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There is no more glaring distortion in the history learned by generations of 
Americans-in textbooks, in schools, in the popular culture-than in the story of 
Christopher Columbus. He is universally portrayed as a heroic figure, a brave 
adventurer, a skilled seaman who crossed the ocean not knowing what he would 
find, and stumbled on an unknown continent. 

All that is true. But what is missing from that story is that, when he landed in 
the Bahamas Islands, Columbus and his men, greeted by peaceful and generous 
natives, set out on a ruthless quest for gold that led to enslavement, misery, and 
death for that population. 

Profit was the driving force behind Columbus' expedition and behind his actions 
after he landed. His expedition had been financed by the king and queen of Spain, 
with the hope that crossing the ocean would bring him to the gold and spices of 
Asia. There had been overland expeditions to Asia, by Marco Polo and others, but 
now the Turks, who had conquered the eastern Mediterranean, were a barrier to 
Asia, and so the Spanish needed a sea route. 

Columbus was promised, if he brought back gold and spices, ten percent of the 
profits and governorship over newfound lands. He never arrived in Asia, because 
although he knew the world was round, he thought the circumference of the earth 
was smaller than it really was. But one fourth of the way to Asia he came unex-
pectedlyon land. 

Seeing the natives he encountered, the peaceful Taino Arawak Indians, as less 
than human (though in his diary he described them as gentle and generous), he 
tortured them to force them to find gold for him. He kidnapped and enslaved hun-
dreds of them, compelling them to work in the mines, under terrible conditions, 
in the quest for gold. It was the beginning of the annihilation of the Indians on 
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Hispaniola (the island which is now Haiti and the Dominican Republic). It was the 
start of the European conquest of the Western Hemisphere. 

We begin the chapter with the diary of Christopher Columbus from his first voy-
age to the Americas. The only version of the diary of the first voyage that we have 
is the one transcribed by Bartolome de Las Casas in the 1530s. "Barring the 
unlikely discovery of the long-lost original Diario or of the single complete copy 
ordered for Columbus by Queen Isabella, Las Casas's partly summarized, partly 
quoted version is as close to the original as it is possible to come," note histori-
ans Oliver Dunn and James E. Kelley, Jr. The Las Casas manuscript also disappeared, 
but a single copy was discovered around 1790. 

It should be noted that Las Casas is sometimes paraphrasing, rather than quot-
ing, Columbus, and that Columbus often refers to himself in the third person or 
impersonally as "the Admiral" in his own writing. 

The Diario of Christopher Columbus 
(October 11-15, 1492)1 

THURSDAY 11 OCTOBER [1492] 

He steered west-southwest. They took much water aboard, more than they had 
taken in the whole voyage. They saw petrels and a green bulrush near the ship. The 
men of the caravel Pinta saw a cane and a stick, and took on board another small 
stick that appeared to have been worked with iron, and a piece of cane, and other 
vegetation originating on land, and a small plank. The men of the caravel Nifia 
also saw other signs of land and a small stick loaded with barnacles. With these 
signs, everyone breathed more easily and cheered up. On this day, up to sunset, 
they made 27 leagues. 

