Christopher Columbus, Letter to Luis de Sant’ Angel (1493)

Sir,

As I know that you will have pleasure of the great victory which out Lord hath given me in my
voyage, | write you this, by which you shall know that in [thirty-three] days I passed over the
Indies with the fleet which the most illustrious King and Queen, our Lords, gave me: where I
found very many islands peopled with inhabitants beyond number. And, of them all, I have taken
possession for their Highnesses, with proclamation and the royal standard displayed; and I was
not gainsaid. On the first which I found, I put the name Sant Salvador, in commemoration of His
High Majesty, who marvelously hath given all this: the Indians call it [Guanhani]. The second I
named the Island of Santa Maria de Concepcion, the third Ferrandina, the fourth Fair Island, the
fifth La Isla Juana; and so for each one a new name. When I reached Juana, I followed its coast
westwardly, and found it so large that I thought it might be the mainland province of Cathay. And
as I did not thus find any towns and villages on the seacoast, save small hamlets with the people
whereof I could not get speech, because they all fled away forthwith, I went on further in the
same direction, thinking I should not miss of great cities or towns. And at the end of many
leagues, seeing that there was no change, . . . [I] turned back as far as a port agreed upon; from
which I sent two men into the country to learn if there were a king, or any great cities. They
traveled for three days, and found interminable small villages and a numberless population, but
nought of ruling authority; wherefore they returned.

I understood sufficiently from other Indians . . . that this land, . . . was an island; and so |
followed its coast eastwardly for a hundred and seven leagues as far as where it terminated; from
which headland I saw another island to the east [eighteen] leagues distant from this, to which I at
once gave the name La Spanola. And I proceeded thither, and followed the northern coast, as
with La Juana, eastwardly for a hundred and [eighty-eight] great leagues in a direct easterly
course, as with La Juana.

The which, and all the others, are more [fertile] to an excessive degree, and this extremely so. In
it, there are many havens on the seacoast, incomparable with any others that I know in
Christendom, and plenty of rivers so good and great that it is a marvel. The lands thereof are
high, and in it are very many ranges of hills, and most lofty mountains incomparably beyond the
Island of [Tenerife]; all most beautiful in a thousand shapes, and all accessible, and full of trees
of a thousand kinds, so lofty that they seem to reach the sky. And I am assured that they never



lose their foliage; as may be imagined, since I saw them as green and as beautiful as they are in
Spain during May. . . .

And the nightingale was singing, and other birds of a thousand sorts, in the month of November,
round about the way I was going. There are palm trees of six or eight species, wondrous to see
for their beautiful variety; but so are the other trees, and fruits, and plants therein. There are
wonderful pine groves, and very large plains of verdure, and there is honey, and many kinds of
birds, and many various fruits. In the earth there are many mines of metals; and there is a
population of incalculable number. Spanola is a marvel; the mountains and hills, and plains, and
fields, and land, so beautiful and rich for planting and sowing, for breeding cattle of all sorts, for
building of towns and villages.

There could be no believing, without seeing, such harbors as are here, as well as the many and
great rivers, and excellent waters, most of which contain gold. In the trees and fruits and plants,
there are great differences from those of Juana. In [La Spanola], there are many spiceries, and
great mines of gold and other metals.

The people of this island, and of all the others that I have found and seen, or not seen, all go
naked, men and women, just as their mothers bring them forth; although some women cover a
single place with the leaf of a plant, or a cotton something which they make for that purpose.
They have no iron or steel, nor any weapons; nor are they fit thereunto; not be because they be
not a well-formed people and of fair stature, but that they are most wondrously timorous. They
have no other weapons than the stems of reeds in their seeding state, on the end of which they fix
little sharpened stakes. Even these, they dare not use; for many times has it happened that I sent
two or three men ashore to some village to parley, and countless numbers of them sallied forth,
but as soon as they saw those approach, they fled away in such wise that even a father would not
wait for his son. And this was not because any hurt had ever done to any of them:-but such they
are, incurably timid. It is true that since they have become more assured, and are losing that
terror, they are artless and generous with what they have, to such a degree as no one would
believe but him who had seen it. Of anything they have, if it be asked for, they never say no, but
do rather invite the person to accept it, and show as much lovingness as though they would give
their hearts. And whether it be a thing of value, or one of little worth, they are straightways
content with whatsoever trifle of whatsoever kind may be given them in return for it. I forbade
that anything so worthless as fragments of broken platters, and pieces of broken glass, and
strapbuckles, should be given them; although when they were able to get such things, they
seemed to think they had the best jewel in the world. . . .



And they knew no sect, nor idolatry; save that they all believe that power and goodness are in the
sky, and they believed very firmly that I, with these ships and crew, came from the sky; and in
such opinion, they received me at every place were I landed, after they had lost their terror. And
this comes not because they are ignorant; on the contrary, they are men of very subtle wit, who
navigate all those seas, and who give a marvellously good account of everything-but because
they never saw men wearing clothes nor the like of our ships. And as soon as I arrived in the
Indies, in the first island that I found, I took some of them by force to the intent that they should
learn [our speech] and give me information of what there was in those parts. And so it was, that
very soon they understood [us] and we them, what by speech or what by signs; and those
[Indians] have been of much service . . . with loud cries of "Come! come to see the people from
heaven!" Then, as soon as their minds were reassured about us, every one came, men as well as
women, so that there remained none behind, big or little; and they all brought something to eat
and drink, which they gave with wondrous lovingness. . . .

It seems to me that in all those islands, the men are all content with a single wife; and to their
chief or king they give as many as twenty. The women, it appears to me, do more work than the
men. Nor have I been able to learn whether they held personal property, for it seemed to me that
whatever one had, they all took share of, especially of eatable things. Down to the present, I have
not found in those islands any monstrous men, as many expected, but on the contrary all the
people are very comely; nor are they black like those in Guinea, but have flowing hair; and they
are not begotten where there is an excessive violence of the rays of the sun. . . . In those islands,
where there are lofty mountains, the cold was very keen there, this winter; but they endured it by
being accustomed thereto, and by the help of the meats which they eat with many and
inordinately hot spices. . . .

Since thus our Redeemer has given to our most illustrious King and Queen, and to their famous
kingdoms, this victory in so high a matter, Christendom should take gladness therein and make
great festivals, and give solemn thanks to the Holy Trinity for the great exaltation they shall have
by the conversion of so many peoples to our holy faith; and next for the temporal benefit which
will bring hither refreshment and profit, not only to Spain, to all Christians. This briefly, in
accordance with the facts. Dated, on the caravel, off the Canary Islands, the 15 February of the
year 1493.



