
Spain and the New World Revision Notes 
 

Unit 1 – Spain reaches the New World 
 

 
 
Lesson 1 Why did Spain have plans to expands in 1490s? 
 

CAUSES of VOYAGE  
 
Firstly, Spain wished to enhance their power. Ferdinand and Isabella knew that by funding 
crusades in wider world, they would be seen as pious monarchs and so would increase 
support from the Pope.  

- The Catholic Church was the most dominant power in Europe. All monarchs relied on 
the Pope’s support to strengthen their power.  

- Therefore, Spain claimed it needed to expand in order to convert people to 
Christianity, but in reality it was about enhancing the power of the state by 
strengthening relations with the Church.   

 
Secondly, Spain also knew that this was an opportunity to make great profit.  

- Exploration had already shown that there were huge profits to be made I the East 
Indies (the lands / islands southeast of Asia). This was because of the Spice Trade. 

- However, the overland trade routes were dangerous.   
- The country who discovered the first sea route, could make great profits from such a 

discovery and have a quicker and safer route to trade goods and spices with East 
Indies. 

  
Thirdly, this was a chance to rival Portugal. 

- Spain’s greatest rival had already sailed down to reach the Cape of Good Hope, the 
Southern tip of Africa and also discovered the islands of Azores and Madeira. 

- The discovery of the East Indies would therefore settle the score and allow one 
country to emerge as the dominant power in Easter Europe.  

Spain was a new political state  
 
It was formed by the marriage of 
King Ferdinand of Aragon and 
Queen Isabella of Castile. 
 
Spain wished to impose their 
Catholicism and their power on 
the rest of Europe. 
At first, they hoped to expand 
into East INDIES. 



- Trigger cause – Isabella and Ferdinand finally sponsored Columbus voyage to East 
India . By 1491, they knew that Columbus had appealed to other European monarchs. 
This was Spain’s second chance to sponsor Columbus, before other monarchs changed 
their mind. Columbus was successful in 1491 because Isabella’s crusading mission to 
rid Spain itself of Muslims and Jews had ended. Spain was now in a position to fund 
crusades outside of Spain. 
 

- Columbus was also helped by Isabella’s personal priest Juan Perez, who provided  
Columbus with lodgings and advice to help him make his case to Isabella. Columbus 
therefore had the connections and could play on Isabella’s ambition of sending 
Christian missionaries to  New World to convince her.  

 
 

EVENTS in the VOYAGE 

 

Preparation 
With the help of the Pinzon brothers, Columbus sourced 3 ships and equipped them with 
provisions needed for a long journey – wine, water preserved foods. Plus, items to trade 
with the natives.  
Columbus voyage left Spain on 3 August 1492, with Columbus leading the largest of 3 ships 
the Santa Maria. The Pinzon brothers headed the the Nina and the Pinta.  

 

Route  
They sailed west believing this route to lead to the East Indies. After 6 days they stopped 
at the Canary islands and made repairs to the Nina. However, there were other problems 
that had to be dealt with. 
1. The route - The Portuguese planned to obstruct the voyage in the Eastern Atlantic, so 

Columbus had to adjust his routes to avoid them. He also had to persuade his partner 
Martin Pinzon to sail West, which he argued would take them to China. Pinzon argued 
to turn southwards in order to reach Japan. 

2. The crew – Columbus knew that sailors would be distressed by the lack of land in sight 
as they sailed from Canary Islands westwards. To con the sailors, Columbus kept a 
second log which lied about the distance they had sailed, this was shared with the crew. 
Even with this, the sailors seemed close to mutiny on 24th September so Columbus had 
to use his powers of persuasion to get them sail on for another two weeks. 

 

 

Arrival - On 12th October 1492 Columbus’ voyage landed on the Guanahani island and 
called it San Salvador. 
Columbus was convinced that when he reached San Salvador he had discovered the East 
Indies. 

 
 
 
 
 



EVENTS which left to creation of a fort La 
Navidad 

 

In October 1492 –  Columbus noted on San Salvador 

that the natives wore gold ornaments. The natives 
convinced Columbus that gold could be found further 
south.  
The Spaniards set off on 14th October to the Bahama islands 
however failed to find gold and so headed to Cuba, which he 
named Juana.  
They were welcomed by natives however were yet to 
discover gold. This made the men restless, and Columbus led 
a group to explore the Inagua Island – but they soon returned 
to Cuba, having discovered no gold. 