After sunset, he steered his former course to the west. They made up about 12 
miles each hour and, until two hours after midnight, made about 90 miles, which 
is twenty-two leagues and a half And because the caravel Pinta was a better sailer 
and went ahead of the Admiral [Columbus] it found land and made the signals the 
Admiral had ordered. A sailor named Rodrigo de Triana saw this land first, although 
the Admiral, at the tenth hour of the night, while he was on the sterncastle, saw a 
light, although it was something so faint that he did not wish to affirm that it was 
land. But he called Pero Gutierrez, the steward of the King's dais, and told him that 
there seemed to be a light, and for him to look: and thus he did and saw it. He also 
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told Rodrigo Sanchez de Segovia, whom the king and queen were sending as vee-
dor [accountant or auditor] of the fleet, who saw nothing because he was not in a 
place where he could see it. After the Admiral said it, it was seen once or twice; and 
it was like a small wax candle that rose and lifted up, which to few seemed to be an 
indication ofland. But the admiral was certain that they were near land, because of 
which when they recited the Salve, which in their own way are accustomed to recite 
and sing, all being present, the Admiral entreated and admonished them to keep a 
good lookout on the forecastle and to watch carefully for land; and to the man who 
first told him that he saw land he would later give a silk jacket in addition to the other 
rewards that the sovereigns had promised, which were ten thousand maravedis [cop-
per coins] as an annuity to whoever should see it first. At two hours after midnight 
the land appeared, from which they were about two leagues distant. They hauled down 
all the sails and kept only the treo, which is the mainsail without bonnets, and jogged 
on and off, passing time until daylight Friday, when they reached an islet of the 
Lucayos, which was called Guanahani in the language of the Indians. Soon they 
saw naked people; and the Admiral went ashore in the armed launch, and Martin 
Alonso Pinzon and his brother Vicente Anes, who was captain of the Nina. The 
Admiral brought out the royal banner and the captains two flags with the green -
cross, which the Admiral carried on all the ships as a standard, with an F and a Y [for 
King Ferdinand and Queen Isabella], and over each letter a crown, one on one side 
of the + and another on the other. Thus put ashore they saw very green trees and 
many ponds and fruits of various kinds. The Admiral called to the two captains and 
to the others who had jumped ashore and to Rodrigo Descobedo, the escrivano 
[ clerk] of the whole fleet, and to Rodrigo Sinchez de Segovia; and he said that they 
should be witnesses that, in the presence of all, he would take, as in fact he did take, 
possession of the said island for the king and for the queen his lords, making the dec-
larations that were required, and which at more length are contained in the testi-
monials made there in writing. Soon many people of the island gathered there. What 
follows are the very words of the Admiral in his book, about his first voyage to, and 
discovery of, these Indies. I, he says, in order that they would be friendly to us-
because I recognized that they were people who would be better freed and converted 
to our Holy Faith by love than by force-to some of them I gave red caps, and glass 
beads which they put on their chests, and many other things of small value, in which 
they took so much pleasure and became so much our friends that it was a marvel. 
Later they came swimming to the ships' launches where we were and brought us par-
rots and cotton thread in balls and javelins and many other things, and they traded 
them to us for other things which we gave them, such as small glass beads and bells. 
In sum, they took everything and gave of what they had willingly. But it seemed to 
me that they were a people very poor in everything. All of them go around as naked 
as their mother bore them; and the women also, although I did not see more than 
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one quite young girl. And all those that I saw were young people, for none did I see 
of more than 30 years of age. They are all very well formed, with handsome bodies 
and good faces. Their hair coarse-almost like the tail of a horse-and short. They 
wear their hair down over their eyebrows except for a little in the back which they 
wear long and never cut. Some of them paint themselves with black, and they are 
of the color of the Canarians [Canary Islanders], neither black nor white; and some 
of them paint themselves with white, and some of them with red, and some of them 
with whatever they find. And some of them paint their faces, and some the whole 
body, and some of them only the eyes, and some of them only the nose. They do 
not carry arms nor are they acquainted with them, because I showed them swords 
and they took them by the edge and through ignorance cut themselves. They have 
no iron. Their javelins are shafts without iron and some of them have at the end a 
fish tooth and others of other things. All of them alike are of good-sized stature and 
carry themselves well. I saw some who had marks of wounds on their bodies and I 
made signs to them asking them what they were; and they showed me how people 
from other islands nearby came there and tried to take them, and how they defended 
themselves; and I believed and believe that they come here from tierra firme to take 
them by captive. They should be good and intelligent servants, for I see that they 
say very quickly everything that is said to them; and I believe they would become 
Christians very easily, for it seemed to me that they had no religion. Our Lord pleas-
ing, at the time of my departure I will take six of them from here to Your Highness 
in order that they may learn to speak. No animal of any kind did I see on this island 
except parrots. All are the Admiral's words. 

SATURDAY 13 OCTOBER [1492] 

As soon as it dawned, many of these people came to the beach-all young, as I 
have said, and all of good stature-very handsome people, with their hair not curly 
but straight and coarse, like horsehair; and all of them very,wide in the forehead 
and head, more so than any other race that I 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 island 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 
[canoes] 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 one man 
came alone. They row with a paddle like that of a baker and go marvelously. And 
if it capsizes on them then they throw themselves in the water, and they right and 
empty it with calabashes [hollowed out gourds] that they carry. They brought balls 
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of spun cotton and parrots and javelins and other little things that it would be tire-
some to write down, and they gave everything for anything that was given to them. 
I was attentive and labored to find out if there was any gold; and I saw that some 
of them wore a little piece hung in a hole that they have in their noses. And by signs 
I 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. 
I strove to get them to go there and later saw that they had no intention of going. 
I decided to wait until the afternoon of the morrow and then depart for the south-
west, 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 I willgo to the southwest to seek gold and 
precious stones. This island is quite big and very flat and with very green trees and 
much water 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. And these people are very gentle, 
and because 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 pieces 
for pieces of bowls and broken glass cups, and I even saw 16 balls of cotton given 
for three Portuguese reotis [copper coins], which is a Castilian blanca [a copper 
coin worth half of a maravedf]. And in them there was probably more than an 
arroba [around 24 pounds] of spun cotton. This I had forbidden and I did not let 
anyone take any of it, except that I had ordered it all taken for Your Highnesses if 
it were in quantity. It grows here on this island, but because of the short time I 
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 I want to go 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 I ordered the ship's boat and the launches of the caravels 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 villages, and I soon 
saw two or three, as well as people, who all came to the beach calling to us and giv-
ing thanks to God. Some of them brought us water; others, other things to eat; 
others, when they saw that I did not care to go ashore, threw themselves into the 
sea swimming and came to us, and we understood that they were asking us if we 
had come from the heavens. And one old man got into the ship's boat, and oth-
ers in loud voices called to all the men and women: Come see the men who came 
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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 them-
selves on the ground; and they raised their hands to heaven, and afterward they 
called to us in loud voices to come ashore. But I 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 true that inside of this belt of stone 
there are some shallows, but the sea is no more disturbed than inside a well. And 
I bestirred myself this morning to see all of this, so that I could give an account 
of everything to Your Highnesses, and also to see where a fort could be made. 
And I saw a piece ofland formed like an island, although it was not one, on which 
there were six houses. This piece ofland might in two days be cut off to make an 
island, although I do not see this to be necessary since these people are very naive 
about weapons, as Your Highnesses will see from seven that I 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, 
near the said islet, groves of trees, the most beautiful that I saw and with their 
leaves as green as those of Castile in the months of April and May, and lots of 
water. I looked over the whole of that harbor and afterward returned to the ship 
and set sail, and I saw so many islands that I did not know how to decide which 
one I would go to first. And those men whom I 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 I looked for the largest and to that one I 
decided to go and so I 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 with-
out 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] 

