
 
 
 

Re-sourcing History 
 

Empire and Exploration c.1492-c.1670 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

Dr Craig Lambert 

Email: C.Lambert@soton.ac.uk 

Teaching and Research Specialisms: Naval history, naval logistics 

during the hundred years war, English merchant shipping and 

coastal communities c.1300-c.1600 

  

mailto:C.Lambert@soton.ac.uk


 

 
 
Source 1: Columbus’s discovery of the Indies 
 
In order that they should feel great friendship for us, because I realised that they 

were people who were more likely to be delivered and converted to our holy faith by 

love than by force, I gave them some red bonnets and some glass beads, and many 

other things of intrinsic value, with which they were highly delighted. Afterwards 

they came swimming to the ships’ boats and they brought us parrots and cotton 

thread and spears, and traded them for small glass beads and hawks’ bells. They 

took and gave to us of all that they had with good will, but it seemed to me that 

they were altogether impoverished folk…They carry no weapons, nor are they aware 

of them, for I showed them swords, and they picked them up by the blade and cut 

themselves through ignorance.   

 

Source: Thursday 11 October [1492] at ‘San Salvador’, ‘Extract from Columbus’s 

Book of his First Navigation and Discovery of these Indies’, taken from: F. 

Fernández-Armesto, Columbus on Himself (Indianapolis, 2010), pp. 52-53. 

 
 
Commentary: 
 
The source above is taken from Columbus’s journal relating to his first voyage to 

the New World and records the first encounter between Columbus and the Taino 

people. Columbus hints that the Taino could be converted to Christianity by love 

and such news would have been welcomed by the Spanish monarchs Ferdinand and 

Isabella who were keen to convert people to Christianity. Columbus notes how they 

are willing to trade and value things that the Spanish deem of little worth. 

Columbus describes them as good natured people and hints that they do not 

understand war or how to make and use metal weapons.  

 

  



 

 

 
Source 2: The discovery of America 
 

 

 

 

 
Source: The Discovery of America by Christopher Columbus (Salvador Dali, 1959) 

 
 
Commentary: 
 

At the time Dali painted ‘Columbus’ Catalan historians were debating whether 

Columbus was of Spanish, and specifically Catalan, origin (hence the Catalan flag) 

which points to why a Spanish painter chose this subject. He presents Columbus as 

a young man discovering America, dressed in Roman toga, to symbolise the birth of 

new country (the paining was originally displayed in New York). It is full of religious 

symbolism and the painting shows Columbus bringing Christianity to the New 

World. It depicts Jesus being crucified on the spears and in the background Dali 

appears as a kneeling monk. It is worth comparing how Dali portrayed Columbus in 

1959 with modern discussions of his legacy. There is a large body of work that 

strongly critiques Columbus’s behaviour and treatment of indigenous peoples, and 

there are calls for many statues of him to be removed.   



 
 
 
Source 3: The destruction of the Indies 
 
In this Isle (Hispaniola) the Spaniards first attempted the bloody slaughter and 

destruction of Men: for they violently forced away Women and Children to make 

them slaves, and ill-treated them, consuming and wasting their Food, and that was 

very inconsiderable, for they provided no other Food than what was absolutely 

necessary to support Nature without superfluity, freely bestowed on them, and one 

individual Spaniard consumed more Victuals in one day, than would serve to 

maintain Three families a Month, every one consisting of Ten Persons. Now being 

oppressed by such evil usage, and afflicted, with such great Torments, and violent 

Entertainment they began to understand that such men as those had no mission 

from heaven; and some of them concealed their provisions and others to their wives 

and children in lurking holes.    

 

Source: Bartholomew de la Casas, A Brief Account of the Destruction of the Indies 

[1542] (reprinted by The Perfect Library 2015), p.11. 