 
 

Significantly this provoked Martin Pinzon, one 

of Columbus’ partners to rebel. He sailed his ship away 
from Cuba in search of his own gold (21st November 
1492) 
 
This left the Columbus and Vicente with only two ships. 
When Columbus ship the Santa Maria ran aground off 
the coast of Haiti on 24th November, it meant that the 
Spaniards only had one workable ship to return to Spain 
in. 
 

 

These events combined forced 

Columbus to build a fort on Haiti, so 39 
Spaniards could remain in the Caribbean. 
Without the ship-wreck it is unlikely 
Columbus would have had the materials 
nor the need to establish a fort in the 
Caribbean.  

 

La Navidad was important for 3 reasons 

1. Spaniards could continue to search for gold and build relations with the Natives to 
help future colonisation.  

2. Following the incident at Samana in which natives attacked the Spanish, the fort was 
also important for protection if relations turned hostile.  

3. Most importantly it would meant that Columbus would have to return. This increased 
rivalry between Portugal and Spain. 



 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

CONSEQUENCES OF VOYAGE 

Consequence for Spain. 
The voyage had proven to be economically 
viable. 

- Enough gold found to convince 
Ferdinand and Isabella that there was 
more to be found. 

- Also discovered kapok (very similar to 
cotton) and tobacco. ‘Kapok’ was seen 
growing on Cuba, San Salvador and on 
other islands. In the Bahamas and 
tobacco was gifted to Columbus by a 
native chief, many of the sailors began 
smoking it. Both these products would 
enable European trade to make huge 
profits, with the establishment of slave 
trade 

Consequence for Natives 
….Negative 

 In short term led to conflict between 
some natives and Spanish. The Caribs 
who lived mainly on the islands of 
Guadalupe and Martinique were hostile 
towards Spanish. There is one recorded 
incident of violence towards the Spanish 
at Samana in 1492 before building of La 
Navidad fort.  

 In long term however it led to the 
establishment of slave trade. Since most 
native, particulary Tainos tribe, were 
welcoming of Spanish, the Europeans 
interpreted this as a sign that the 
Natives would make good slaves. They 
were peaceful and helpful. 



 

Consequence Internationally. 
Columbus voyage increased rivalry between Portugal and Spain. 

- The Spanish claim on the Caribbean was challenged by the King John of Portugal 
who argued by the Treaty of Alcacovas (1479) all lands westwards belonged to 
Portugal. Negotiations between the Spanish and Portuguese were finally settled by 
the intervention of Pope Alexander VI.  

- A final Treaty of Tordesillas 1494 was signed which created a line from the North 
to the South Pole, 200km to the west of Cape Verde Islands.  All lands west of this 
line was given to the Spanish. All lands to the East were given to the Portuguese.  

 

 
 

CAUSES of Settlement 1493-1500 
 

Cause – Treaty of Tordesillas 
This Treaty was important to Spain as it gave Spain the right to claim Mexico, north 
America and most of South America.  This would make Spain extremely wealthy. As a 
result, Ferdinand and Isabella continued to encourage Columbus to plan a second voyage 
and settlement in Caribbean, in which they could launch further exporations. 

- To do this they Columbus was awarded all powers to govern all lands discovered in 
the name of the Spanish Crown. 

- He was given 17 ships carrying – priests / gentlemen / farmers / craftsmen / 
animals / seeds and agricultural tools. The aim was to establish a permanent 
settlement on Haiti. Isabella and Ferdinand did not expect Columbus to open up 
new trade routes or conquer new lands. 

 

 
 

EVENTS of Settlement 1493-1500 
 
 

Second Voyage made a poor attempt to establish a settlement. 
- The second voyage found la Navidad burned to the ground. The 39 Spaniards 

apparently killed from fighting between them and the Tainos.  
- The new settlement, named after Queen Isabella was not any more successful. 

This was because of Columbus’ poor management. The location was poor and the 
Spanish settlers were not controlled. Many were allowed to search for gold, or 
harass native women rather than clear forests and plan crops needed for a 
successful settlement.  

- Instead of taking charge Columbus took to the sea and left his brother, 
Bartholomew, in charge, who instead turned to building his own settlement in 
the South – Santo Domingo Although Columbus went onto discover Jamaica in 
July 1494, this was not the aim of the Spanish crown and thus the real aims of 



creating a settlement in the New World had not been achieved when Columbus 
returned to Spain in early 1496 to defend his actions. 

 
The Spanish Crown was disappointed by the Third voyage? 

