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Columbus as a Spaniard 

It is right, when St. Louis adds to its many attractions a permanent 
Spanish pavilion, to say a word about Spanish threads woven brightly 
through our American and Atlantic heritage. 

In just ·a few days we celebrate the 474th anniversary of the landing 
on our shores of Christopher Columbus. Last year Columbus Day was no 
simple, perfunctory, routine reprise of oft-repeated ceremonies. The 
Yale University library had just unveiled a Vinland map, ascribed circa 
1440 A.D. This map showed an island whose location and coast strongly 
suggested Newfoundland's northern tip. It reminded the news-reading 
world of Viking voyages centuries earlier than the great wave of Spanish 
explorations. The implication -- against which there were furious 
Spanish and Italian reactions -- was that the depedestalization of 
Columbus had been long overdue. 

The reaction in Spain was inetantaneous, strong and sustained. 
Virtually all the Madrid press gave the Vinland story front page and 
headline treatment and bitter editorial coverage. One leading morning 
paper described Yale's publication of the map as a "methodical and in
credibly belligerent effort, long and carefully prepared, aimed at 
destroying as far as possible the Spanish glory of the discovery of the 
New World by a seafarer by the name of Christopher Columbus". In an 
October 12 headline the same newspaper also used the expression 11 cultural 
necrophagia 11 to describe the Yale library action, thus reviving an ex
tremely unpleasant word which means the "feeding on dead bodies 11

• The 
Washington correspondent of the same paper described the Yale University 
publication as an example of the l ack of sympathy that "the great oc
casions in our history inspire in the Anglo-Saxon world", and said that 
Yale was "trying in the face of documented and unoontestable historical 
facts to affirm the superiority of northern Europe over the Mediterranean 
south". If _you regard this reaction as extreme you may be unconsciously 
r.etreating to a stereotyoe which maligns the whole Latin heritage, the 
Vinland map should be welcomed, but put in the proper perspective. 
I regret that the effect of it was as apparently prejudiced as outdated 
racial fantasies, as the Stalinist claims to h~ve invented everything, 
and as the twisted thinking used to justify our happily dead exclusion
ists 1mm1grat1on law of 1924. The downgrading of Columbus might well be 
construed as a regrettable attempt to assert Nordic chauvinism. 

As the current United States Chief of Mission in Spain, in a line 
begun by John Jay, I am of course most interested in historical matters, 
particularly with an issue so basic and important. Therefore, in spare 
moments and with the help of scholarly friends, I have looked into what 
is and what is not mythical ab01.t Columbus, and have given some thought 
as to his true place in history. 

One 
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one result of my search is a total confidence that Christopher 
Columbus needs no help from me. Nor from anybody else, to defend the 
greatness of his achievements. You and I, here today only a few hours' 
flight from his points of departures and arrivals, are his beneficiaries. 
It may be useful, in a modest way, to tell you a bit about what I have 
been learning about him and his enormous influence. Columbus had a 
central role, to be sure, in authentically Spanish contributions tJ:)at 
transformed the future of mankind. 

Any notion that new information is required to justify his 
eminence as the discoverer of the new world is downright silly. 
let us be hospitable. Why should we not take into our ken, not 
the Vinland map, but all traces of courageous explorers? 

pre
But 

only 

To perpetuate his stature as the discoverer, it is entirely un
necessary to claim that in 1492 Columbus was the only non-native who 
ever set foot in the Americas. There is copious evidence and argument 
that there could have been a long series of pre-Columbian travellers to 
this hemisphere. c. M. Beland, in 1961, mentions at least nine : 

stone age nomads, crossing the Bering strait from Asia 
to Alaska, whose descendants beeame American Indians and 
Eskimos; 

Phoenicians, who might have reached New Hampshire - and/or 
Venezuela - after successive PUnic wars, a few hundred 
years B.C.; 

Romans, or Roman subjects, who could have fashioned iron, 
bronze objects, and stone inscriptions in various parts 
of North America around 64 A.D.; 

A Chinese, who may have toured Mayan lands in Central America 
around the year 500; 

St. Brendan the bold, reportedly wandering from Ireland to 
Newfoundland, Bermuda, and Florida about 50 years later; 

Other Irish monks settling in what is now, ironically, 
New England, back in the tenth century; 

An entire cascade of Viking excursions; 

