
August 2020 

Subject:  Christopher Columbus 

 

Dear Fellow Knights, 

Recent events surrounding the toppling of various statues and monuments around the country 

have been a bit unnerving especially when one of the statues was in our own back yard and was 

of our namesake Christopher Columbus.  Recently, a statue of Christopher Columbus on the 

grounds of the State Capitol was allowed by public safety officials to be torn down by Native 

American activists.  This got me thinking about Christopher Columbus.  Some schools of 

thought have him revered, others, apparently not.  So, what does history actually say about the 

man?  While I don’t have the ability to cover every aspect of this discussion here, I will attempt 

to briefly summarize some articles that I read on this topic.   

In his 10/9/2017 article “Columbus: The Real Story” 

(https://www.catholic.com/magazine/online-edition/columbus-the-real-story), author Steve 

Weidenkopf says that in popular myth, Christopher Columbus (1451-1506) is the very symbol of 

European greed and genocidal imperialism. In reality, he was a dedicated Christian concerned 

first and foremost with serving God and his fellow man.  He goes on to say that Columbus grew 

up in the so-called Age of Discovery that was ushered in by Prince Henry the Navigator (1394-

1460) of Portugal. Prince Henry and his sailors inaugurated the great age of explorers finding 

new lands and creating shipping lanes for the import and export of goods, including consumables 

never before seen in Europe. Their efforts also created an intense competition among the sailing 

nations of Europe, each striving to outdo the other in finding new and more efficient trade routes. 

It was into this world of innovation, exploration, and economic competition that Christopher 

Columbus was born. 

A native of the Italian city-state of Genoa, Columbus became a sailor at the age of fourteen. He 

learned the nautical trade sailing on Genoese merchant vessels and became an accomplished 

navigator. On a long-distance voyage past Iceland in February 1477, Columbus learned about the 

strong east-flowing Atlantic currents and believed a journey across the ocean could be made 

because the currents would be able to bring a ship home. So, Columbus formulated a plan to seek 

the east by going west. He knew such an ambitious undertaking required royal backing, and in 

May of 1486 he secured a royal audience with King Fernando and Queen Isabel of Spain, who in 

time granted everything Columbus needed for the voyage. 

In his 7/16/1892 encyclical (http://www.vatican.va/content/leo-

xiii/en/encyclicals/documents/hf_l-xiii_enc_16071892_quarto-abeunte-saeculo.html), Pope Leo 

XIII says of Columbus "That he implores of God that, through His Divine aid and grace, the 

Sovereigns may continue steadfast in their desire to fill these new missionary shores with the 

truths of the Gospel." He hastens to seek missionaries from Pope Alexander VI, through a letter 

in which this sentence occurs: "I trust that, by God's help, I may spread the Holy Name and 

Gospel of Jesus Christ as widely as may be."He goes on to say that “Columbus resolved to go 

before and prepare the ways for the Gospel, and, deeply absorbed in this idea, gave all his 

energies to it, attempting hardly anything without religion for his guide and piety for his 
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companion…Being at length about to depart for the sea, he attended to all that which concerned 

the welfare of his soul on the eve of his enterprise. He implored the Queen of Heaven to assist 

his efforts and direct his course; and he ordered that no sail should be hoisted until the name of 

the Trinity had been invoked. When he had put out to sea, and the waves were now growing 

tempestuous, and the sailors were filled with terror, he kept a tranquil constancy of mind, relying 

on God.” 

Author Steve Weidenkopf goes on to say that on August 3, 1492, Columbus embarked from 

Spain with ninety men on three ships: the Nina, Pinta, and Santa Maria. After thirty-three days 

at sea, Columbus’s flotilla spotted land (the Bahamas), which he claimed in the name of the 

Spanish monarchs. Columbus’s modern-day detractors view that as a sign of imperial conquest. 

It was not: it was simply a sign to other European nations that they could not establish trading 

posts on the Spanish possession.  

On this first voyage, Columbus also reached the islands of Cuba and Hispaniola. He stayed four 

months in the New World and arrived home to fanfare on March 15, 1493. Unfortunately, 

the Santa Maria ran aground on Hispaniola so was forced to leave forty-two men behind, 

ordered to treat the indigenous people well and especially to respect the women. Unfortunately, 

as Columbus discovered on his second voyage, that order was not heeded. 

