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The Land That Would Be Called America 
 
Yesterday we heard the story of Columbus’ journey west, which ended with him setting foot 
on land he thought was India. Below is a map of his journey, and you can see the cluster of 
islands he landed on, sitting between what we now know as North America and South 
America.  

 
The natives of the newly discovered island were peaceful, gentle and it did not occur to 
them to fight the newcomers. They looked at these white men with awe and reverence. 
They had no clothes themselves, so they were very interested in the sailors’ clothes and 
came forward again and again to touch the various fabrics. They brought the European men 
fruit as gifts and the sailors gave them glass beads in return which made the natives smile 
happily.  
 
Columbus and his men called these natives ‘Indians’ because they thought they were in 
India. This was, of course, quite incorrect, however this name endures today, and these 
people have been known as American Indians and Red Indians. Today they are better-
known as Native Americans – people who are indigenous to America. These people are not 
at all connected with the people of India who we refer to as ‘Indians’. 
 
Columbus and his men were looking for gold, spices and precious stones. There was nothing 
really of value along these lines, so it wasn’t long before they left and discovered other 
islands nearby. They came across an island where the natives showed them nuggets of gold, 
like little pebbles. It was something at least for Columbus to show when he got back home, 
so people thought his journey was worthwhile.  
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It came time to head back to Spain. By now they only had Nina and Pinto to travel in, as the 
Santa Maria had run aground on an island. Seven months after their departure, in March 
1493, Columbus arrived back in Spain. He was given a triumph of a reception by the king and 
queen. He walked in a great procession, much like Caesar had, with Indians marching behind 
with gold ornaments and parrots. When he knelt to kiss the queen’s hand, he was invited to 
sit beside her which was a great privilege. He was appointed governor of the new lands he 
had discovered as well as any future lands he might discover.  
 
Soon Columbus sailed again, but with a smaller fleet. Many Spanish passengers came with 
him this time. They wanted to settle on new lands as colonists, much like the new settlers of 
Australia would do, in about three hundred years’ time. Columbus set them down in Haiti –  

 
an island he had previously discovered. He sailed on with the hope to make further 
discoveries of new lands. He found a large island, Jamaica, and many smaller ones. But none 
had what Spain wanted: gold.  
 
When Columbus returned to Haiti, where he had dropped off the colonists, he was met with 
a horrible scene. The island had plunged into the most terrible fighting and bloodshed. The 
Spanish settlers had tried to insist that the native people become their slaves, as the 
colonists could not be bothered working the land themselves.  
 
The natives had been beaten and treated so poorly because they would not work - or work 
hard enough to satisfy the colonists - and the native people had revolted. News of this 
horror reached the Court of Spain. Queen Isabella’s answer was to appoint a different 
governor, instead of Columbus. She was very upset at the news.  
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So the new governor arrived and asked the colonists if they had any complaints about 
Columbus. There were some grumblings and accusations, so the governor had Columbus 
put in chains and sent back to Spain. 
 
When Queen Isabella and King Ferdinand saw Columbus return in chains, they were 
ashamed. Columbus was released from the chains and he was put back in command of ships 
and he set sail to make new discoveries.  

 
But now bad luck began to really follow poor Columbus. The sailors and soldiers who 
accompanied him started fights with the native people wherever they landed. There was 
bloodshed on every island. Columbus became ill and exhausted and had to return to Spain, 
only to find that Queen Isabella had died. 
  
King Ferdinand did not have a great liking for Columbus and now he did not have to follow 
Queen Isabella’s lead, so Columbus was told he was no longer needed, and was even 
refused payment for his services.  
 
By now Columbus was too sick to work and earn money and he was not allowed to see the 
king. What he could do was write letters to the king, which he did, and an arrangement was 
made to pay Columbus a very small allowance. Columbus died in miserable poverty. Within 

This painting was done 400 years after Columbus 
lived. It shows him returning to Spain in chains. 
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a few years, however, Spain would become a very wealthy country – the richest in the 
world, in fact.  
 
Columbus never knew that he had discovered a whole continent. It was only ten years after 
his death that another Italian man, Amerigo Vespucci visited the new land and wrote about 
what he saw. As people were curious about far-away lands, his book was widely read. 
Amerigo Vespucci was the first to say that this land was a new world – it was not India or 
China. 
 
I don’t know if you noticed, but many of these explorers were Italian. Marco Polo told of the 
world of Cathay; Toscanelli thought Cathay could be reached by sailing west instead of east; 
Columbus did sail across the Sea of Darkness, and discovered new land, which Amerigo 
Vespucci recognised as a new continent. All these men were Italian.  
 
Another country which benefited from the discovery of 
America was Spain. More and more Spaniards went on 
ships to America – their lust and greed for gold driving 
them. And wherever they went they enslaved Native 
Americans. The Spanish fought with them, killing them 
until those left felt defeated. Then they used them for 
slaves. They were not given much food, they were 
beaten and whipped, and they were given lots of hard 
work to do. Under these conditions they died by the 
thousands.  
 
One man who could not stand to see this cruelty was a 
Spanish monk, Bartoleme de Las Casas. He was so 
upset that he decided to do something about the injustice he saw. He went to the king of 
Spain and told him that the Native Americans weren’t strong enough for the work they were 
being asked to do. He said that Negro slaves from Africa would be better suited than these 

poor Indians.  
 
Because of Las Casas’ idea, a new trade in African 
slaves was started – and this heralded a very sad time 
in history. Every year about a hundred thousand 
Africans were hunted like animals on the west coast 
of Africa and shipped off to America as slaves.  
 
Negro means ‘black’ in Spanish and it is not intended 
as a hurtful name, although today some people feel it 
is. When we understand how this name came into 
use – through the Spanish capturing and forcing 
Africans into slavery, we can see why it might hurt 
someone’s feelings to be called Negro.) 
 

Amerigo Vespucci 

Bartolomé de las Casas 
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Las Casas, a monk, had helped the Native Americans at the price of bringing untold 
sufferings to millions of Africans. Today there are many African Americans living in America 
due to the ideas and actions beginning with Las Casas, a Christian monk.  
 
Who would have known that when Columbus set out on the Santa Maria, searching for 
China, that the consequences of his voyage would be so huge and felt so widely – by the 
people of Spain, Europe, Africa and America.  
 


