Columbus: Hero or Villain?


For years, Columbus has been remembered as the bold sea captain who “discovered America”.  In one sense, he deserves that honor.  Europeans knew nothing of the Americas before Columbus brought them news of this “new world.”  Today, we recognize that other people “discovered” America long before Columbus.  Still, his daring journey brought the peoples of Europe, Africa, and the Americas into lasting contact for the first time in history.


Native Americans, however, paid heavily for Columbus’s voyage.  Columbus and the Europeans who came after him forced native peoples to work in mines or on farms raising sugar cane and cotton.  Over the next 50 years, hundreds of thousands of Caribbean Indians died from harsh working conditions and European diseases.


“Discovery” also cost Native Americans their lands.  Starting with Columbus, Europeans justified seizing Indian lands.  Some believed that they had the right to take the lands because Indians were not Christians.


For better or worse, the rise of powerful nations in Europe signaled a new era for the Americas.  Curious Europeans wanted to know more about the lands across the Atlantic.  They saw the Americas as a place where they could trade and grow rich.  Once Columbus reached the Americas, nothing could stop the flood of explorers and settlers who followed him.

