
Read through the following documents and answer the questions provided. 
 

Source: excerpts from a letter written by Christopher Columbus to report 
to the King and Queen on his discoveries, 1493 
 
I have determined to write you this letter to inform you of everything that 
has been done and discovered in this voyage of mine. 

On the thirty-third day after leaving Cadiz I came into the Indian Sea, where 
I discovered many islands inhabited by numerous people. I took possession 
of all of them for our most fortunate King by making public proclamation 
and unfurling his standard, no one making any resistance. The island called 
Juana, as well as the others in its neighborhood, is exceedingly fertile. It has 
numerous harbors on all sides, very safe and wide, above comparison with 
any I have ever seen. Through it flow many very broad and health-giving 
rivers; and there are in it numerous very lofty mountains. All these island are 
very beautiful, and of quite different shapes; easy to be traversed, and full of 
the greatest variety of trees reaching to the stars. . . . 

In the island, which I have said before was called Hispana, there are very 
lofty and beautiful mountains, great farms, groves and fields, most fertile 
both for cultivation and for pasturage, and well adapted for constructing 
buildings. The convenience of the harbors in this island, and the excellence 
of the rivers, in volume and salubrity, surpass human belief, unless on should 
see them. In it the trees, pasture-lands and fruits different much from those 
of Juana. Besides, this Hispana abounds in various kinds of species, gold 
and metals. The inhabitants . . . are all, as I said before, unprovided with any 
sort of iron, and they are destitute of arms, which are entirely unknown to 
them, and for which they are not adapted; not on account of any bodily 
deformity, for they are well made, but because they are timid and full of 
terror. . . . But when they see that they are safe, and all fear is banished, they 
are very guileless and honest, and very liberal of all they have. No one 
refuses the asker anything that he possesses; on the contrary they 
themselves invite us to ask for it. They manifest the greatest affection 
towards all of us, exchanging valuable things for trifles, content with the 
very least thing or nothing at all. . . . I gave them many beautiful and 
pleasing things, which I had brought with me, for no return whatever, in 
order to win their affection, and that they might become Christians and 
inclined to love our King and Queen and Princes and all the people of Spain; 
and that they might be eager to search for and gather and give to us what 
they abound in and we greatly need. 

 



1. What observations does Columbus make about the land and resources 
of the islands he encountered? 
 
 

 
 
 

2. How does Columbus describe the Indigenous people, and what 
attitudes or assumptions does he seem to have about them? 
 
 

 
 
 

3. What reasons does Columbus give for taking possession of the islands, 
and how does he justify his actions to the Spanish monarchy? 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Source: Spanish Requerimiento (Requirement) of 1510, a legal document 
to be read to indigenous people informing them of their new status as 
conquered people  
 
On behalf of the King [and] Queen of Castille and León, subduers of the barbarous 
nations, we their servants notify and make known to you, as best we can, that the 
Lord our God, Living and Eternal, created the Heaven and the Earth, and one man 
and one woman, of whom you and we, all the men of the world at the time, were 
and are descendants, and all those who came after and before us. But, on account 
of the multitude which has sprung from this man and woman in the five thousand 
or even more years since the world was created, it was necessary that some men 
should go one way and some another, and that they should be divided into many 
kingdoms and provinces, for in one alone they could not be sustained. 
 
Of all these nations God our Lord gave charge to one man, called St. Peter, that he 
should be Lord and Superior of all the men in the world, that all should obey him, 
and that he should be the head of the whole Human Race, wherever men should 
live, and under whatever law, sect, or belief they should be; and he gave him the 
world for his kingdom and jurisdiction. 
And he commanded him to place his seat in Rome, as the spot most fitting to rule 
the world from; but also he permitted him to have his seat in any other part of the 
world, and to judge and govern all Christians, Moors, Jews, Gentiles, and all other 
Sects. This man was called Pope, as if to say, Admirable Great Father and Governor 
of men. The men who lived in that time obeyed that St. Peter, and took him for 
Lord, King, and Superior of the universe; so also they have regarded the others who 
after him have been elected to the pontificate, and so has it been continued even 
till now, and will continue till the end of the world… 
 
So their Highnesses are kings and lords of these islands and the land of Tierra-firme 
[the New World] by virtue of this donation: and some islands, and indeed almost all 
those to whom this has been notified, have received and served their Highnesses, 
as lords and kings, in the way that subjects ought to do, with good will, without any 
resistance, immediately, without delay, when they were informed of the aforesaid 
facts.  
 
