Columbus:  Truth or Myth?
Directions:  Under each statement, write “true” or “false.”  Then, explain in at least one full sentence explaining why you think this to be the case. 

1.  In 1492, Columbus sailed the ocean blue.

2.  Christopher Columbus was certainly not the first person to “discover” the New World, as Native Americans already lived there when he arrived.  However, his “discovery” was important because he was the first European to reach the New World.

3.  The picture of Christopher Columbus in your textbook on page 27, although omitting some of Columbus’ facial flaws such as scars, is generally accurate.
4.  Columbus’ original intention for sailing west was to find a quicker sea route to Asia.

5.  Columbus was among the first sailors to realize that the world was round.  Many of his crew thought that he was insane to keep pushing west and threatened to mutiny.

6.  Columbus’ first voyage was with three small and rickety ships, the Nina, Pinta, and Santa Maria.  After extremely inclement weather that threatened Columbus and his crew’s lives, he arrived on land by a near miracle.

7.  Columbus was born in Italy.  When he could not receive funding for his journey, he moved to Spain and asked Queen Isabella for funds.

Major Mistakes in Textbooks:  A Look at Coverage of Columbus

Mistake #1:  Euro-centrism 

-  The idea that European achievements have been more important than other continents.  (Famous quote by an actual student – “but Europe is in the center of the earth – look at the map!”)

Debate and discuss:  What motivation would textbook authors have to present a Eurocentric view of American history?  What problems result if textbook authors provide a worldly view of exploration?

-  Non-European countries probably discovered the New World before Columbus – ex. The Phoenicians in Africa.

-  Duh – Native Americans discovered it too.  Why is it an insult to Native Americans to say that Columbus discovered the New World?

-  A better way of putting it:  Columbus was the last person to discover the New World.  What does this statement mean?  How can you be the last person to discover something?

Mistake #2 - Heroism

-  Exaggerated claims of bravery and triumph over adversity.

Smart alleck activity – Step 1)Think about something you do on a routine basis.  Step 2)Pick a partner and tell them you succeeded in doing it – but “heroify” the story.

-  Columbus and most of his crew knew the world wasn’t flat.  (Washington Irving started the myth in 1828)

-  Columbus’ diary explains that the trip was calm, not storm battered.

Why do textbook writers exaggerate claims like this?

Mistake #3 – Certainty

-   The appearance of expertise and absolute knowledge.

-  No painting of Columbus was made while he was alive.  Can you name another very famous historical figure this is true of?  (Everybody has an image of what he looks like – but do you really have any clue whatsoever?)

-  Evidence exists that Columbus was born in Italy.  Evidence also exists that he wasn’t – he couldn’t write in Italian.
Discussion:  Why do textbook authors often try to avoid admitting controversy over historical facts?

Homework:  Put the three textbook mistakes in order based on your opinion from “Most dangerous mistake” to “Least dangerous mistake.”  Explain in a paragraph why your top choice is more dangerous for authors to do than the other two.