 
 
Commentary: 
 

Bartholomew de la Casas was amongst the first wave of Spanish colonists who 

emigrated to the New Wold. Casas soon gave up his land and slaves and became a 

defender of the native peoples of the New World. He was an important voice in 

helping to shape new legislation in Spain that aimed to curb the excesses of the 

Spanish colonists. In this extract he describes the brutality of the Spanish 

settlement of Hispaniola (now Haiti and the Dominican Republic). He highlights the 

slave trade that had developed as a way of ensuring labour for the new Spanish 

farms. He describes how the Spanish waste food through greed and gluttony (one of 

the deadly sins). He also strongly hints that the mission to Christianise the 

indigenous people was failing because of the behaviours of the settlers. He 

describes a terrified people, brutalised by the colonists.    

 

 

  



 

 
 
Source 4: Letter of Afonso de Albuquerque to King Manuel of 
Portugal  
 
If it Our Lord’s will that business in India be so organised that the merchandise and 

the treasures which are there come to you every year in your fleets, then I believe 

there will be no prince in Christendom richer than your Highness. I therefore urge 

you, Sire, to keep the Indian enterprise going with men and arms, so as to make 

yourself strong there and secure your trade and your factories, and to wrest the 

wealth and the commerce of India from the hands of the Moslems. This can be done 

by means of good fortresses and by taking the principal centres for this trade out of 

Moslem control. In this way you will be relieved from great expense, you will secure 

your position in India and will gain all the wealth and treasure that is now there.  

 

Source: Letter of Afonso de Albuquerque to King Manuel of Portugal concerning the 

trade of India (1 April 1512), taken from: Albuquerque: Caesar of the East, Selected 

Texts by Afonso de Alburquerque and his Son ed. and translated by T.F. Earle and J. 

Villiers (Warminster, 1990), p.101. 

 
 
Commentary: 
 

The extract above is part of long letter written by Afonso de Albuquerque to King 

Manuel of Portugal. By the time Albuquerque wrote this letter the Portuguese had 

sailed to the Indian Ocean for over a decade. In this time Albuquerque, as Viceroy of 

India, had conquered several major cities from the Red Sea to the Spice Islands, 

including Hormuz, Goa and Malacca. Keen to ensure Portuguese success he offers 

the King advice on how best develop his ‘Indian policy’. He starts by reminding 

Manuel that through India he will become the richest king in Europe. He also reveals 

the Portuguese methods of empire building known as the ‘fort and factory’ system. 

This meant taking control of important centres of trade, usually port cities, and 

building forts to dominate the surrounding area and seas, and net to the forts 

factories were constructed where the Portuguese merchants lived and traded. He 

also hints at the other goal of the Portuguese: to fight Muslims. In the early 

sixteenth century Portugal was still pursuing a crusade against Muslim powers, 

especially those in North Africa, and attacking Muslim traders in the Indian Ocean 

was seen as an extension of that crusade.      

 

  



 

 
 
Source 5: An English voyage to Guinea  
 
In the year of Our Lord 1554 the 11th day of October, we departed the River 

Thames with three goodly ships…..The crew told me they would go to a place where 

they had received much gold in the first voyage. They brought from thence at the 

last voyage four hundred pound weight and odd of gold, two and twenty-three 

carats and one grain in fineness: also six and thirty butts of grains, and about two 

hundred and fifty elephants’ teeth of all quantities…Touching the manners and 

nature of the people, albeit they go in manner all naked, yet many of them, and 

especially their women, are laden with collars, bracelets, hoops and chains, either of 

gold, copper or ivory. They are a very wary people in their bargaining, and will not 

lose one spark of gold of any value and they use weights and measures. They 

brought with them black slaves. The cold air doth somewhat offend them. Yet men 

that are born in hot regions may better abide cold then men that are born in cold 

regions may abide heat. There died of our men at this last voyage about twenty and 

four. 

 
Source: An English Voyage to Guinea (West Africa) by John Lok, 1554: in R. Hakluyt, 

The Principal Navigations, Voyages and Traffiques and Discoveries of the English 

Nation (London, 1972), pp. 66-68.  