And also they received and obeyed the priests whom their Highnesses sent to 
preach to them and to teach them our Holy Faith; and all these, of their own free 
will, without any reward or condition, have become Christians, and are so, and their 
Highnesses have joyfully and benignantly received them, and also have 
commanded them to be treated as their subjects and vassals; and you too are held 
and obliged to do the same. Wherefore, as best we can, we ask and require you 
that you consider what we have said to you, that you take the time that shall be 
necessary to understand and deliberate upon it, and that you acknowledge the 
Church as the Ruler and Superior of the whole world, and the high priest called 
Pope, and in his name the King and Queen Doña Juana our lords, in his place, as 
superiors and lords and kings of these islands and this Tierra-firme by virtue of the 



said donation, and that you consent and give place that these religious fathers 
should declare and preach to you the aforesaid. 
 
If you do so, you will do well, and that which you are obliged to do to their 
Highnesses, and we in their name shall receive you in all love and charity, and shall 
leave you, your wives, and your children, and your lands, free without servitude, 
that you may do with them and with yourselves freely that which you like and 
think best, and they shall not compel you to turn Christians, unless you yourselves, 
when informed of the truth, should wish to be converted to our Holy Catholic Faith, 
as almost all the inhabitants of the rest of the islands have done. And, besides this, 
their Highnesses will award you many privileges and exemptions and will grant you 
many benefits. 
 
But, if you do not do this, and maliciously make delay in it, I certify to you that, with 
the help of God, we shall powerfully enter into your country, and shall make war 
against you in all ways and manners that we can, and shall subject you to the yoke 
and obedience of the Church and of their Highnesses; we shall take you and your 
wives and your children, and shall make slaves of them, and as such shall sell and 
dispose of them as their Highnesses may command; and we shall take away your 
goods, and shall do you all the mischief and damage that we can, as to vassals who 
do not obey, and refuse to receive their lord, and resist and contradict him; and we 
protest that the deaths and losses which shall accrue from this are your fault, and 
not that of their Highnesses, or ours, nor of these cavaliers who come with us. And 
that we have said this to you and made this Requisition, we request the notary 
here present to give us his testimony in writing, and we ask the rest who are 
present that they should be witnesses of this Requisition. 

 
4. What is the main purpose of the Requerimiento, and how does it 

attempt to justify Spanish rule over Indigenous peoples? 
 

 
 

5. How does the Requerimiento reflect Spanish views of religion and 
authority during the Age of Exploration? 
 

 
 

6. What consequences does the document threaten if Indigenous people 
refuse to accept Spanish rule and Christianity? 
 

 



 

Source: eyewitness account written by Spanish priest Bartolomé de Las 
Casas, Brief Account of the Devastation of the Indies, published and 
sent to Prince Philip II of Spain, 1542 
 
The Indies were discovered in the year one thousand four hundred and ninety-two. 
In the following year a great many Spaniards went there with the intention of 
settling the land. Thus, forty-nine years have passed since the first settlers 
penetrated the land, the first so claimed being the large and most happy isle called 
Hispaniola, which is six hundred leagues in circumference. Around it in all 
directions are many other islands, some very big, others very small, and all of them 
were, as we saw with our own eyes, densely populated with native peoples called 
Indians. This large island was perhaps the most densely populated place in the 
world. There must be close to two hundred leagues of land on this island, and the 
seacoast has been explored for more than ten thousand leagues, and each day 
more of it is being explored. And all the land so far discovered is a beehive of 
people; it is as though God had crowded into these lands the great majority of 
mankind. 
 
And of all the infinite universe of humanity, these people are the most guileless, the 
most devoid of wickedness and duplicity, the most obedient and faithful to their 
native masters and to the Spanish Christians whom they serve. They are by nature 
the most humble, patient, and peaceable, holding no grudges, free from 
embroilments, neither excitable nor quarrelsome. These people are the most 
devoid of rancors, hatreds, or desire for vengeance of any people in the world. And 
because they are so weak and complaisant, they are less able to endure heavy 
labor and soon die of no matter what malady. The sons of nobles among us, 
brought up in the enjoyments of life's refinements, are no more delicate than are 
these Indians, even those among them who are of the lowest rank of laborers. They 
are also poor people, for they not only possess little but have no desire to possess 
worldly goods. For this reason they are not arrogant, embittered, or greedy. Their 
repasts are such that the food of the holy fathers in the desert can scarcely be 
more parsimonious, scanty, and poor. As to their dress, they are generally naked, 
with only their pudenda covered somewhat. And when they cover their shoulders 
it is with a square cloth no more than two varas in size. They have no beds, but 
sleep on a kind of matting or else in a kind of suspended net called bamacas. They 
are very clean in their persons, with alert, intelligent minds, docile and open to 
doctrine, very apt to receive our holy Catholic faith, to be endowed with virtuous 
customs, and to behave in a godly fashion. And once they begin to hear the tidings 
of the Faith, they are so insistent on knowing more and on taking the sacraments 
of the Church and on observing the divine cult that, truly, the missionaries who are 
here need to be endowed by God with great patience in order to cope with such 
eagerness. Some of the secular Spaniards who have been here for many years say 
that the goodness of the Indians is undeniable and that if this gifted people could 
be brought to know the one true God they would be the most fortunate people in 
the world. 