I 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 I spread sail; and as the island was farther than five leagues, rather about seven, 
and the tide detained me, it was around noon when I reached the said island and I 
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 I followed, runs east-west, and 
there are in it more than ten leagues. And since from this island I saw another larger 
one to the west, I spread sail to go forward all that day until night because I would 
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not yet have been able to reach the western cape of the island, to which island I gave 
the name Santa Marfa de la Concepcion. And close to sundown I anchored near the 
said cape in order to find out if there was gold there, because these men that I have 
had taken on the island of San Salvador kept telling me that they wear very large 
bracelets of gold on their legs and on their arms. I well believe that all they were say-
ing was a ruse in order to flee. Nevertheless, my intention was not to pass by any island 
of which I did not take possession, although if it is taken of one, it may be said that 
it was taken of all. 

... 
In recent years, the idealized, romanticized picture of Columbus has begun to be 
reconsidered, perhaps because Indians began to assert their importance as the orig-
inal inhabitants of the American continent. With that reconsideration, Columbus 
has been seen in a different light, as the first representative of European imperi-
alism in the Western Hemisphere, as a person who, while hypocritically present-
ing himself as a devout Christian, kidnapped, maimed and killed the indigenous 
people of Hispaniola in pursuit of gold. The evidence for this revised view comes 
mainly from Bartolome de Las Casas, who was a contemporary of Columbus and 
who himself witnessed the scenes on Hispaniola, which he describes in the fol-
lowing passages. 

Bartolome de Las Casas, Two Readings on the 
Legacy of Columbus (1542 and 1550) 

BARTOLOME DE LAS CASAS, THE DEVASTATION OF 
THE INDIES: A BRIEF ACCOUNT (1542)2 

The Indies were discovered in the year one thousand four hundred and ninety-
two. In the following year a great many Spaniards went there with the intention 
of settling the land. Thus, forty-nine years have passed since the first settlers 
penetrated the land, the first so-claimed being the large and most happy isle 
called Hispaniola, which is six hundred leagues in circumference. Around it in 
all directions are many other islands, some very big, others very small, and all 
of them were, as we saw with our own eyes, densely populated with native peo-
ples called Indians. This large island was perhaps the most densely populated place 
in the world. There must be close to two hundred leagues ofland on this island, 
and the seacoast has been explored for more than ten thousand leagues, and 
each day more ofit is being explored. And all the land so far discovered is a bee-
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hive of people; it is as though God had crowded into these lands the great major-
ity of mankind. 

And of all the infinite universe of humanity, these people are the most guile-
less, the most devoid of wickedness and duplicity, the most obedient and faithful 
to their native masters and to the Spanish Christians whom they serve. They are 
by nature the most humble, patient, and peaceable, holding no grudges, free from 
embroilments, neither excitable nor quarrelsome. These people are the most 
devoid of rancors, hatreds, or desire for vengeance of any people in the world. 
And because they are so weak and complaisant, they are less able to endure heavy 
labor and soon die of no matter what malady. The sons of nobles among us, 
brought up in the enjoyments of life's refinements, are no more delicate than are 
these Indians, even those among them who are of the lowest rank of laborers. 
They are also poor people, for they not only possess little but have no desire to pos-
sess worldly goods. For this reason they are not arrogant, embittered, or greedy. 
Their repasts are such that the food of the holy fathers in the desert can scarcely 
be more parsimonious, scanty, and poor. As to their dress, they are generally 
naked, with only their pudenda covered somewhat. And when they cover their 
shoulders it is with a square cloth no more than two varas in size. They have no 
beds, but sleep on a kind of matting or else in a kind of suspended net called 
hamacas. They are vety clean in their persons, with alert, intelligent minds, docile 
and open to doctrine, very apt to receive our holy Catholic faith, to be endowed 
with virtuous customs, and to behave in a godly fashion. And once they begin to 
hear the tidings of the Faith, they are so insistent on knowing more and on tak-
ing the sacraments of the Church and on observing the divine cult that, truly, the 
missionaries who are here need to be endowed by God with great patience in order 
to cope with such eagerness. Some of the secular Spaniards who have been here 
for many years say that the goodness of the Indians is undeniable and that if this 
gifted people could be brought to know the one true God they would be the most 
fortunate people in the world. 

Yet into this sheepfold, into this land of meek outcasts there came some 
Spaniards who immediately behaved like ravening wild beasts, wolves, tigers, or 
lions that had been starved for many days. And Spaniards have behaved in no 
other way during the past forty years, down to the present time, for they are still 
acting like ravening beasts, killing, terrorizing, afflicting, torturing, and destroy-
ing the native peoples, doing all this with the strangest and most varied new meth-
ods of cruelty, never seen or heard of before, and to such a degree that this Island 
of Hispaniola, once so populous (having a population that I estimated to be more 
than three millions), has now a population of barely two hundred persons. 