Columbus made four voyages to the New World, and each brought its own discoveries and 

adventures. His second voyage included many crewmen from his first, but also some new faces 

such as Ponce de León, who later won fame as an explorer himself. On this second voyage, 

Columbus and his men encountered the fierce tribe of the Caribs, who were cannibals, practiced 

sodomy, and castrated captured boys from neighboring tribes. Columbus recognized the Caribs’ 

captives as members of the peaceful tribe he met on his first voyage, so he rescued and returned 

them to their homes. This voyage included stops in Puerto Rico and the Virgin Islands. 

The third voyage was the most difficult for Columbus, as he was arrested on charges of 

mismanagement of the Spanish trading enterprise in the New World and sent back to Spain in 

chains (though later fully exonerated). Columbus’s fourth and final voyage took place in 1502-

1504, with his son Fernando among the crew. The crossing of the Atlantic was the fastest ever: 

sixteen days. The expedition visited Honduras, Nicaragua, and Costa Rica, and was marooned 

for a time on Jamaica. 

Most accounts of Columbus’s voyages mistake his motives by focusing narrowly on economic or 

political reasons. But in fact, his primary motive was to find enough gold to finance a crusade to 

retake Jerusalem from the Muslims, as evidenced by a letter he wrote in December 1492 to King 

Fernando and Queen Isabel, encouraging them to “spend all the profits of this my enterprise on 

the conquest of Jerusalem.” In this, he believed he was fulfilling conditions for the Second 

Coming of Christ. Near the end of his life, he even compiled a book about the connection 

between the liberation of Jerusalem and the Second Coming.  

Columbus considered himself a “Christ-bearer” like his namesake, St. Christopher. When he first 

arrived in Hispaniola, his first words to the natives were, “The monarchs of Castile have sent us 

not to subjugate you but to teach you the true religion.” In a 1502 letter to Pope Alexander VI (r. 



1492-1503), Columbus asked the pontiff to send missionaries to the indigenous peoples of the 

New World so they could accept Christ. And in his will, Columbus proved his belief in the 

importance of evangelization by establishing a fund to finance missionary efforts to the lands he 

discovered.  

Contrary to the popular myth, Columbus treated the native peoples with great respect and 

friendship. He was impressed by their “generosity, intelligence, and ingenuity.” He recorded in 

his diary that “in the world there are no better people or a better land. They love their neighbors 

as themselves, and they have the sweetest speech in the world and [they are] gentle and always 

laughing.” Columbus demanded that his men exchange gifts with the natives they 

encountered and not just take what they wanted by force. He enforced this policy rigorously: on 

his third voyage in August 1500, he hanged men who disobeyed him by harming the native 

people.  

Columbus never intended the enslavement of the peoples of the New World. In fact, he 

considered the Indians who worked in the Spanish settlement in Hispaniola as employees of the 

crown. In further proof that Columbus did not plan to rely on slave labor, he asked the crown to 

send him Spanish miners to mine for gold. Indeed, no doubt influenced by Columbus, the 

Spanish monarchs in their instructions to Spanish settlers mandated that the Indians be treated 

“very well and lovingly” and demanded that no harm should come to them.  

In his November, 1996 article “The Crimes of Christopher Columbus” 

(https://www.firstthings.com/article/1995/11/the-crimes-of-christopher-columbus), Dinesh 

D’Souza talks about author Kirkpatrick Sale in his work The Conquest of Paradise where Sale 

argues that Columbus “presumed the inferiority of the natives,” thus embodying the basic 

ingredients of the Western racist imagination that was bred to “fear what it did not comprehend, 

and hate what it knew as fearful.” For Sale, Europeans are especially predisposed to violence, 

while the native cultures live in a “prelapsarian Eden.”  It is true that Columbus harbored strong 

prejudices about the peaceful islanders whom he misnamed “Indians”- he was prejudiced in their 

favor. For Columbus, they were “the handsomest men and the most beautiful women” he had 

ever encountered. He praised the generosity and lack of guile among the Tainos, contrasting their 

virtues with Spanish vices. He insisted that although they were without religion, they were not 

idolaters; he was confident that their conversion would come through gentle persuasion and not 

through force. The reason, he noted, is that Indians possess a high natural intelligence. There is 

no evidence that Columbus thought that Indians were congenitally or racially inferior to 

Europeans. Other explorers such as Pedro Alvares Cabral, Amerigo Vespucci, Ferdinand 

Magellan, and Walter Raleigh registered similar positive impressions about the new world they 

found. 