 
Yet into this sheepfold, into this land of meek outcasts there came some Spaniards 
who immediately behaved like ravening wild beasts, wolves, tigers, or lions that 
had been starved for many days. And Spaniards have behaved in no other way 
during tla! past forty years, down to the present time, for they are still acting like 
ravening beasts, killing, terrorizing, afflicting, torturing, and destroying the native 
peoples, doing all this with the strangest and most varied new methods of cruelty, 
never seen or heard of before, and to such a degree that this Island of Hispaniola 
once so populous (having a population that I estimated to be more than three 
million), has now a population of barely two hundred persons… 
 
As for the vast mainland, which is ten times larger than all Spain, even including 
Aragon and Portugal, containing more land than the distance between Seville and 
Jerusalem, or more than two thousand leagues, we are sure that our Spaniards, 
with their cruel and abominable acts, have devastated the land and exterminated 
the rational people who fully inhabited it. We can estimate very surely and 
truthfully that in the forty years that have passed, with the infernal actions of the 
Christians, there have been unjustly slain more than twelve million men, women, 
and children. In truth, I believe without trying to deceive myself that the number of 
the slain is more like fifteen million. 
 
The common ways mainly employed by the Spaniards who call themselves 
Christian and who have gone there to extirpate those pitiful nations and wipe 
them off the earth is by unjustly waging cruel and bloody wars. Then, when they 
have slain all those who fought for their lives or to escape the tortures they would 
have to endure, that is to say, when they have slain all the native rulers and young 
men (since the Spaniards usually spare only the women and children, who are 
subjected to the hardest and bitterest servitude ever suffered by man or beast), 
they enslave any survivors. With these infernal methods of tyranny they debase and 
weaken countless numbers of those pitiful Indian nations. 

Their reason for killing and destroying such an infinite number of souls is that the 
Christians have an ultimate aim, which is to acquire gold, and to swell themselves 
with riches in a very brief time and thus rise to a high estate disproportionate to 
their merits. It should be kept in mind that their insatiable greed and ambition, the 
greatest ever seen in the world, is the cause of their villainies. And also, those lands 
are so rich and felicitous, the native peoples so meek and patient, so easy to 
subject, that our Spaniards have no more consideration for them than beasts. And I 
say this from my own knowledge of the acts I witnessed. But I should not say "than 
beasts" for, thanks be to God, they have treated beasts with some respect; I should 
say instead like excrement on the public squares. And thus they have deprived the 
Indians of their lives and souls, for the millions I mentioned have died without the 
Faith and without the benefit of the sacraments. This is a wellknown and proven 
fact which even the tyrant Governors, themselves killers, know and admit. And 
never have the Indians in all the Indies committed any act against the Spanish 
Christians, until those Christians have first and many times committed countless 
cruel aggressions against them or against neighboring nations. For in the 



beginning the Indians regarded the Spaniards as angels from Heaven. Only after 
the Spaniards had used violence against them, killing, robbing, torturing, did the 
Indians ever rise up against them.... 

After the wars and the killings had ended, when usually there survived only some 
boys, some women, and children, these survivors were distributed among the 
Christians to be slaves. The repartimiento or distribution was made according to 
the rank and importance of the Christian to whom the Indians were allocated, one 
of them being given thirty, another forty, still another, one or two hundred, and 
besides the rank of the Christian there was also to be considered in what favor he 
stood with the tyrant they called Governor. The pretext was that these allocated 
Indians were to be instructed in the articles of the Christian Faith. As if those 
Christians who were as a rule foolish and cruel and greedy and vicious could be 
caretakers of souls! 

 
7. How does Las Casas describe the character and lifestyle of the 

Indigenous peoples of the Americas? 
 
 

 
 
 

8. What accusations does Las Casas make against the Spanish colonizers, 
and how does he support those claims? 
 
 

 
 
 

9. According to Las Casas, what was the main motivation behind the 
Spanish conquest and mistreatment of Indigenous peoples? 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 



Final Questions 
 

10. POINT OF VIEW: Consider the background/role of Christopher Columbus vs. 
Bartolomé de las Casas and consider their different goals in the New World. 
How do these two different perspectives impact how they view the 
indigenous people of the Americas?  
 
 

 

 
 

11. PURPOSE: The Requerimiento is a slightly different document than the other 
two because it is a legal document listing demands, as opposed to personal 
accounts of events that have already occurred. Remember that legal 
documents do not necessarily reflect the full truth, they reflect what those in 
power want to be true. With that in mind, go back through and identify parts 
of the document that might be misleading or might not reflect the actual 
intentions and interactions between the Spanish and the indigenous people.  
 
 

 

 