The island of Cuba is nearly as long as the distance between Valladolid and 
Rome; it is now almost completely depopulated. San Juan [Puerto Rico] and 
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Jamaica are two of the largest, most productive and attractive islands; both are 
now deserted and devastated. On the northern side of Cuba and Hispaniola lie the 
neighboring Lucayos comprising more than sixty islands including those called 
Gigantes, beside numerous other islands, some small some large. The least felic-
itous of them were more fertile and beautiful than the gardens of the King of 
Seville. They have the healthiest lands in the world, where lived more than five hun-
dred thousand souls; they are now deserted, inhabited by not a single living crea-
ture. All the people were slain or died after being taken into captivity and brought 
to the Island of Hispaniola to be sold as slaves. When the Spaniards saw that some 
of these had escaped, they sent a ship to find them, and it voyaged for three years 
among the islands searching for those who had escaped being slaughtered, for a 
good Christian had helped them escape, taking pity on them and had won them 
over to Christ; of these there were eleven persons and these I saw. 

More than thirty other islands in the vicinity of San Juan are for the most part 
and for the same reason depopulated, and the land laid waste. On these islands I 
estimate there are 2,100 leagues of land that have been ruined and depopulated, 
empty of people. 

As for the vast mainland, which is ten times larger than all Spain, even includ-
ing Aragon and Portugal, containing more land than the distance between Seville 
and Jerusalem, or more than two thousand leagues, we are sure that our Spaniards, 
with their cruel and abominable acts, have devastated the land and exterminated 
the rational people who fully inhabited it. We can estimate very surely and truth-
fully that in the forty years that have passed, with the infernal actions of the 
Christians, there have been unjustly slain more than twelve million men, women, 
and children. In truth, I believe without trying to deceive myself that the num-
ber of the slain is more like fifteen million. 

The common ways mainly employed by the Spaniards who call themselves 
Christian and who have gone there to extirpate those pitiful nations and wipe 
them off the earth is by unjustly waging cruel and bloody wars. Then, when they 
have slain all those who fought for their lives or to escape the tortures they would 
have to endure, that is to say, when they have slain all the native rulers and young 
men (since the Spaniards usually spare only the women and children, who are 
subjected to the hardest and bitterest servitude ever suffered by man or beast), 
they enslave any survivors. With these infernal methods of tyranny they debase and 
weaken countless numbers of those pitiful Indian nations. 

Their reason for killing and destroying such an infinite number of souls is that 
the Christians have an ultimate aim, which is to acquire gold, and to swell them-
selves with riches in a very brief time and thus rise to a high estate disproportion-
ate to their merits. It should be kept in mind that their insatiable greed and 
ambition, the greatest ever seen in the world, is the cause of their villainies. And also, 
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those lands are so rich and felicitous, the native peoples so meek and patient, so easy 
to subject, that our Spaniards have no more consideration for them than beasts. And 
I say this from my own knowledge of the acts I witnessed. But I should not say "than 
beasts" for, thanks be to God, they have treated beasts with some respect; I should 
say instead like excrement on the public squares. And thus they have deprived the 
Indians of their lives and souls, for the millions I mentioned have died without the 
Faith and without the benefit of the sacraments. This is a well-known and proven 
fact which even the tyrant Governors, themselves killers, know and admit. And 
never have the Indians in all the Indies committed any act against the Spanish 
Christians, until those Christians have first and many times committed countless 
cruel aggressions against them or against neighboring nations. For in the beginning 
the Indians regarded the Spaniards as angels from Heaven. Only after the Spaniards 
had used violence against them, killing, robbing, torturing, did the Indians ever rise 
up against them. On the Island Hispaniola was where the Spaniards first landed, 
as I have said. Here those Christians perpetrated their first ravages and oppressions 
against the native peoples. This was the first land in the New World to be destroyed 
and depopulated by the Christians, and here they began their subjection of the 
women and children, taking them away from the Indians to use them and ill use 
them, eating the food they provided with their sweat and toil. The Spaniards did 
not content themselves with what the Indians gave them of their own free will, 
according to their ability, which was always too little to satisfy enormous appetites, 
for a Christian eats and consumes in one day an amount of food that would suf-
fice to feed three houses inhabited by ten Indians for one month. And they com-
mitted other acts of force and violence and oppression which made the Indians 
realize that these men had not come from Heaven. And some of the Indians con-
cealed their foods while others concealed their wives and children and still others 
fled to the mountains to avoid the terrible transactions of the Christians. 

And the Christians attacked them with buffets and beatings, until finally they 
laid hands on the nobles of the villages. Then they behaved with such temerity and 
shamelessness that the most powerful ruler of the islands had to see his own wife 
raped by a Christian officer. 