So why did European attitudes toward the Indian, initially so favorable, subsequently change? 

Kirkpatrick Sale, Stephen Greenblatt, and others offer no explanation for the altered European 

perception. But the reason given by the explorers themselves is that Columbus and those who 

followed him came into sudden, unexpected, and gruesome contact with the customary practices 

of some other Indian tribes. While the first Indians that Columbus encountered were hospitable 

and friendly, other tribes enjoyed fully justified reputations for brutality and inhumanity. On his 
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second voyage Columbus was horrified to discover that a number of the sailors he left behind 

had been killed and possibly eaten by the cannibalistic Arawaks. 

In a 10/9/17 USA Today article  

(https://www.usatoday.com/story/opinion/2017/10/09/christopher-columbus-xx-my-ancestor-

wasnt-evil-column/744333001/), Christopher Columbus XX, a descendant of Christopher 

Columbus, says we usually forget that people in the Middle Ages were deeply religious, much 

more than we are. This was certainly true of Columbus. Faith was his primary motivation.  

Those who now question Columbus conveniently ignore the fact that slavery, cannibalism, 

warfare and even human sacrifice all existed in the Americas before he even sailed.  

Even so, some today blame Columbus for everything they dislike in U.S. history, despite the 

ample evidence that he was a moderating force on his men, and the fact that he sought to keep 

good manners and friendly relations with Native Americans.  

These same people blame him for the deaths of Native Americans when the overwhelming 

majority of those deaths were due to disease, caused by their different degree of immunity 

compared with the Europeans. 

Blaming Columbus does his legacy a terrible injustice, but it does something else, too. It focuses 

anger on one man and on the wrong man. 

The tactic of those who hate Columbus are resurrecting Anglo-supremacist propaganda that 

paints all who sailed under the Spanish flag — or were Hispanic — as violent and 

untrustworthy. They hated not just Catholics in general but Columbus in particular because he 

was the Catholic hero in U.S. history. In English-speaking countries, British explorers tend to be 

treated far better than Spanish ones. 

Today, Americans learn little to nothing of English atrocities in America, while Columbus —

 who sailed under Spain’s flag and never actually set foot on the territory of the United States —

 is blamed for every mistake any Spaniard or Portuguese explorer or colonist ever made — and 

any that the British or Americans made as well. 

Few schoolchildren in this country will ever learn that Spain’s kings quickly gave Spanish 

citizenship to Native Americans and began restricting enslavement of Native Americans, after a 

theological debate. Spain began a moral revolution when slavery was accepted by the rest of the 

European countries. Meanwhile, Spain built universities to educate the Indians and churches to 

minister to their spiritual needs.  

Few in school today will learn that the Spanish worked to integrate with Native Americans, 

while the British and the Americans tended to have much more combative relationships with 

them and often forced them onto small reservations. Spain never founded any reservation. 

Many scholars have noted that Spain’s laws and actions regarding Native Americans were 

superior to those of the British and often even the Americans. 

But the bias continues. California provides a case in point. Contrary to the popular schoolbook 

history, it was not the padres and the missions the Spanish founded that caused the collapse of 
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the Native American population. Rather, it was the white Americans who, after gold was 

discovered, decimated the population from 150,000 to 30,000, murdering four in 10 of those who 

died after 1845.  

In his 9/1/2017 K of C Columbia article “Christopher Columbus and Fake History” 

(http://www.kofc.org/en/columbia/detail/christopher-columbus-fake-history.html), author Gerald 

Korson asserts that driven in large part by political correctness and partisan academics and 

activists, it has become fashionable in recent years to criticize Christopher Columbus and the 

holiday named in his honor. A closer look, however, reveals the famed explorer to be a man of 

faith and courage, not a monster. 

