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In 1492, Christopher Columbus set out on his historic voyage across the Atlantic Ocean.  His hope was to reach the Indies—the spice islands of Asia—by sailing west.  Ferdinand and Isabella, the monarchs of Spain, financed the voyage.  A new route to the Indies, they knew, would break the monopoly that Italian merchants had on trade with the Indies.  Isabella also hoped that Columbus’s expedition would lead to the conversion of new peoples to Christianity.


On October 12, 1492, Columbus landed on the Caribbean island of San Salvador.  Certain that he was in the Indies, he called the natives “Indians.”  Columbus was not the first European in the Western Hemisphere.  Norsemen, or Vikings, sailing from a settlement in Greenland, established at least one settlement on Newfoundland about AD 1000.  Yet no previous voyage had the impact of the one taken in 1492.  Columbus’s voyage began a European conquest of the Americas that would bring massive change to both the Western and the European hemispheres.