Welshmen, whom Boland thinks went up the Mississippi and 
Ohio Rivers, to the Louisville region around 1171; 

Two Venetians and a Scotch prince, to Nova Scotia, around 
1395; 

Also cited are Dr. GOrdon Erholm's presentations of striking 
parallels of Asian with middle American art forms. This anthropologist 
feels that similar fish hooks, war clubs, blow guns, musical pipes, 
nose flutes, looms, bark cloth, parasols, toys and design patterns must 
have come from contacts across the Pacific between the second and 
seventh centuries. During my own Central American tour of duty in 
El Salvador in 1952 I was repeatedly impressed by the striking similarity 
of Mayan and Asian artefacts. You may have heard, too, how certain 
Chinese and Japanese glazed ceramics may somehow have been transmitted 
to the ancient Incas of Peru. 

The 
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The Vinland map is one of many shards. Libraries are full of them, 
and of course they are interesting curiosities. More than a few early 
maps were guesstimated, creative works. Others had what amounted to 
the best "facts" that could be approximated. 

Let us welcome all these profuse suggestions. They show how widely 
diverse free inquiry can yield intriguing ideas, without weakening the 
central and the supreme truth. rt was Columbus who revealed the new 
world to the olj. 

It is not necessary to belabor the Vinland map business. we need 
not go as far as does G. R. Crone, map curator of the Royal Geographic 
society in Lendon, who deduces that the Vinland map is a version of an 
existin.g world map of the venetian Bianco, that it is "probably post
Columbian" in origin, and that "the man who produced it was a copyist, 
not a cartographer". 

Montaigne, who had been hearing many tall stories of exotic lands, 
said dryly: "We had great need of topographers to make us particular 
narrations of the places they have been in". 

Columbus filled that need. He certainly anticipated the hard
headed dictum of Alfred Korzybski, the well known author of "Science 
and sanity" who kept saying that the map is not the territory. 

Samuel Eliot Morison credits Christopher Columbus with "the most 
spectacular and most far-reaching geographical discovery in recorded 
human history". If one were to put Columbus in a category, it shoul d 
be with those whose work -- in whatever realm -- is at the highest 
transcendent rung of their occupational ladders, those whose work was 
inspiring in the magnitude of their revelations. Ralph Waldo Emerson 
felt this in his lines about wisdom, in the volume titled Society and 
Solitude. I quote: 

"Raphael paints wisdom; Handel sings i t ; Phidias carven it; 
Shakespeare writes it; Wren builds it; Columbus sails it; 
Washington arms it; watt mechanizes it". 

While you might prefer i n 1966 to select a cast of Titans different 
from those Emerson chose in 1870, Columbus belongs with those who have 
left the deepest creases upon the collective memory of man. 

Essayists have tried to show that Columbus was castilian, Catalan, 
Corsican, Majorcan, Portuguese, French, German, English, Greek,Jewish, 
and Armenian. Thomas Glick, a Harvard scholar recently in Spain, points 
out that Columbus' contemporaries usually referred to him as Genoese -
sometimes as Ligurian, referring to that northern region of what is now 
Italy. That country; as a unit, did not then exist, even though her 
cities were centers of Renaissance learning, art and trade. 

There is not much doubt but that Columbus' family had been 
established in the Genoa area for three generations and this heritage 
today is a source of great pride to Italians everywhere. That his 
family had been origina l ly Spanish Jews who subsequently became converts 
is a reasonable assumption difficult to prove conclusively but one 
cogently maintained by many sound scholars. It is a certainty, however 
that this Mediterranean man felt very much at home in what came to be ' 
his mother country -- Spain. There he has ever been regarded as 
Hispanicised as that other Mediterranean giant of Spanish culture, 
El Greco. 

Today, 



• -4-

Today, as then, the accident of birth is not neces sarily a bar to 
leadership in the country of one's choice. The f a ct t ha t Eamon de 
Valera was born in Brooklyn of Spanish heritage proved no impedimen t 
to his being elected twice as President of Ireland. In a simi l ar sense, 
the Scottish Andrew Carnegie has been historically accepted as American, 
as readily as the American-born, T. s. Eliot, is to day thought of as an 
Englishman and American history from the Revolutionary war on is full of 
examples of outstanding achievements of persons born elsewhere who 
climbed to fame and made their mark in our country . 