From that time onward the Indians began to seek ways to throw the Christians 
out of their lands. They took up arms, but their weapons were very weak and of 
little service in offense and still less in defense. (Because of this, the wars of the 
Indians against each other are little more than games played by children.) And the 
Christians, with their horses and swords and pikes began to carry out massacres 
and strange cruelties against them. They attacked the towns and spared neither the 
children nor the aged nor pregnant women nor women in childbed, not only 
stabbing them and dismembering them but cutting them to pieces as if dealing 
with sheep in the slaughter house. They laid bets as to who, with one stroke of the 
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sword, could split a man in two or could cut off his head or spill out his entrails 
with a single stroke of the pike. They took infants from their mothers' breasts, 
snatching them by the legs and pitching them headfirst against the crags or 
snatched them by the arms and threw them into the rivers, roaring with laughter 
and saying as the babies fell into the water, "Boil there, you offspring of the devil!" 
Other infants they put to the sword along with their mothers and anyone else 
who happened to be nearby. They made some low wide gallows on which the 
hanged victim's feet almost touched the ground, stringing up their victims in lots 
of thirteen, in memory of Our Redeemer and His twelve Apostles, then set burn-
ing wood at their feet and thus burned them alive. To others they attached straw 
or wrapped their whole bodies in straw and set them afire. With still others, all those 
they wanted to capture alive, they cut off their hands and hung them round the 
victim's neck, saying, "Go now, carry the message," meaning, Take the news to the 
Indians who have fled to the mountains. They usually dealt with the chieftains and 
nobles in the following way: they made a grid of rods which they placed on forked 
sticks, then lashed the victims to the grid and lighted a smoldering fire under-
neath, so that little by little, as those captives screamed in despair and torment, their 
souls would leave them .... 

After the wars and the killings had ended, when usually there survived only some 
boys, some women, and children, these survivors were distributed among the 
Christians to be slaves. The repartimiento or distribution was made according to 
the rank and importance of the Christian to whom the Indians were allocated, one 
of them being given thirty, another forty, still another, one or two hundred, and 
besides the rank of the Christian there was also to be considered in what favor he 
stood with the tyrant they called Governor. The pretext was that these allocated 
Indians were to be instructed in the articles of the Christian Faith. As if those 
Christians who were as a rule foolish and cruel and greedy and vicious could be 
caretakers of souls! And the care they took was to send the men to the mines to 
dig for gold, which is intolerable labor, and to send the women into the fields of 
the big ranches to hoe and till the land, work suitable for strong men. Nor to 
either the men or the women did they give any food except herbs and legumes, 
things oflittle substance. The milk in the breasts of the women with infants dried 
up and thus in a short while the infants perished. And since men and women 
were separated, there could be no marital relations. And the men died in the mines 
and the women died on the ranches from the same causes, exhaustion and hunger. 
And thus was depopulated that island which had been densely populated .... 

THE ISLANDS OF SAN JUAN AND JAMAICA 

The Spaniards passed over to the islands of San Juan and Jamaica (both of 
them veritable gardens and beehives of activity) in the year one thousand five 
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hundred and nine, with the aim and purpose of making these islands a part of 
Hispaniola. 

And on those islands the Spaniards perpetrated the same acts of aggression 
against the Indians and the wicked deeds described above, adding to them many 
outstanding cruelties, massacres and burnings of the people, or executing them 
by flinging them to the fierce dogs, torturing and oppressing the survivors, con-
demning them to the hard labor of mines, thus eradicating them from the earth, 
despoiling the land of those unfortunate and innocent people. Before the arrival 
of the Spaniards there had lived on these islands more than six hundred thou-
sand souls, it has been stated. I believe there were more than one million inhab-
itants, and now, in each of the two islands, there are not more than two hundred 
persons, all the others having perished without the Faith and without the holy 
sacraments. 

THE ISLAND OF CUBA 

In the year one thousand five hundred and eleven, the Spaniards passed over 
the island of Cuba, which I have said is at the same distance from Hispaniola as 
the distance between Valladolid and Rome, and which was a well-populated 
province. They began and ended in Cuba as they had done elsewhere, but with 
much greater acts of cruelty. 

Among the noteworthy outrages they committed was the one they perpetrated 
against a cacique, a very important noble, by the name Hatuey, who had come to 
Cuba from Hispaniola with many of his people, to flee the calamities and inhu-
man acts of the Christians. When he was told by certain Indians that the 
Christians were coming to Cuba, he assembled as many of his followers as he 
could and said to them: "Now you must know that they are saying the Christians 
are coming here, and you know by experience how they have put So and So and 
So and So, and other nobles to an end. And now they are coming from Haiti 
(which is Hispaniola) to do the same here. Do you know this?" The Indians 
replied: "We do not know. But it may be that they are by nature wicked and cruel." 
And he told them: "No, they do not act only because of that, but because they have 
a God they greatly worship and they want us to worship that God, and that is why 
they struggle with us and subject us and kill us." 

He had a basket full of gold and jewels and he said: "You see their God here, 
the God of the Christians. If you agree to it, let us dance for this God, who knows, 
it may please the God of the Christians and then they will do us no harm." And 
his followers said, all together, "Yes, that is good, that is good!" And they danced 
round the basket of gold until they fell down exhausted. Then their chief, the 
cacique Hamey, said to them: "See there, if we keep this basket of gold they will 
take it from us and will end up by killing us. So let us cast away the basket into 
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the river." They all agreed to do this, and they flung the basket of gold into the 
river that was nearby. 

This cacique, Hatuey, was constantly fleeing before the Christians from the 
time they arrived on the island of Cuba, since he knew them and of what they were 
capable. Now and then they encountered him and he defended himself, but they 
finally killed him. And they did this for the sole reason that he had fled from those 
cruel and wicked Christians and had defended himself against them. And when 
they had captured him and as many of his followers as they could, they burned 
them all at the stake. 

