians look at the past from different perspectives. In addition,
historians must use their judgment in analyzing sources and selecting information. In the
process, they are also influenced by their own views and the attitudes of their time.

Irving, for example, wrote his biography of Columbus when the United States was still a
young nation. The country was growing and expanding. Irving wanted to inspire his
readers with a story of a hero who had great adventures and overcame great obstacles. In
Irving’s account, Columbus could be seen as an ideal role model for Americans building a
new nation.

Morison, on the other hand, wanted to present a more realistic view of Columbus. He
portrayed him not as a mythic hero, but as a man with both good and bad qualities. His
main goal was to show that Columbus was a brilliant sea captain who changed the course
of history.

Zinn had a different idea. He wanted to show the history of Columbus and the Spanish
conquest from the point of view of native peoples. He believed that the fate of the Indians
had been ignored in the making of the Columbus legend. He wanted people to understand
that there was another side to the story.

In fact, the story of the past is always changing, as each new generation adds a new
perspective. “Perceptions change, and so does our understanding of the past,” notes
writer John Noble Wilford. “Accordingly, the image of Columbus has changed through the
years, sometimes as a result of new information but most often because of changes in the
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lenses through which we view him.” In other words, the stories we tell about the past
always reflect what we, in the present, bring to them.


