Seminar 1.1: At the Time of First Contact 


A Letter to the Treasurer of Spain

1493

–––––––––––––––––––– Christopher Columbus ––––––––––––––––––

Christopher Columbus (1447–1506) was convinced he could discover the shortest, and thus the most profitable, trade route to Asia by sailing west across the Atlantic Ocean. In 1492, King Ferdinand and Queen Isabella of Spain agreed to finance his voyage to find out if he was right. Columbus wrote this letter to the king’s treasurer, reporting his discoveries of several Caribbean islands. 

THINK THROUGH HISTORY: Analyzing motives 
Does this letter offer historians insight into Columbus’s reasons for embarking on his voyage? Be specific in your answer. 

––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––

February 14, 1493

Because my undertakings have attained success, I know that it will be pleasing to you: these I have determined to relate, so that you may be made acquainted with everything done and discovered in this our voyage. On the thirty-third day after I departed from Cadiz, I came to the Indian sea, where I found many islands inhabited by men without number, of all which I took possession for our most fortunate king, with proclaiming heralds and flying standards, no one objecting. 

To the first of these I gave the name of the blessed Savior, on whose aid relying I had reached this as well as the other islands. But the Indians called it Guanahany. I also called each one of the others by a new name. For I ordered one island to be called Santa Maria of the Conception, another Fernandina, another Isabella, another Juana, and so on with the rest.… 

This island [Juana] is surrounded by many very safe and wide harbors, not excelled by any others that I have ever seen. Many great and salubrious rivers flow through it. There are also many very high mountains there. All these islands are very beautiful, and distinguished by various qualities; they are accessible, and full of a great variety of trees stretching up to the stars; the leaves of which I believe are never shed, for I saw them as green and flourishing as they are usually in Spain in the month of May; some of them were blossoming, some were bearing fruit, some were in other conditions; each one was thriving in its own way. The nightingale and various other birds without number were singing, in the month of November, when I was exploring them. 

There are besides in the said island Juana seven or eight kinds of palm trees, which far excel ours in height and beauty, just as all the other trees, herbs, and fruits do. There are also excellent pine trees, vast plains and meadows, a variety of birds, a variety of honey, and a variety of metals, excepting iron. In the one which was called Hispana…there are great and beautiful mountains, vast fields, groves, fertile plains, very suitable for planting and cultivating, and for the building of houses. 

The convenience of the harbors in this island, and the remarkable number of rivers contributing to the healthfulness of man, exceed belief, unless one has seen them. The trees, pasturage, and fruits of this island differ greatly from those of Juana. This Hispana, moreover, abounds in different kinds of spices, in gold, and in metals.… 

All these people lack, as I said above, every kind of iron; they are also without weapons, which indeed are unknown.… 

They are of simple manners and trustworthy, and very liberal with everything they have, refusing no one who asks for anything they may possess, and even themselves inviting us to ask for things. They show greater love for all others than for themselves; they give valuable things for trifles, being satisfied even with a very small return, or with nothing; however, I forbade that things so small and of no value should be given to them, such as pieces of plate, dishes and glass, likewise keys and shoe straps; although if they were able to obtain these, it seemed to them like getting the most beautiful jewels in the world.… 
In all these islands there is no difference in the appearance of the people, nor in the manners and language, but all understand each other mutually; a fact that is very important for the end which I suppose to be earnestly desired by our most illustrious king, that is, their conversion to the holy religion of Christ, to which in truth, as far as I can perceive, they are very ready and favorably inclined…. 
In all these islands, as I have understood, each man is content with only one wife, except the princes or kings, who are permitted to have twenty. The women appear to work more than the men. I was not able to find out surely whether they have individual property, for I saw that one man had the duty of distributing to the others, especially refreshments, food, and things of that kind.… 
Truly great and wonderful is this, and not corresponding to our merits, but to the holy Christian religion, and to the piety and religion of our sovereigns, because what the human understanding could not attain, that the divine will has granted to human efforts. For God is wont to listen to his servants who love his precepts, even in impossibilities, as has happened to us on the present occasion, who have attained that which hitherto mortal men have never reached.… These things that have been done are thus briefly related. Farewell, Lisbon, the day before the ides of March. 
—Christopher Columbus, admiral of the Ocean fleet 
Source: Letter to Gabriel Sanchez from Christopher Columbus, 1493. Reprinted in A Treasury of the World's Greatest Letters, edited by Lincoln Schuster (New York: Simon and Schuster, 1940), pp. 61–68. 
“A Letter to the Treasurer of Spain”, Christopher Columbus, 1463  

1. What is the situation when Columbus writes this letter?

2. What is the purpose of Columbus’ letter? (What is he trying to accomplish?)

3. How does Columbus describe the island of Juana? What tone does he use in his language?

4. How does he describe the people who live on the island of Juana?

5. What are Columbus’ motives for embarking on this voyage? What evidence can you find to support your analysis?

On the Beginnings of the Portuguese-African Slave Trade
1400s
–––––––––––––––––––– Gomes Eanes de Zarara––––––––––––––––––––

During the 15th century, Portuguese explorers sailed along the western coast of Africa seeking a water route to Asia. They also sought to make money trading in ivory, gold, and human beings. The traders captured Africans (whom they referred to as moors) and sold them as slaves in Europe. This description of the capture and sale of Africans is believed to be one of the earliest descriptions available to historians. It was written by the Portuguese chronicler, Gomes Eanes de Zurara. 