When tied to the stake, the cacique Hatuey was told by a Franciscan friar who 
was present, an artless rascal, something about the God of the Christians and of 
the articles of Faith. And he was told what he could do in the brief time that 
remained to him, in order to be saved and go to heaven. The cacique, who had 
never heard any of this before, and was told he would go to Inferno where, if he 
did not adopt the Christian Faith, he would suffer eternal torment, asked the 
Franciscan friar if Christians all went to Heaven. When told that they did he said 
he would prefer to go to Hell. Such is the fame and honor that God and our Faith 
have earned through the Christians who have gone out of the Indies. 

On one occasion when we went to claim ten leagues of a big settlement, along 
with the food and maintenance, we were welcomed with a bounteous quantity of 
fish and bread and cooked victuals. The Indians generously gave us all they could. 
Then suddenly, without cause and without warning, and in my presence, the devil 
inhabited the Christians and spurred them to attack the Indians, men, women, 
and children, who were sitting there before us. In the massacre that followed, the 
Spaniards put to the sword more than three thousand souls. I saw such terrible cru-
elties done there as I had never seen before nor thought to see. 

A few days later, knowing that news of this massacre had spread through the 
land, I sent messengers ahead to the chiefs of the province of Havana, knowing 
they heard good things about me, telling them we were about to visit the town and 
telling them they should not hide but should come out to meet us, assuring them 
that no harm would be done to them. I did this with the full knowledge of the cap-
tain. And when we arrived in the province, there came out to welcome us twenty-
one chiefs and caciques, and our captain, breaking his pledge to me and the pledge 
I had made them, took all these chieftains captive, intending to burn them at the 
stake, telling me this would be a good thing because those chiefs had in the past 
done him some harm. I had great difficulty in saving those Indians from the fire, 
but finally succeeded. 

Afterward, when all the Indians of this island were subjected to servitude and 
the same ruin had befallen there as on the island Hispaniola, the survivors began 
to flee to the mountains or in despair to hang themselves, and there were hus-
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bands and wives who hanged themselves together with their children, because the 
cruelties perpetrated by one very great Spaniard (whom I knew) were so horrify-
ing. More than two hundred Indians hanged themselves. And thus perished a 
countless number of people on the island of Cuba. 

That tyrant Spaniard, representative of the King of Spain, demanded, in the 
repartimiento, that he be given three hundred Indians. At the end of three months 
all but thirty of them had died of the hard labor on the mines, which is to say only 
a tenth of them had survived. He demanded another allocation of Indians, and 
they also perished in the same way. He demanded still another large allocation, and 
those Indians also perished. Then he died, and the devil bore him away. 

In three or four months, when I was there, more than seventy thousand chil-
dren, whose fathers and mothers had been sent to the mines, died of hunger. 

And I saw other frightful things. The Spaniards finally decided to track down 
the Indians who had taken refuge in the mountains. There they created amazing 
havoc and thus finished ravaging the island. Where had been a flourishing pop-
ulation, it is now a shame and pity to see the island laid waste and turned into a 
desert. 

. . . 
Bartolome de Las Casas struggled for many years to persuade the Spanish monar-
chy to put a stop to the cruelties committed against the Indians. In the year 1550, 
a debate was arranged between Las Casas and the priest Gines de Sepulveda 
before the Royal Council of Spain in the city of Valladolid, and the central ques-
tion was: are the Indians human beings and therefore deserving to be treated that 
way, or are they sub-humans and so deserving of enslavement? 

BARTOLOME DE LAS CASAS, IN DEFENSE OF THE INDIANS (1550)3 

Illustrious Prince: 
It is right that matters which concern the safety and peace of the great empire 

placed in your keeping by the divine goodness be reported to you, for you rule Spain 
and that marvelous New World in the name of the great Charles, your father, and 
you strive for immortal glory, not just with the imperial power but especially with 
the generous spirit and with the wisdom implanted in you by Christ. Therefore I 
have thought it advisable to bring to the attention of Your Highness that there has 
come into my hands a certain brief synopsis in Spanish of a work that Gines de 
Sepulveda is reported to have written in Latin. In it he gives four reasons, each of 
which, in his opinion, proves beyond refutation that war against the Indians is jus-
tified, provided that it be waged properly and the laws of war be observed, just as, 
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up to the present, the kings of Spain have commanded that it be waged and car-
ried out. 

I hear that it is this man's intention to demonstrate the title by which the Kings 
of Spain possess the empire of the Indies and to bolster his position with arguments 
and laws, so that from now on no one will be able to slander you even tacitly on 
this point. I have read and reread this work carefully. And it is said that Sepulveda 
drives home various other points at greater length in his Latin work (which I have 
not yet had the chance to see). What impression it has made on others I do not 
know. I certainly have detected in it poisons disguised with honey. Under pretext 
of pleasing his prince, a man who is a theologian offers honey-coated poison. In 
place of bread, he offers a stone. Great prince, unless this deadly poison is stopped 
by your wisdom, so that it will not become widespread, it will infect the minds 
of readers, deceive the unwary, and arm and incite tyrants to injustice. Believe 
me, that little book will bring ruin to the minds of many. 

In the first place, while claiming that he wants to vindicate your jurisdiction 
over the Indies, he tears to pieces and reduces your rights by presenting arguments 
that are partly foolish, partly false, partly of the kind that have the least force. 
Furthermore, if this man's judgment in this matter should be printed [and] sanc-
tioned with the royal license and privilege, there can be no doubt that within a short 
time the empire of the Indies will be entirely overthrown and destroyed. 