Columbus told what he saw in castil1an language, as a man who had 
been Genoese by birth but was Spanish by ch)ice, by residence, diction, 
culture and possibly by ancestry. The flowers and trees he saw in 
Haiti, the mountains, plains and valleys, the fish, the songbirds, and 
the climate all recalled to him what had become his homeland. His 
Haitian observations on December 7, 1492, made no less than seven specific 
comparisons with Spain. "The air was like April in Castile ", he wrote 
in his journal for December 13th, "the nightingales and otht:r little 
birds were singing as in that month in Spain, so that it was the greatest 
delight in the world". 

Spain, where Columbus settled after his years in Portugal, was 
becoming the most powerful nation on the continent. 

In 1479, when Ferdinand became King of Aragon, he ruled Catalonia, 
Valencia, and the Balearics, Isabella's ca.stile had absorbed Andalucta 
and Leon. Militant and expansive, with their conquest of Granada 1.n 
1492, they ruled more of the Peninsula than had been united for centuries. 
With an Iberian population guessed at siX million, Spain was then an 
expanding frontier society. At the edge of the strange and unknown 
(Africa and the ocean), its condition pressed them to explore, to keep 
moving ahead, and conquer. The seven hundred year struggle with the 
Arabs had built up a pressure that was not released merely by the 
capture of Granada. A society in a perpetual state of mobilization and 
onward movement could not relax, stopping limp in its tracks. 

It might well appear providential that in the very year that the 
united armies of Spain had pushed the last of its ancient overlords back 
into Africa, the fully aroused energies of this conquering people found 
leadership at the water's edge in the person of him who was to become 
the Admiral of the ocean sea. 

That is why we have 200 million Spanish speaking people in our 
hemisphere today, why most of our western states have Spanish names, 
and why Spanish is even today a spoken language of the Philippines. 

J . H. Plumb of 
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J. H. Plumb of Cambridge University declared that in 1492 the American 
dream was born. He reflects how, despite Columbus' idea that he had been 
probing near Cipango - Japap,no less - the imagination of humanists and 
intellectuals was fired by the Admiral 1 s accounts of what they wanted to 
believe was an entirely new world. His readers across Europe dreamed of 
natural man, denizens of a green, golden world that had escaped the fall 
of Adam from the garden, a world that had never known original sin. 

On more practical levels, the Spanish Goverrunent moved with consider
able foresight. It kept a very firm hold on what became a fast proliferat
ing new Spain. From experience colonizing the canary Islands in the early 
1490 1s, it soon developed what for the Sixteenth CEntury was a complex and 
sophisticated set of governing institutions which indeed were to last for 
centuries. 

The point to be made here is that institution building in the new 
Jands began immediately 111 the wake of the voyages and discoveries. 

Although distances f1•01n Spain to ·t ts empire caused delays, even on 
minor matters, once a Jc ision was ta.l en, it was usually obeyed, with 
only minimal misinterpretation and <::vasions. The crown had continuing, 
absolute authority. The Irish, Vlking, and Welsh wanderers had no such 
imperial ;r13,ources behind them. The1r travels were isolated adventures, 
their settlements perishable, their effect on history ma.l[.inal. They 
did not break paths for a whole tide of new explorer•s, evangelists, 
soldiers and colonizers coming afte1" them as did Christopher Columbus and 
the Rena1ssanc Spain he served. 

Needless to say, Colwnbus' v ~'af·~ ""S did not yield instant results. On 
four voyages he found most of the Caribbean Islands, among them Haiti, 
Cuba, Puerto Rico, Trinidad, and uhat is now the Venezuelan mainland. 
As ensuing explorations cont:I.nued, the Atlantic carried greater riches of 
its Indies trade than Asia had ever sold the smalle1-- Mediterranean world. 
And there arose a maritime rivaJry --spurred with all tte urgency of the 
much later Oklahoma land rush -- among Spain, Portugal, France, England, 
and the Dutch as others sailed in Columbus' wake. 

The cry "Westward Ho" resounded across Europe. Missionaries, con
quistadors, administrators, and new waves of civilization builders fol
lowed after Colwnbus to the New World, as they did not do in the paths 
of his random, if no less courageous, precursors. Just as he was the 
pragr.ia.tist who actually did what others theorized might be possible, 
the discoverer stirred minds which in time discovered other, no less revolu
tionary worlds. 