THINK THROUGH HISTORY: Analyzing motives 

According to this account, were the motives of the Portuguese traders purely economic, or did they have other motives as well? 

–––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––– 

They (the Portuguese) took five boats manned by thirty men, six in each boat, and set out at about sunset. Rowing the entire night, they arrived about daybreak at the island they were looking for. And when they recognized it by signs the Moors had mentioned, they rowed for awhile close to the shore until, as it was getting light, they reached a Moorish village near the beach where all the island’s inhabitants were gathered together. Seeing this, our men stopped for a time to discuss what they should do.…And after giving their opinions, they looked toward the village where they saw that the Moors, with their women and children, were leaving their houses as fast as they could, for they had seen their enemies.
[The Portuguese] crying the names of St. James, St. George, and Portugal, attacked them, killing and seizing as many as they could. There you could have seen mothers forsaking their children, husbands abandoning their wives, each person trying to escape as best he could. And some drowned themselves in the water; others tried to hide in their huts; others, hoping they would escape, hid their children among the sea grasses where they were later discovered. And in the end our Lord God, who rewards every good deed, decided that, for their labors undertaken in His service, they should gain a victory over their enemies on that day, and a reward and payment for all their efforts and expenses. For on that day they captured 165 [Moors], including men, women, and children, not counting those who died or were killed. When the battle was over, they praised God for the great favor He had shown them, in wishing to grant them such a victory, and with so little harm to themselves…

And when Lançarote (the captain), with those squires and highborn men who accompanied him, heard of the good fortune which God had granted to that handful of men who had gone to the island, and saw that they had accomplished such a great deal, it pleasing God to bring the affair to such a conclusion, they were all very happy, praising God for wishing to aid those few Christians in this manner.… 

The caravels arrived at Lagos, from where they had set out, enjoying fine weather on the voyage, since fortune was no less generous in the mildness of the weather than it had been to them in the taking of their prizes. And from Lagos the news reached the Prince [Henry the Navigator], who just hours before had arrived there from other places where he had spent some days.… 

August 8, the seamen began to prepare their boats very early in the morning, because of the heat, and to bring out those captives so that they could be transferred as ordered. And the latter, placed together in that field, were a marvelous thing to behold…But what human heart, no matter how hard, would not be stabbed by pious feelings when gazing upon such a company of people? For some had their heads held low and their faces bathed in tears, as they looked upon one another. Others were moaning most bitterly, gazing toward heaven, fixing their eyes upon it, as if they were asking for help from the father of nature. Others struck their faces with the palms of their hands, throwing themselves prostrate upon the ground; others performed their lamentations in the form of a chant, according to the custom of their country, and, although our people could not understand the words of their language, they were fully appropriate to the level of their sorrow. 
But to increase their suffering even more, those responsible for dividing them up arrived on the scene and began to separate one from another, in order to make an equal division of the fifths; from which arose the need to separate children from their parents,  wives from their husbands, and brothers from their brothers. Neither friendship nor kinship was respected, but instead each one fell where fortune placed him!  Oh powerful destiny, doing and undoing with your turning wheels, arranging the things of this world as you please! Do you even disclose to those miserable people some knowledge of what is to become of them, so that they may receive some consolation in the midst of their tremendous sorrow? And you who labor so hard to divide them up, look with pity upon so much misery, and see how they cling to each other, so that you can hardly separate them! Who could accomplish that division without the greatest toil; because as soon as they had put the children in one place, seeing their parents in another, they rose up energetically and went over to them; mothers clasped their other children in their arms, and threw themselves face down upon the ground with them, receiving blows with little regard for their own flesh, if only they might not be parted from them!   

And so with great effort they finished the dividing up, because, aside from the trouble they had with the captives, the field was quite full of people, both from the town and from the surrounding villages and districts, who for that day were taking time off from their work, which was the source of their earnings, for the sole purpose of observing this novelty. And seeing these things, while some wept, others took part in the separating, and they made such a commotion that they greatly confused those who were in charge of dividing them up.   

The Prince was there mounted upon a powerful horse, accompanied by his retinue, distributing his favors, like a man who wished to derive little material advantage from his share; for of the forty-six souls who belonged to his fifth, he quickly divided them up among the rest, since his main source of wealth lay in his own purpose; for he reflected with great pleasure upon the salvation of those souls that before were lost.…  
Source: Children of God’s Fire, edited and translated by Robert Edgar Conrad (Princeton University Press, 1983). 

