Christopher Columbus Writes of His First
View of the New World in 1492
An Italian sailor working for the King and Queen of Spain,
Columbus made the first recorded European crossing of the Atlantic.
Despite evidence of earlier Scandinavian contact with the northern
coast of North America, Columbus’s voyage opened up contact
between the continents for future European migration.
Columbus’s mission was twofold: To establish himself as governor-general and viceroy of new lands for Spain, and to open
broader diplomatic, commercial, and religious contact for Spain.
His journal provides a record of his scientific, spiritual, and imperial explorations.
SOURCE: Christopher Columbus, “Journal of the First Voyage to America,” in Julius E. Olson
and Edward Gaylord Bourne, ed., The Northmen, Columbus, and Cabot, 985–1503. Original
Narratives of Early American History (New York: Charles Scribner’s Sons. 1906).

Sunday, Oct. 21st [1492]. At 10 o’clock, we arrived at a cape of
the island, and anchored, the other vessels in company. After having dispatched a meal, I went ashore, and found no habitation save
a single house, and that without an occupant; we had no doubt that
the people had fled in terror at our approach, as the house was
completely furnished. I suffered nothing to be touched, and went
with my captains and some of the crew to view the country. This
island even exceeds the others in beauty and fertility. Groves of
lofty and flourishing trees are abundant, as also large lakes, surrounded and overhung by the foliage, in a most enchanting manner. Everything looked as green as in April in Andalusia. The
melody of the birds was so exquisite that one was never willing to
part from the spot, and the flocks of parrots obscured the heavens.
The diversity in the appearance of the feathered tribe from those
of our country is extremely curious. A thousand different sorts of
trees, with their fruit were to be met with, and of a wonderfully
delicious odour. It was a great affliction to me to be ignorant of
their natures, for I am very certain they are all valuable; specimens
of them and of the plants I have preserved: Going round one of
these lakes, I saw a snake, which we killed, and I have kept the
skin for your Highnesses; upon being discovered he took to the
water, whither we followed him, as it was not deep, and dispatched
him with our lances; he was seven spans in length; I think there are
many more such about here. I discovered also the aloe tree, and
am determined to take on board the ship to-morrow, ten quintals
of it, as I am told it is valuable. While we were in search of some
good water, we came upon a village of the natives about half a
league from the place where the ships lay; the inhabitants on discovering us abandoned their houses, and took to flight, carrying
off their goods to the mountain. I ordered that nothing which they
had left should be taken, not even the value of a pin. Presently we
saw several of the natives advancing towards our party, and one of
them came up to us, to whom we gave some hawk’s bells and glass
beads, with which he was delighted. We asked him in return, for
water, and after I had gone on board the ship, the natives came
down to the shore with their calabashes full, and showed great
pleasure in presenting us with it. I ordered more glass beads to be
given them, and they promised to return the next day. It is my wish
to fill all the water casks of the ships at this place, which being

executed, I shall depart immediately, if the weather serve, and sail
round the island, till I succeed in meeting with the king, in order
to see if I can acquire any of the gold, which I hear he possesses.
Afterwards I shall set sail for another very large island which I
believe to be Cipango, according to the indications I receive from
the Indians on board. They call the Island Colba, Cuba, and say
there are many large ships, and sailors there. This other island they
name Bosio, and inform me that it is very large; the others which
lie in our course, I shall examine on the passage, and according as
I find gold or spices in abundance, I shall determine what to do; at
all events I am determined to proceed on to the continent, and visit
the city of Guisay where I shall deliver the letters of your
Highnesses to the Great Can, and demand an answer, with which
I shall return.
Monday, Oct. 22d. Through the night, and today we
remained waiting here to see if the king, or any others would bring
us gold or anything valuable. Many of the natives visited us,
resembling those of the other islands, naked like them, and painted white, red, black and other colours; they brought javelins and
clews of cotton to barter, which they exchanged with the sailors
for bits of glass, broken cups, and fragments of earthenware. Some
of them wore pieces of gold at their noses; they readily gave them
away for hawk’s bells and glass beads; the amount collected in this
manner, however, was very inconsiderable. Any small matter they
received from us, they held in high estimation, believing us to have
come from heaven. We took in water for the ships from a lake in
the neighbourhood of this cape, which I have named Cabo del
Isleo: in this lake Martin Alonzo Pinzon, captain of the Pinta, killed
a snake similar to that of yesterday, seven spans long. I ordered as
much of the aloe to be collected as could be found.
Tuesday, Oct. 23d. It is now my determination to depart for the
island of Cuba, which I believe to be Cipango, from the accounts I
have received here, of the multitude and riches of the people. I have
abandoned the intention of staying here and sailing round the island
in search of the king, as it would be a waste of time, and I perceive
there are no gold mines to be found. Moreover it would be necessary
to steer many courses in making the circuit, and we cannot expect the
wind to be always favourable. And as we are going to places where
there is great commerce, I judge it expedient not to linger on the way,
but to proceed and survey the lands we met with, till we arrive at that
most favourable for our enterprise. It is my opinion that we shall find
much profit there in spices; but my want of knowledge in these articles occasions me the most excessive regrets, inasmuch as I see a
thousand sorts of trees, each with its own species of fruit, and as
flourishing at the present time, as the fields in Spain, during the
months of May and June; likewise a thousand kinds of herbs and
flowers, of all which I remain in ignorance as to their properties, with
the exception of the aloe, which I have directed to-day to be taken on
board in large quantities for the use of your Highnesses. I did not set
sail to-day for want of wind, a dead calm and heavy rain prevailing.
Yesterday it rained much without cold; the days here are hot, and the
nights mild like May in Andalusia.
Wednesday, Oct. 24th. At midnight weighed anchor and set
sail from Cabo del Isleo of the island of Isabela, being in the North
part, where I had remained preparing to depart for the island of Cuba,
in which place the Indians tell me I shall find a great trade, with
abundance of gold and spices, and large ships, and merchants; they
directed me to steer toward the W.S.W., which is the course I am pursuing. If the accounts which the natives of the islands and those on
board the ships have communicated to me by signs (for their lan-

guage I do not understand) may be relied on, this must be the island
of Cipango, of which we have heard so many wonderful things;
according to my geographical knowledge it must be somewhere in
this neighbourhood.…