 
 
Commentary: 
 

The extract above reveals the types of goods the English hoped to find in West 

Africa: gold, ivory, and slaves. It also provides an insight into how the English 

viewed the native peoples of the area. It shows these voyages were lengthy, in this 

case over a year (from October 1554 to at least September 1555). There is respect 

for indigenous methods of trade and their use of weights and measures shows a 

sophisticated commercial system. Finally, it shows the high mortality rates for the 

sailors and a hint of the terrible fate that awaited the indigenous peoples they 

brought back from Ghana.   

 

 

  



 

 
 
Source 6: The circumnavigation of Sir Francis Drake 
 

On the 20 day we fell with the Strait of Magellan going into the South Sea, at the 

cape whereof we found the body of a dead man, whose flesh was cleaned consumed. 

In this strait there be many fair harbours, with store of fresh water, but yet they lack 

their best commodity: for the water is there of such death, that no man shall find 

ground to anchor in. The land on both sides is very huge and mountainous, covered 

with snow. This strait is extremely cold, with frost and snow continually. The 24 of 

August we arrived at an island in the straits, where we found great store of fowl 

which could not fly, of the bigness of geese whereof we killed in less than one day 

3,000 and victualled ourselves thoroughly [the source describes Drake’s plundering 

of the Chilean coast]…he [Drake] thought it good not to return by the Straits for two 

special reasons: the one, lest the Spaniards should wait there… the other cause was 

the dangerous situation of the mouth of the Straits, where continual storms 

blustering…he resolved therefore to the islands of Moluccas and thence sail the 

course of the Portuguese by the Cape of Good Hope.  

 

Source: The Circumnavigation of Sir Francis Drake (1577-80) in The Principal 

Navigations, Voyages and Traffiques and Discoveries of the English Nation (London, 

1972), pp. 171-88. 

 
 
Commentary: 
 
The extract above is taken from a journal prepared during Drake’s voyage around 

the globe. It details the crossing of the Straits of Magellan. It shows the hardships 

that mariners faced when exploring the world: the ships were small, and the crews 

poorly clothed and supplied. It also includes an important point as to why Drake 

sailed around the globe. Did he, as the extract suggests, do so to avoid any waiting 

Spanish ships? If so this would mean that the fist circumnavigation by an English 

sailor was not planned, but made out of necessity. Historians still debate this now, 

but it is mostly accepted that Drake’s voyage was originally planned as a series of 

raids against Spanish territories in the Pacific as an extension of Elizabeth I’s war 

against Spain and that the voyage across the Pacific was not part of the original plan.    

 

  



 

 
 
Source 7: Arthur Barlowe’s discourse on the first voyage to 
Virginia  
 
The first voyage made to the coast of America, with two barks [ships], wherein 

Captain Master Philip Amadas and Master Arthur Barlow who discovered part of the 

country now called Virginia, anno. 1584. On the second of July we found shallow 

water and sailed the coast some 120 miles… This land had many good woods, full 

of dear, conies, hares and fowl, even in mid-summer, in incredible abundance. We 

remained for two days before we saw any people of the country: the third day we 

spied one small boat rowing towards us with three people in it…and one walked 

upon the land next to us, never showing any fear. And after he had spoken to us of 

many things not understood we brought him aboard the ships and gave him a shirt, 

a hat and some other things, and made him taste our wine, and our meat, which he 

liked very well.  

 

Source: ‘Arthur Barlowe’s Discourse on the First Voyage to Virginia’,  taken from: 

The Roanoke Voyages, 1584-1590: Documents to Illustrate the English Voyages to 

North America under the Patent Granted to Walter Raleigh in 1584, ed. D.B. Quinn, 

Vol. 1 (London, 1955),  pp. 97-98.  

 
 
Commentary: 
 

The source above records one of the first English voyages to Virginia. These 

voyages were championed by Sir Walter Raleigh and other West Country men. The 

first voyage below describes the landscape of the area and shows how rich in 

natural resources the area was, which would hopefully provide supplies for colonists. 