Indeed, if so many laws already issued, so many decrees, so many harsh threats, 
and so many statutes conscientiously enacted by the Emperor Charles and his 
predecessors have been ineffective in preventing so many thousands of innocent 
men from perishing by sword, hunger, and all the misfortunes of total war, and 
extensive areas of their highly civilized kingdoms and most fertile provinces from 
being savagely devastated; if the fear of God and the dread of hell have not even 
moderated (I shall not say curbed) the utterly ruthless and cruel spirits of the 
Spaniards; if the outcries of preachers and holy men that they were barred from 
the sacraments of the Church and were not forgiven in sacramental confession were 
of no avail, what will happen when evil men (for whom, according to the old 
proverb, nothing is wanting except the opportunity) read that a scholar, a doctor 
of theology, and the royal historian has published books approving those crimi-
nal wars and hellish campaigns, and, by supporting arguments, confirms and 
defends the unheard-of crime whereby Christian men, forgetting Christian virtue, 
hold in slavery those people, the most unfortunate of all, who appear to have 
escaped the ferocity of that most cruel race by chance rather than by the mercy of 
the Spaniards? Furthermore [what will happen when they read] that he teaches that 
soldiers may lawfully keep everything they take in these wars, even though they 
undertook the campaign with the evil intention oflooting, th.at is, of pillaging by 
fire, sword, murder, plunder and violence, upsetting, overturning, and throwing 
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into confusion all laws, divine and human, and that they are not bound to restore 
such goods because the Spaniards who do these things and shed the blood of the 
innocent consecrate their hands to God (as I hear Sepulveda has written) and 
merit Christ's grace because they prevent the worship of idols? 

Whom will they spare? What blood will they not shed? What cruelty will 
they not commit, these brutal men who are hardened to seeing fields bathed in 
human blood, who make no distinction of sex or age, who do not spare infants 
at their mothers' breasts, pregnant women, the great, the lowly, or even men of 
feeble and gray old age for whom the weight of years usually awakens reverence 
or mercy? What will they not do if they hear that there is a man teaching that 
they are consecrating their hands to God when they crush the Indians with mas-
sacres, pillaging, and tyranny-that they are doing the same as those who killed 
the Children of Israel who were adoring the calf? They will give more trust to 
him, as to someone who tells them what they want to hear, than they would to 
the son of God himself if he were face to face before us and teaching something 
different. 

If, then, the Indians are being brought to the point of extermination, if as many 
peoples are being destroyed as widespread kingdoms are being overthrown, what 
sane man would doubt that the most flourishing empire of the New World, once 
its native inhabitants have been destroyed, will become a wilderness, and nothing 
but dominion over tigers, lions, and wild beasts for the Kings of Spain? ... 

Therefore when SepUlveda, by word or in his published works, teaches that 
campaigns against the Indians are lawful, what does he do except encourage 
oppressors and provide an opportunity for as many crimes and lamentable evils 
as these [men] commit, more than anyone would find it possible to believe? In the 
meantime, with most certain harm to his own soul, he is the reason why count-
less human beings, suffering brutal massacres, perish forever, that is, men who, 
through the inhuman brutality of the Spaniards, breathe their last before they 
heard the word of God [or] are fed by Christ's gentle doctrine [or] are strength-
ened by the Christian sacraments. What more horrible or unjust occurrence can 
be imagined than this? 

Therefore, if Sepulveda's opinion (that campaigns against the Indians are law-
ful) is approved, the most holy faith of Christ, to the reproach of the name 
Christian, will be hateful and detestable to all the peoples of the world to whom 
the word will come of the inhuman crimes that the Spaniards inflict on that 
unhappy race, so that neither in our lifetime nor in the future will they want to 
accept our faith under any condition, for they see that its first heralds are not pas-
tors but plunderers, not fathers but tyrants, and that those who profess it are 
ungodly, cruel and without pity in their merciless savagery. 
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Other than Las Casas there are no texts of this period that describe the experiences 
of the people Columbus "discovered." Eduardo Galeano here re-imagines their 
plight, drawing on numerous historical sources. Galeano, the Uruguayan people's 
journalist and radical storyteller, is known around the world for his books The 
Open Veins of Latin America and the trilogy Memory of Fire, from which the read-
ing here is selected. In these passages, from the first volume of the trilogy, Genesis, 
Galeano narrates Columbus's voyages, turning some of the many myths about 
Columbus on their head. 

Eduardo Galeano, Memory of Fire (1982)4 

1492: THE OCEAN SEA 

THE SUN ROUTE TO THE INDIES 
The breezes are sweet and soft, as in spring in Seville, and the sea is like a 

Guadalquivir river, but the swell no sooner rises than they get seasick and vomit, 
jammed into their fo' c'sles, the men who in three patched-up little ships cleave the 
unknown sea, the sea without a frame. Men, little drops in the wind. And if the 
sea doesn't love them? Night falls on the caravels. Whither will the wind toss them? 
A dorado, chasing a flying fish, jumps on board and the panic grows. The crew 
doesn't appreciate the savory aroma of the slightly choppy sea, nor do they listen 
to the din of the sea gulls and gannets that come from the west. That horizon: does 
the abyss begin there? Does the sea end? 