- News from the Third Voyage was no better.  
- A rebellion had broken out in Santo Domingo. Relations between the Spaniards 

and Tainos had deteriorated and the Spaniards then turned on their leader – 
Bartholomew.  

- Although Columbus manged to restore calm by distributing land amongst the 
rebels, the effect was only short-term.  

- Complaints had reached the Cortes who appointed Bobadilla to take over from 
Columbus.  

- The Spanish Crown had been disappointed because Columbus had repeatedly 
proven to show he could not control or develop the settlements. Columbus was 
imprisoned and shipped back to Spain. The great explorer had fallen from Grace. 

 
 

 

CONSEQUENCES FOR NATIVES 
One consequence was the exploitation of the Natives. Under Columbus the Tainos were 
forced to pay tribute to the Spanish in the form of food or Gold, however without finding 
the source of the Gold, the Spanish were unable to exploit the land fully. Under the 
governorship of Bobadilla, gold mines were established and finally under Nicolas de 
Ovando, the encomienda system was established. Each Spanish was given a number of 
natives who had to provide tribute in the form of labour, goods or both. In return the 
Spaniards would provide protection from warring tribes and would teach the natives the 
Spanish language and about Christianity. Such system enabled the widespread exploitation 
of people in gold mines. 
 
A second consequence was the death of many natives.  The encomedienda system 
effectively enslaved the natives which shorted their lives. Although Siacella had at first tried 
to stop the Natives being sold at Spain’s slave markets, she did not stop the encomienda 
system which made the natives do hard labour. Many natives also died from  smallpox and 
measles. The natives had no experience and therefore no immunity to these diseases. The 
population decreased rapidly in 15 years since Spanish arrival from half a million in 1492, 
to only 60,000 in 1507.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

CONSEQUENCES of Spain’s settlement 



CONSEQUENCES FOR SPAIN 
 The settlement in New World forced the Spanish government to pass new laws and set 
up new institutions to help them govern the New World. 

 
 

Regulation of Exploration 1495 was a law that imposed strict conditions on anyone travelling to 
the new world.  

- Every ship setting of for the Caribbean had to leave from the Spanish port of Cadiz. Two 
thirds of gold discovered had to be given to the Spanish crown,  

- Ships intending to sell goods in the new world, had to ensure 10% of their goods were 
Spanish. 

This was important because it gave Spain a way of monitoring and controlling trade and 
exploration in the New World. Without the regulation of exploration rivals such as Portugal may 
have ‘overlooked’ Spain’s claims on the New World. This law also enhanced their wealth since the 
regulations favoured Spain.  

 
The Monopoly of Trade in 1503 Isabella set up the Case de Contratacion (House of Trade) as a 
government agency.  

- In order to trade one had to have permission from the agency. Without documentation, 
trade could not happen. 

- This House ensure that all profits from trade in New World went to the Spanish treasury. 
The House of Trade  was important as it helped enforce the  Regulation of Exploration.   
In 1503 when Gold Mines had been established on Haiti and there was a bigger interest in trade 
in the New World, Spain needed the House of Trade to help it keep control of its growing trading 
partnerships and ensure taxation was maximised! 

 

Santo Domingo was rebuilt by Ovando in such a way to facilitate Spanish trade and ensure the 
Crown retained control.  

- Wide roads were built to ensure easy access by Spanish goods but also armies if needed.  
- Government buildings were built. This meant taxes and tribute could be collected and 

organised. The new buildings were in Spanish style wiping out native culture. 
- Spanish courts were set up to ‘administer justice’ and hold people to account who refused 

to live by Spanish laws. Houses for the governor, merchants, bankers and medics were 
established. 

This was important as it meant Spain had the infrastructure needed to govern the New World.   

 
Roman Catholic missionaries 
The first Christian missionaries were sent in 1502 under Ovando. 17 Franciscans monks and 4 
priests were sent to baptise the natives.  
Ferdinand and Isabella told missionaries to civilise natives:  to live in towns, accept Spanish 
protection and pay taxes.  Teach them how to dress, read and write. The role of Catholic 
missionaries was important because it ensure Natives became indoctrinated to accept Spanish 
control and the way of life. 

 
Laws of Burgos 1512 
Gave more power to Spanish over Natives. The Encomienda system and other practices was 
bought under one set of laws. The laws assumed the inferiority of the natives and gave the 
Spanish the right to punish disobedient natives and put Spanish officials in every town. It 
therefore became harder for the natives to organise a rebellion against Spanish. 

 