It narrates the first meeting with native peoples of the area. The first meeting goes 

well: they manage to communicate in a rudimentary way (probably through sign 

language) and the indigenous people showed a keen interest in English goods and 

liked the food served to them. The first voyage was deemed a success and so in the 

following years England sent colonists to settle one of the islands in the 

Chesapeake Bay area (Roanoke). The colony on Roanoke ultimately failed due to 

poor planning and open warfare with indigenous tribes. 

 

  



 
 
 
Source 8: Huron society through French eyes 
 
The Huron country lies in latitude 44 degrees 30 and is seven hundred miles from 

east to west and thirty from north to south. The land is fertile and most of it is 

cleared. There are about eighteen villages, of which six are really fortified 

towns…….the population of the country is about thirty thousand, of which two 

thousand are warriors. They live in lodges made of bark and the average lodge will 

have a dozen fires and two dozen families. They are a happy people, even though 

their life is wretched by comparison with ours. They have never known anything 

better, so they are content with what they have. The staple of their diet is Indian 

corn mixed with red beans cooked in a variety of ways.  Their clothing is made from 

skins of all sorts. Some they get by skinning their own game; others they get in 

exchange for corn, beads and fishnets from the Algonkins and Nipissings who are 

great hunters. 

 

 

Source: Huron Society through French Eyes [1619], taken from: G. J. Ames, The 

Globe Encompassed: The Age of European Discovery, 1500-1700 (New Jersey, 2008), 

p.165. 

 
 
Commentary: 
 
The source above is taken from the writings of Samuel Champlain, a French 

explorer who travelled extensively in what is now Canada. In the extract he 

describes in detail Huron society (one of the many indigenous tribes that lived in 

the area of the St Lawrence River). From the extract we can see that the Huron’s live 

in organised settlements. Some settlements are fortified and this suggests that 

warfare between tribal groups is common. The tribal group is large and consist of 

at least 2,000 warriors. The mention of corn shows that they farmed, but they were 

also hunters and traders. Champlain suggest that the Huron’s live a wretched life, 

but it is worth considering that French peasants in the first half of the seventeenth 

century would also have lived tough and wretched lives.  

  



 

 

 
 
Source 9: Treaty with the King of Cochin 
 

Article I: That there will always be a good, firm, & durable peace, union, and 

confidence among the parties which both assure 

 

Article II: The king of Cochin cedes the right of this town [Cochin] & all the 

countryside & all the islands…in the  same manner as the Portuguese possessed 

them, which rights he grants, cedes, and transfers to the Company, so that they 

may be eternally possessed by the Company 

 

Article III: The king of Cochin recognises having been re-established by the 

Company in his kingdom, & thus he accepts the Company as his Protector 

 

Article IV: The king of Cochin assures the Company that all the pepper and all the 

cinnamon that is found in his country…will be delivered to the Company alone, & all 

the said pepper will be embarked from Cochin in the Company’s ships, without any 

other nation having a share 

 

Source: A Vereenigde Oost-Indische Compagnie (VOC) Treaty with the King of 

Cochin [c.1662], taken from: G. J. Ames, The Globe Encompassed: The Age of 

European Discovery, 1500-1700 (New Jersey, 2008), pp. 127-8. 

 
 
Commentary: 
 

The extract above is part of a treaty between the King of Cochin (a city in the South-

West of India) and the Dutch East Indian Company (The VOC). The Dutch started 

travelling to the Indian Ocean in the early sixteenth century and over the next few 

decades dislodged the Portuguese from many areas. It provides an insight into the 

methods used by the VOC to control the spice trade: they take control of the city 

and ensure they have a monopoly over the spice trade. In return they offer to 

protect the king. By controlling the trade in this way the VOC ensured the supply of 

spices reached Europe regularly, but as they controlled the source where spices 

were produced they also made sure that shipments were never enough to cause a 

glut in the market and thus reduce the prices Europeans would pay for spices. 

 


