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The Year 1492 
 
It was not only Toscanelli’s map, which showed the coast of Asia only five thousand 
kilometres away from Portugal, that inspired Columbus to sail out into the Sea of Darkness. 
There were also the stories he had heard of the Vikings finding Vinland in the west. 
Columbus may have thought this was part of Asia, but it was a story which told him there 
was land not too far west, beyond the Sea of Darkness.  
 
When Columbus had been a mapmaker in Lisbon, two bodies had washed up on the shore, 
on the coast of Portugal. These bodies were brown-skinned, so Columbus assumed they 
were Indian natives. This was a mistake, but he was correct to think that their boat could 
not drift for sixteen thousand kilometres before reaching land. They must have journeyed 
from land closer than that or the boat would have sunk, he thought.  
 
Both Toscanelli and Columbus were right in one way – there was land to the west, which 
was closer than sixteen thousand kilometres away, but they were wrong to think it was Asia.  
 
Even having made this mistake, Columbus was wiser than the monks of Queen Isabella who 
thought you sailed down the globe, but not back up again. Columbus and the monks would 
argue over this kind of thing, and one day he said to them in frustration, “You tell me my 
voyage is not possible. How do you know if it is possible or not? Tell me, is it possible to 
make an egg stand on this table?” The monk, of course, rejected this idea. “Of course not,” 
said the monk. So Columbus took an egg and set it down on the table with enough effort 

that the underneath of the egg broke 
to form a flat edge, but not so much 
that any egg seeped out. The egg 
stood up straight. “It is possible,” said 
Columbus, “and so is my voyage.” 
 
This is what preceded the voyage of 
the three ships, the main one was the 
Santa Maria, and the two smaller 
ones were called Nina and Pinto. 
These ships were called caravels, 
which are relatively small ships. They 
were different to Viking ships which 
only had one mast and one square sail 
and could not sail close to the wind. If 
the Vikings wanted to go against the 
wind, they had to row, but in a 
caravel, with its three masts, sailors 
could tac, just like we did in our 
sailing boats on our last camp. This Getting ready for the journey 
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way they could zig-zag across the water, 
using the power of the wind rather than 
the power in their bodies. Caravels were a 
big improvement on the Viking dragon 
ship. In the Santa Maria, there was room 
for forty sailors and the other two smaller 
ships carried twenty-five men each.  
 
The bodies of the caravels were rounded 
which made them quite uncomfortable – 
they pitched and tossed on the waves, and 

they weren’t watertight. The bottom of the boat filled with 
water which began to smell after a short while and was a 
breeding ground for cockroaches. The only bed was for the 
captain, and it was a bunk bed. The crew had to sleep 
below deck amongst the water, bad smells, rats and 
roaches. You might remember the harsh conditions of the 
passengers travelling to Australia as settlers, and this was 
not much different in that it was cramped, with little food 
(only one meal a day) and not great food either. They ate 
tough, salted meat, ship’s biscuits, dried peas. They had 
water on board, which was kept in wooden barrels, but this 
had a brackish taste within a few days.  
 
This was the type of 
ship that set out, in 
August of 1492, 
from Port Palos, 
Spain, on what was 
to become a 
famous voyage. It 
took three weeks 
for them to sail 
from Spain to 
Madeira which is 
just north of the 
Canary Islands.  
 
Above are some 
photos and a map 
of Madeira, where the ships stopped for a short while and 
restocked their water supply. Then the real journey into 
unchartered waters began.  
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As you can see it is beautiful ocean and seaside around Madeira – on sunny days it is often 
calm with gentle winds. The sails swelled easily, and Columbus set a course due west. In just 
a week the ship approached something that really frightened the sailors. For as far as they 
could see, the water was covered in floating seaweed and the sailors feared they would get 
stuck in it. And once stuck, they would not be able to move, and then they would die of 
hunger and thirst. The sailors knew that seaweed was a sign of shallow waters and they 
became fearful of running aground. 
 
The sailors fell to their knees and prayed to God, but their fears were unfounded. The ships 
sailed easily through the weed of Sargasso Sea. This sea as it is called is like a whirlpool in 
the Atlantic Ocean where four major currents meet. After Columbus and his men passed 
through Sargasso Sea there were other things to worry about like strong winds which blew 
the ships with great speed further and further west. Now the sailors were facing what some 
thought was the ‘rim’ of the world. But Columbus quietened the sailors’ fears and they took 
new heart. Three weeks passed and they sailed on. They had been at sea for a long time 

now, and never before had people 
been so far from land. Even Columbus 
now grew uncertain. According to his 
calculations they should have reached 
Japan by now. It was October 8 and 
there was no land in sight, just 
endless ocean.  
 
His sailors became desperate and the 
captains of the two smaller ships 
came aboard the Santa Maria to 
demand that they turn back. The 
captains claimed there was no point 
in going on – all there was ahead was 

more ocean. The sailors were wild with fear and anxiety. They were angry with Columbus, 
calling him a murderer who had led them to their deaths. Columbus pleaded with the 
captains. He urged them to sail westward for three more days. If they saw no land he would 
happily turn back to Spain, he said. The sailors weren’t please, but they agreed to three 
more days heading west.  
 
Now a gale force wind drove them west, as if to help make the most of the three days 
Columbus had negotiated. Columbus hardly slept at all. Day and night, he was on deck 
hoping for a glimpse of land. The first day came and went. Nothing. The second day, nothing 
again. And then on the third day… there was still no land! But in the middle of the night at 
about 2 am Columbus saw a flicker of a flame, and word spread amongst the sailors, “Land 
ahoy, land ahoy!” went out the joyous cry.  
 
In the light of the moon they saw shimmering white sand dunes and behind them, rising 
hills. The sailors cried and laughed, shouting and talking excitedly amongst themselves.  
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Columbus was rowed ashore in a boat. His two captains followed behind. Columbus was 
dressed in dark velvet with purple stockings and he carried in one hand a sword and in the 
other the royal banner of Spain. He thought he was the first to set foot on the new land.  
 
Native people stood and stared at these strange visitors, with their white skin, as they knelt 
down and prayed. Then Columbus stood up and declared that the new land was the 
possession of their royal majesties, the King and Queen of Spain.  
 
The sailors cheered and asked for forgiveness for wavering in their trust three days earlier. 
Columbus thought he had reached India, but we know that on that day, October 12, 1492, 
Columbus had found a land which would come to be called America.  
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In this map below you can see the lands coloured yellow. It is the map of Toscanelli, and it 
shows Africa (Guinea) and Portugal (with Lisbon marked) on the right-hand side, and China, 
or Cathay, on the left. In white is America, which was unknown at the time. This helps show 
how Toscanelli and Columbus thought China was only five thousand kilometres to the west 
of Portugal.  
 

 


