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Guide to Responding 

Study Guide for Christopher Columbus’ “Letter to the King and Queen of Spain” 

 

Main Point Summary/Background:  
Christopher Columbus’ “Letter to King Ferdinand and Queen Isabella of Spain” (ca. 
1494) is more than a report of discovery and exploration; it is a reflection of the nature 
of the Spanish conquest of the Americas.  The letter contains exquisite observations on 
the life and conduct of the people who participated in this second voyage of expedition, 
as well as their encounters and interactions with the natives.  It also tells us about their 
understanding of religion, civilization, and authority.  
 
Related Readings:  
This reading is related to the other readings in Unit 1, especially those in sub-subunit 
1.1.3 “Movements West,” such as The Saylor Foundation’s “The Atlantic World, 1492-
1600,” Dr. Steven Kreis’s “Lectures on Early Modern European History: The Age of 
Discovery,” and UC College Prep’s “Christopher Columbus.”  It also relates to the 
reading in sub-subunit 1.3.2 “Initial Encounters with European Explorers” and Daniel 
Richter’s “Native American Discoveries of Europe.” 
 
Instructions:  
Below are excerpts from the reading and sample responses that help to answer the 
study questions.  Review these answers after you have completed the study questions.  
Highlighting or taking notes while you read paired with later outlining and paraphrasing 
is an excellent method to ensure comprehension and retention of difficult material. 
 

1. Actually, it is impossible by simply reading this letter to know if Christopher 
Columbus thought at this point that he had reached some islands off the coast of 
the Indies, or that he had found a “New World.”  However, in a later report 
describing his last voyage of discovery—the “Lettera Rarissima” (1503)—
Columbus stated how he had “at last, reached the Indies…as China is clearly the 
next kingdom down the coast.” (“Lettera Rarissima”).  Curiously, Christopher 
Columbus died not knowing that he had reached a “New World;” in fact, 
throughout his lifetime, he believed that he had discovered the “Indies,” the 
territory between the Indian Ocean and the South China Seas. 
 

2. Columbus’ emphasis on the existence of gold in the island and how it should be 
acquired and processed tells us a great deal about the overall nature of the 
Spanish exploration and colonization.  Needless to say, historically gold has 
always captured the human imagination.  In the case of the New World, it was a 
very important contributing factor to the motivations behind the Spanish 
conquest.  The rather complex bureaucratic mechanism proposed by Columbus 
to process the gold is another reflection of the importance of this precious metal 
for Spain.  Ironically, even though the chief of the island had sent gifts made of 
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gold to Columbus, which had led him believe in the abundance of this metal in 
this territory, the island of Hispaniola had very little gold.  
 
Please, remember that even though the quest for this valuable metal did in deed 
act as a catalyst for the Spanish exploration of the Americas, other motives, such 
as the spreading of the Catholic faith, contributed a great deal to the Spanish 
emphasis on conquest. 

 

3. There is not an explicit description of the natives of the islands, although there 
are a few indirect clues.  In the second paragraph, Columbus stated that: “…they 
[the colonists] can carry on trade with the neighboring islands.”  Columbus 
seemed to be sure that the natives will trade with the colonists happily.  It was 
quite possible that Columbus and his crew had already carried out trading 
activities with the locals.  Later on, in point number four, Columbus wrote: 
“…parish priests or friars to administer the sacraments, to perform divine 
worship, and for the conversion of the Indians.”  Surprisingly, Columbus did not 
mention a possible revolt by the natives if conversion was attempted; conversion 
seems like a natural step and consequence of the colonization.  Still, remember 
that Columbus, like many other later explorers, sent glowing reports of the 
natural resources and friendliness of the natives to their home countries, as a 
way to lure funders.  
 

4. Readers have a clue regarding the island of Hispaniola in the second paragraph: 
“…owing to the land being safer and better for farming ….”  It is clear that 
Columbus believed that a permanent settlement could be built in this island. 
Thus, according to Columbus’ report, these lands were safe and fertile.  

 
5. This report dates from ca. 1494, two years after the discovery of the New World. 

When Columbus had returned to Spain from his first voyage in 1493, he brought 
with him several gold objects as gifts for the King and Queen, who had 
sponsored his expedition.  Obviously, he did so to convince them to fund another 
voyage of exploration.  Immediately, fables of immense wealth and adventure 
spread like wild fire in Spain.  For his second voyage, Columbus managed to 
enroll more than a thousand men.  It is thus, rather probable that there were 
indeed over two thousand men ready to join Columbus in the creation of a colony 
in the New World.  
 

6. Remember that King Ferdinand and Queen Isabella of Spain saw their 
accomplishments primarily in the light of the spreading of the Christian faith. 
Thus, when Columbus claimed these lands for the Spanish crown, not only had 
he acquired the duty of conquering them, but he sought out to convert the natives 
to the Christian religion.  
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7. Columbus’ proposed town-plans reflect the fact that he saw these new territories 
not only as “colonies of explorations” but as future settlements.  Subsequently, 
he wanted to mold these new territories as close as possible to the towns and 
villages of the Iberian Peninsula.  In the letter, Columbus made clear that the 
future colonists would include not only soldiers and priests, who were needed for 
conquest and conversion, but also farmers, who could grow the crops that would 
maintain the colony.  Obviously, in the eyes of Columbus, this was a “new 
Spain.”  

 

8. He acted like all of them. Above all, Christopher Columbus was a navigator and 
an explorer.  However, after his return from the first voyage of discovery, 
Columbus was rewarded with the title of governor of all lands he had claimed for 
the Spanish crown, and he was entrusted with creating the right circumstances 
for the spreading of the Christian faith in the New World.  Thus, Columbus’ role 
as a navigator and an explorer soon became that of a missionary, conqueror, 
and governor.  
 
 
 

 

 