“On the Beginnings of the Portuguese-African Slave Trade”, Zurara, the 1400s

1. What event is Zurara describing? What are some of the cruelties he observes?

2. What are the expressed and implicit motives expressed in Zurara’s account of the slave trade?

What Happened Till the First Supply

From

The General History of Virginia 1607 – 1614
1624
–––––––––––––––––––– John Smith ––––––––––––––––––

In May 1607, three boatloads of English settlers sponsored by the Virginia Company of London anchored near the swampy shores of Chesapeake Bay.  Among these 104 men and boys were aristocrats and craftspeople, but few farmers or others with skills crucial to survive in the wilderness. Captain John Smith was a leader among these earliest Jamestown settlers. He was an aggressive self-promoter who wrote and published a history of the Virginia colony in 1624.  

THINK THROUGH HISTORY: Distinguishing Fact from Opinion
At what points does Smith rely on facts, and at what points does he appear to offer more opinion than fact? Does this evaluation affect the value of this text as a historical document? Why or why not? 
Readers not: the author, John Smith, refers to himself in the third person.
–––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––– 

[June 1607–January 1608] 

Being thus left to our fortunes, it fortuned that within ten days scarce ten amongst us could either go or well stand, such extreme weakness and sickness oppressed us. And thereat none need marvel, if they consider the cause and reason, which was this. 

Whilst the trading ships stayed, our allowance was somewhat bettered by a daily proportion of biscuit, which the sailors would pilfer to sell, give, or exchange with us for money, sassafras, furs, or love. But when they departed, there remained neither tavern, beer house, nor place of relief but the common kettle. Had we been as free from all sins as gluttony and drunkenness, we might have been canonized for saints. But our President would never have been admitted, for engrossing to his private [use] oatmeal, sack, oil, aqua vitae, beef, eggs, or what not—[all] but the [common] kettle. That, indeed, he allowed equally to be distributed, and that was half a pint of wheat, and as much barley boiled with water for a man a day. And this having fried some twenty-six weeks in the ship’s hold contained as many worms as grains, so that we might truly call it rather so much bran than corn. Our drink was water, our lodgings castles in the air. 

From May to September those that escaped lived upon sturgeon and sea crabs. Fifty in this time we buried.… 

But now was all our provision spent, the sturgeon gone, all helps abandoned. Each hour [we were] expecting the fury of the savages, when God, the patron of all good endeavors, in that desperate extremity so changed the hearts of the savages that they brought such plenty of their fruits and provisions that no man wanted. 

[While exploring up-river in a desperate attempt to find an Indian village with a supply of food, John Smith was captured by the Indians.] 

[John Smith demands to meet their chief] they showed him Opechancanough, king of Pamunkey, to whom [John Smith] gave a round ivory double compass dial. Much they marveled at the play of the fly and needle, which they could see so plainly and yet not touch it because of the glass that covered them. But when he demonstrated by that globe-like jewel the roundness of the earth and skies, the sphere of the sun, moon and stars, and how the sun did chase the night round about the world continually; the greatness of the land and sea, the diversity of nations, variety of complexions, and how we were to them antipodes, and many other such like matters, they all stood as amazed with admiration. 

Notwithstanding, within an hour after they tied him to a tree and as many as could stand about him prepared to shoot him. But the king holding up the compass in his hand they all laid down their bows and arrows and in a triumphant manner led him to Orapaks, where he was after their manner kindly feasted and well used.… 

[Smith was exhibited in various Indian villages, and] At last they brought him to Werowocomoco, where was Powhatan, their emperor. Here more than two hundred of those grim courtiers stood wondering at [John Smith] as [if] he had been a monster, till Powhatan and his train had put themselves in their greatest braveries. Before a fire upon a seat like a bedstead he sat covered with a great robe made of raccoon skins, and all the tails hanging by. On either hand did sit a young wench of sixteen or eighteen years, and along on each side the house two rows of men. And behind them as many women, with all their heads and shoulders painted red, many of their heads bedecked with the white down of birds but everyone with something, and a great chain of white beads about their necks. 

At his entrance before the king all the people gave a great shout. The queen of Appomattoc was appointed to bring him water to wash his hands, and another brought him a bunch of feathers instead of a towel to dry them. Having feasted him after their best barbarous manner they could, a long consultation was held. But the conclusion was: two great stones were brought before Powhatan, then as many as could laid hands on [John Smith], dragged him to them, and thereon laid his head. And being ready with their clubs to beat out his brains, Pocahontas, the king’s dearest daughter, when no entreaty could prevail, got his head in her arms and laid her own upon his to save him from death. Whereat the emperor was contented he should live 
[John Smith returned to Jamestown and gave the Indians two small cannon and a grindstone] Now, every once in four or five days, Pocahontas with her attendants brought him so much provision that saved many of their lives, that else for all this had starved with hunger. 

Thus you may see what difficulties still crossed any good endeavor, and the good success of the business being thus oft brought to the very period of destruction. Yet you see by what strange means God hath still delivered it.… 

Source: Captain John Smith’s History of Virginia by David Freeman Hawke. 

“What Happened Till the First Supply”, John Smith, 1608 

1. According to John Smith, what problems faced the early settlers of Jamestown?

2. Describe the circumstances of John Smith’s imprisonment. How was he treated?

3. At which points in the narrative does Smith rely on facts and when does he appear to offer more opinion than fact? Does his use of opinion invalidate affect the usefulness of this text as a historical document?

4. What common themes run through all three readings?
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