Columbus' conviction that the world was round was 11Jtexceptbnal. 
Isaac Asimov, the science history writer, says that the earth's rotundity 
was well accepted by scholars of that day, but there was dispute atout 
the dlstanoe west from Eur•ope to Asia. The real mark of the nena1ssance 
scientist, that which set Columbus apart from his medieval sources, was 
that he relied not on books bu. insisted on empirical proofs. "Although 
men have talked or have written alu ut these lands 11

, he wrote after his 
discovery, "all was conjecture, without etting a look at it". 

It was not merely coeval accident 1hat Copernicus was nineteen in 
1492, a Polish student at Bologna. iis later astronomical observations 
at Frauenburg would re-map our so a1~ syetem. 

From 
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From all evidence, Columbus was as devout in theology as his 
catholic monarchs. But his works inspired Rabelais, Macchiavelli, 
Montaigne, Lope de Vega, El Greco, and others whose insights changed 
men's views of the world, as did his Renaissance contemporaries 
Michelangelo and Leonardo. 

The greatest literature abounds with fanciful images of the world 
he opened up. In the Elizabethan Pageant of Tamburlaine the Great, 
Christopher Marlowe has Callapine--son of the TUrkish Emperor Bajazeth, 
and a prisoner in Egypt--try to bribe hls keeper: 

"Choose what thou wilt, all are ...i.t t.tzy command : 
a thousand galleys, manned \'~1th Chris tlan sla vea, 
I freely give thee, which shall cut the Straits, 
and bring armad .s from the coast of Spain, 
fraughted with gold of rich America ••• " 

That was in 1588, not quite a century after the discovery. 
Salvador de Madariaga, who makes out d diljgent case.for Columbus• having 
been an assimilated convert from a Jewish family of Spanish origins, 
places him in history this way: 

"The new world that was to be discovered was not merely the 
American continent, but that world that the discovery of the American 
continent was to bring forth in the minds of men . Someone was needed 
to open the way, to lead ••• that lost world had to be found and someone 
had to find it: but this was to be the greatest day in human history ••• 11 

In that Columbian tradition, others pursued and discovered yet 
new worlds. Miguel Servet and Harvey discovered the circulating blood 
systems , Newton the laws o.f' motion, Gallileo saw with his eyes that 
the moon has mountains, the sun spots, Jupjter moons, and the Milky 
Way clouds of stars. 

In that same tradition it is not at all strange that Spain ls 
playing a.n important role in the exploration o · outer space today. In 
fact, last month the first photographs of the earth taken from the 
moon were received at Robledo de Chavela--our joint facilities near 
Madrid. 

Morison, who re-salled the classic four voyat6eti in a chartered 
yawl and with the 1939 Harvurd Columbus expedltton, tm~ documented how 
skilled a navigator Columbus really was. He also dXplains the tale, 
that may well be apochryphal ., how at a triumphant dinner on his first 
return to Spain one guest ... a id someone eJ.se would have done the same 
thing soon. School children around the world are told that Columbus 
asked all present to make a hard-bolled egg stand on end. Nobody 
could, but when it came to Columbus he beat one end flat and it stood. 
Columbus, the man of action, showed the way. After something is done it 
looks easy. 

Centuries later, John F. K nr e ly \tis to ma.lee a somewhat similar 
point. At the start of he cuba1 missi .e criois, when only a few 
people in the White House knew oi' the mminent drastic confrontation 
with the Kremlin, JFK was scheduled to give a short routine talk on 
foreign affairs to a group of newsmen and broadcasting people. Richard 
Rovere, looking back on Kennedy's speech after the crisis was peace
f;Ully settled, wrote in the New ~Yorker, t ia t the President expressed 
an uncharacteristic sentiment1n a characteristic way". He had 

cited 
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cited a poem by Domingo Ortega, the bullfighter, which he had read in 
a Robert Graves translation: 

":SUllfight critics ranked in rows 
crowd the enormous plaza full, 
but there is only one who knows 
and he's the man who fights the bull." 

We, the heirs of the Spanish Renaissance and its pre-eminent 
discoverer, the Admiral of the ocean sea, are today at the edge of new 
oceans in space. We are at new gulfs in the relations between nations, 
finding new voyages between them. At no time has there been better 
prospect for new attempts to brave the perilous unknown, nor with as 
great returns for the benefit of mankind. 

* * * 


