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Teaching Idea

Use a map of the South Atlantic to
show how Cabral ended up in Brazil. 

At first, the Portuguese government instructed its sea captains to try negoti-
ating with the rulers of the city-states. If they were unable to reach a settlement,
then the ship captains could attack. First, the city of Kilwa (in what is today
Tanzania) fell. Soon, the Portuguese had managed to bring the other major east
coast trading cities under their control. Over time, as the Portuguese concentrat-
ed their trading efforts at Mozambique Island, in the south, closer to the gold they
sought, the other cities declined greatly in wealth and importance. 

Pedro Cabral Claims Brazil
Pedro Alvares Cabral set out from Portugal for India in March 1500. His mis-

sion was to follow the route of da Gama and help consolidate Portuguese power
along the route to India, while also introducing Christianity to the peoples he
encountered. However, Cabral overshot his course and ended up sailing so far
west that he sailed to the east coast of South America. Cabral believed he had
landed on an island, which he called “Island of the True Cross.” He held a reli-
gious service and claimed the land for Portugal. It later became known as Brazil
after its forests of dyewoods, also known as brazilwoods. 

Cabral eventually reached India and signed a trading agreement between
India and Portugal. However, his voyage was plagued with bad weather and bad
luck, and only four of his original 13 ships returned to Lisbon in June 1501. 

Spain

Christopher Columbus and the Tainos
Students in Core Knowledge schools should have studied Christopher

Columbus in earlier grades, but it makes sense to review his voyage again in this
grade and place it in the larger context of the Age of Exploration.

Columbus was born in the Italian city of Genoa, but eventually became an
explorer for Ferdinand and Isabella, rulers of territories that joined together to
form the modern nation of Spain. As a young man, Columbus studied map-
making and became a sailor. He sailed with the Portuguese along the western
coast of Africa in the 1480s. About this time the Portuguese began looking for a
route around Africa to India and the Spice Islands. But Columbus had another
idea. He believed that Earth was smaller than in fact it is, and he concluded that
it should be possible to reach the Indies by sailing west.

In 1484 Columbus presented his idea to the Portuguese king. The king chose
not to support the mission. After several years of lobbying, Columbus succeeded
in convincing Ferdinand and Isabella to support his expedition.

Columbus sailed with three ships, the Niña, the Pinta, and the Santa Maria.
They left in August of 1492. After a stop in the Canary Islands, the ships began
sailing west. The crew soon grew nervous at how far they had sailed into
unknown territory. In early October, land was finally sighted.

Columbus landed on an island in the Bahamas on October 12, 1492.
Columbus promptly renamed the island San Salvador (Saint Salvador) and
claimed it for Spain. The first native Americans whom Christopher Columbus
met in the New World were the Taino, speakers of the Arawak languages. The
Taino were nomadic hunters and gatherers who inhabited several islands in the
Caribbean.

CK_5_TH_HG_P104_230.QXD  2/14/06  2:22 PM  Page 148



Teaching Idea

Discuss with students what the Taino
might have thought about the Spanish
and what the Spanish might have
thought about the Taino on that
momentous morning of October 12,
1492. Ask, “How might they have
described one another? What might
they have thought about the others’
helping or hurting them? Would they
even have thought about help or
harm?” 

Note that the word Taino means
“gentle ones.” One of the early notes
that Columbus made in his journal
points out that the Taino had no iron
weapons. 

Columbus described his impressions of the people and the land in his journal:

. . . [T]his people has no religion nor are they idolaters, but very mild
and without knowing what evil is, nor how to kill others, nor how to
take them, and without arms, and so timorous that from one of our men
ten of them fly, although they do sport with them, and ready to believe
and knowing that there is a God in heaven, and sure that we have come
from heaven; and very ready at any prayer which we tell them to repeat,
and they make the sign of the cross.

So your Highness should determine to make them Christians, for I
believe that if they begin, in a short time they will have accomplished
converting to our holy faith a multitude of towns. Without doubt there
are in these lands the greatest quantities of gold, for not without cause
do these Indians whom I am bringing say that there are places in these
isles where they dig out gold and wear it on their necks, in their ears and
on their arms and legs, and the bracelets are very thick.