Many of Columbus’ modern critics rely on a warped and politicized reading of history, and it is 

not the first time the explorer has endured such attacks. When a resurgence of anti-Catholic 

bigotry erupted in early 20th-century America, Columbus was a favorite target then as well. 

Despite animus among some groups today, the majority of Americans view the explorer 

positively and with pride. In a K of C-Marist poll from December 2016, 62 percent of Americans 

expressed a favorable opinion of the explorer and 55 percent said they were in favor of 

Columbus Day, the holiday named for him. By contrast, fewer than 3 in 10 view Columbus 

unfavorably and only 37 percent oppose the holiday named for him. 

Nonetheless, there have been political efforts to strip Columbus of honor, and the question of 

whether to continue to recognize Columbus Day is under review in many places. Some states and 

municipalities have removed the explorer’s name from the holiday or eliminated the observance 

entirely. 

Born in Genoa, Italy, Columbus was a deeply Catholic explorer who was willing to go against 

the grain. He believed he could reach the shores of Asia by sailing a mere 3,000 miles west 

across the Atlantic. Such a passage would establish faster and easier trade routes than were 

possible through overland travel or by sailing south and east around Africa. 

Later, as a nation began to coalesce out of the American colonies, its leaders recognized the 

admiral’s legacy. “Columbia” served as an informal name for what would become the United 

States of America. The eventual designation of the nation’s capital reflects the esteem the 

founders had for the Genoese explorer. [as in DC – District of Columbia] 

Beginning in the 1840s, waves of European immigrants swelled the ranks of Catholics in the 

United States, and along with that came an increasingly anti-Catholic, anti-immigrant backlash 

from the Protestant majority. Catholics were subject to discrimination, slander, ridicule, anti-

Catholic propaganda and sometimes mob violence. 

It was within this hostile climate that Father Michael J. McGivney founded the Knights of 

Columbus in 1882. He and the founding Knights chose as the Order’s patron Christopher 

Columbus — one of the few Catholics considered a hero of American history. Father McGivney 

believed the explorer represented both Catholicism and patriotism at the very root of America’s 

heritage, thereby symbolizing that faithful Catholics also can be solid American citizens. 

Colorado became the first state to establish Columbus Day in 1907, and others soon followed. In 

1934, with strong urging and support by the Knights, President Franklin D. Roosevelt and 
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Congress made Columbus Day a federal holiday, mandating its first annual observance on Oct. 

12, 1937. 

As the 1992 quincentenary of Columbus’ arrival in the New World approached, vocal opposition 

to Columbus was heard from partisan and revisionist historians and activists who were often 

critical of Western civilization as a whole. That year, the city of Berkeley, Calif., changed 

Columbus Day to Indigenous Peoples Day, and several other municipalities have made similar 

moves, often explicitly as a means of dishonoring Columbus. 

“The dominant picture holds him responsible for everything that went wrong in the New World,” 

wrote Carol Delaney, a former professor at Stanford and Brown universities, in her 

book Columbus and the Quest for Jerusalem (2011). In her opinion, “we must consider his world 

and how the cultural and religious beliefs of his time colored the way he thought and acted.” 

In a 2012 Columbia interview, Delaney further explained that Columbus found the native 

peoples to be “very intelligent” and his relations with them “tended to be benign.” He gave strict 

instructions to the settlers to “treat the native people with respect,” though some of his men 

rebelled and disobeyed his orders, particularly during his long absences, Delaney added. 

So, in summary, it becomes obvious that the attacks on Columbus are less about who the man 

actually was as is apparent from his actions, writings and the observances and writings of others.  

Rather, the attacks are from people who want to attach an idea of what they say Columbus 

represented, namely, that he is the very symbol of European greed and genocidal imperialism.  I 

think we need to make sure that we know the facts about who he actually was so that we, like 

Father McGivney, can come to his defense using facts and not give in to those who want to 

rewrite history using falsehoods in order to further their own misguided agendas.    

 In Christ, 

Pete Courteau 

Grand Knight 
Loretto Council 9601 
763-479-3987 

 

 

 

 

 