Feverish eyes of mariners weatherbeaten in a thousand voyages, burning eyes 
of jailbirds yanked from Andalusian prisons and embarked by force: these eyes 
see no prophetic reflections of gold and silver in the foam of the waves, nor in the 
country and river birds that keep flying over the ships, nor in the green rushes and 
branches thick with shells that drift in the sargassos. The bottom of the abyss-
is that where hell starts to burn? Into what kind of jaws will the trade winds hurl 
these little men? They gaze at the stars, seeking God, but the sky is as inscrutable 
as this never-navigated sea. They hear its roar, mother sea, the hoarse voice answer-
ing the wind with phrases of eternal condemnation, mysterious drums resound-
ing in the depths. They cross themselves and want to pray and stammer: "Tonight 
we'll falloff the world, tonight we'll falloff the world." 
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1492: GUANAHANI 

COLUMBUS 
He falls on his knees, weeps, kisses the earth. He steps forward, staggering 

because for more than a month he has hardly slept, and beheads some shrubs with 
his sword. 

Then he raises the flag. On one knee, eyes lifted toward heaven, he pronounces 
three times the names of Isabella and Ferdinand. Beside him the scribe Rodrigo 
de Escobedo, a man slow of pen, draws up the document. 

From today, everything belongs to those remote monarchs: the coral sea, the 
beaches, the rocks all green with moss, the woods, the parrots, and these laurel-
skinned people who don't yet know about clothes, sin, or money and gaze dazedly 
at the scene. 

Luis de Torres translates Christopher Columbus's questions into Hebrew: "Do 
you know the kingdom of the Great Khan? Where does the gold you have in your 
noses and ears come from?" 

The naked men stare at him with open mouths, and the interpreter tries out 
his small stock of Chaldean: "Gold? Temples? Palaces? King of kings? Gold?" 

And then he tries his Arabic, the little he knows of it: "Japan? China? Gold?" 
The interpreter apologizes to Columbus in the language of Castile. Columbus 

curses in Genovese and throws to the ground his credentials, written in Latin and 
addressed to the Great Khan. The naked men watch the anger of the intruder 
with red hair and coarse skin, who wears a velvet cape and very shiny clothes. 

Soon the word will run through the islands: 
"Come and see the men who arrived from the sky! Bring them food and drink!" 

1493: BARCELONA 

DAY OF GLORY 
The heralds announce him with their trumpets. The bells peal and the drums 

beat out festive rhythms. The admiral, newly returned from the Indies, mounts 
the stone steps and advances on the crimson carpet amid the silken dazzle of the 
applauding royal court. The man who has made the saints' and sages' prophecies 
come true reaches the platform, kneels, and kisses the hands of the queen and the 
king. 

From the rear come the trophies: gleaming on trays, the bits of gold that 
Columbus had exchanged for little mirrors and red caps in the remote gardens newly 
burst from the sea. On branches and dead leaves are paraded the skins of lizards 
and snakes; and behind them, trembling and weeping, enter the beings never 
before seen. They are the few who have survived the colds, the measles, and the 
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disgust for the Christians' food and bad smell. Not naked, as they were when they 
approached the three caravels and were captured, they have been covered up with 
trousers, shirts, and a few parrots that have been put in their hands and on their 
heads and shoulders. The parrots, robbed of their feathers by the foul winds of the 
voyage, look as moribund as the men. Of the captured women and children, none 
has survived. 

Hostile murmurs are heard in the salon. The gold is minimal, and there is not 
a trace of black pepper, or nutmeg, or cloves, or ginger; and Columbus has not 
brought in any bearded sirens or men with tails, or the ones with only one eye or 
foot-and that foot big enough when raised to be protection from the fierce sun. 

1493: ROME 

THE TESTAMENT OF ADAM 
In the dim light of the Vatican, fragrant with oriental perfumes, the pope dic-

tates a new bull. 
A short time has passed since Rodrigo Borgia, of Xativa, Valencia, took the 

name Alexander VI. Not a year ago yet since the day he bought for cash the seven 
votes he was short in the Sacred College, and could change a cardinal's purple for 
the ermine cape of the supreme pontiff. 

Alexander devotes more time to calculating the price of indulgences than to med-
itating on the mystery of the Holy Trinity. Everyone knows that he prefers very 
brief Masses, except for the ones his jester Gabriellino celebrates in a mask in his 
private chambers, and everyone knows that the new pope is capable of rerouting 
the Corpus Christi procession to pass beneath a pretty woman's balcony. 

He is also capable of cutting up the world as if it were a chicken: he raises a hand 
and traces a frontier, from head to tail of the planet, across the unknown sea. 
God's agent concedes in perpetuity all that has been or is being discovered, to the 
west of that line, to Isabella of Castile and Ferdinand of Aragon and their heirs on 
the Spanish throne. He entrusts them to send good, God-fearing, erudite, wise, 
expert men to the islands and mainlands discovered or to be discovered, to instruct 
the natives in the Catholic faith and teach them good customs. Whatever is dis-
covered to the east will belong to the Portuguese crown. 

Anguish and euphoria of sails unfurled: in Andalusia Columbus is already 
preparing a second voyage to the regions where gold grows in bunches on the 
vines and precious stones await in the craniums of dragons. 