In December of that year, on an island that Columbus renamed Hispaniola,
the Taino helped his crew build a fort, La Navidad, from the lumber of the
wrecked Santa Maria. Expecting to return with more ships, supplies, and
colonists, Columbus left some of his crewmen on Hispaniola (present-day Haiti
and the Dominican Republic) and sailed back to Spain. When he returned to La
Navidad a year later, Columbus found that the Taino had killed the sailors in
retaliation for the sailors’ demands for food, gold, and labor. 

These killings, combined with attacks on the Spanish by small groups 
of Taino and other native peoples on other Caribbean islands, provoked
Columbus to use force. As the newly appointed governor of all lands he discov-
ered, Columbus built a second fort on Hispaniola and assigned to it the soldiers
who had come on the expedition with him. The soldiers, with their metal armor,
guns, and horses, easily subdued the Taino. Columbus then demanded gold from
the Taino and ordered that 550 Taino be sent to Spain as slaves. 39

After two more voyages Columbus was relieved of his post as governor of the
new lands because of mismanagement and sent back to Spain. However, the bru-
tal  precedent he set in regard to the treatment of native peoples was followed by
his successors, who enslaved them by the thousands. 

Bartolomé de las Casas Speaks Out 
In fewer than ten years, the Spanish had established the encomienda system

on the islands in the Caribbean. Under encomienda, Spanish colonists were
granted a certain amount of land and the labor of the people who lived on it. The
system was later transported to Spanish settlements on the mainland. Supposedly,
the colonists would pay the native people for their labor and convert them to
Christianity. In reality, the natives were either forced to accept Christianity or
were given little or no religious instruction, were cruelly treated, and in effect
reduced to slaves.

One of those who spoke out against the encomienda system was Bartolomé
de las Casas. Las Casas had been a conquistador and owner of an encomienda
himself, but he eventually became a Roman Catholic priest. As a missionary in
Cuba and South and Central America, and later bishop in Mexico, las Casas
sought to protect his native charges by preaching against the encomienda and
shaming the consciences of the landowners. 37

Teaching Idea

Share excerpts from Columbus’s log-
books with students. 
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In his Short Account of the Destruction of the Indies (1542), the angry priest
denounced the Spanish for mistreating the native peoples:

Their reason for killing and destroying such an infinite number of souls
is that 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 felic-
itous, 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 mil-
lions I mentioned have died without the Faith and without the benefit of
sacraments. This is a well-known 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.

Treaty of Tordesillas
Portugal and Spain took the lead in the exploration of the Americas, and

since the two nations were rivals, there was a possibility that they would come
into conflict over colonies. To avoid this, in 1493, the pope had established a line
of demarcation roughly down the middle of the Atlantic Ocean, dividing the non-
European world between Spain and Portugal. Spain was to have the Americas to
colonize and Portugal would control Africa and Asia. The following year, the two
nations negotiated the Treaty of Tordesillas, which shifted the line of demarcation
west. This movement in the imaginary line secured Portugal’s claim to Brazil.
Essentially, the Spanish and the Portuguese divided up a large portion of the
world between them. No consideration was given to the other nations of the
world or to the wishes of the native peoples themselves. 

Vasco Núñez de Balboa Reaches the Pacific 
Vasco Núñez de Balboa was a conquistador who explored Central America.

He sailed to the New World from Spain in the early 1500s and spent some time
as a planter on the island of Hispaniola. However, he fell into debt and had to
sneak off the island, stowing away on a ship along with his dog. 

In 1510, in what is today Panama, he founded Santa María de la Antigua del
Darién, the first successful settlement on the American mainland. While in
Darién, he heard stories about a great sea and a fabulously wealthy kingdom to
the south. (This last was probably the Inca empire). Balboa began exploring,
hacking his way through jungles and plodding through swamps, occasionally
doing battle with native peoples, whom he terrorized with his trained attack dogs.
During his explorations in 1513, he became the first European to see the Pacific

CK_5_TH_HG_P104_230.QXD  2/14/06  2:22 PM  Page 150


