


















9/20/2019 

On Addressing the Statute of Christopher Columbus 

 

Dear Members of the Art Commission of Pittsburgh, 

 

I hope this message finds you well. My name is Prem Rajgopal and I am a masters student at 

the University of Pittsburgh. I am writing this correspondence to express my concerns over the 

continued existence of the statue of Christopher Columbus in my Oakland community. 

To better contextualize Columbus, I turned to Professor of Anthropology and Communications 

at the University of Southern California, Dr. Tok Thompson. Below is his statement on 

Columbus: 

While Columbus is certainly a noteworthy historical figure for the modern “discovery” of 

the Americas (note: he was not the first European, nor did he ever set foot on North 

America, nor did he ever believe he had indeed discovered a new continent). 

 

He was, in essence, a slaver, and a trader who worked primarily with the slave trade.  

 

Here are some relevant parts from Wikipedia: 

Columbus and the crew of his ship were the first Europeans to encounter the Taíno 

people, as they landed in The Bahamas on October 12, 1492. After their first interaction, 

Columbus described the Taínos as a physically tall, well-proportioned people, with a 

noble and kind personality. 

In his diary, Columbus wrote: 

They traded with us and gave us everything they had, with good will ... they took great 

delight in pleasing us ... They are very gentle and without knowledge of what is evil; nor 

do they murder or steal...Your highness may believe that in all the world there can be no 

better people ... They love their neighbours as themselves, and they have the sweetest talk 

in the world, and are gentle and always laughing.[56] 

 

 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/European_ethnic_groups
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ta%C3%ADno#cite_note-56


Michele da Cuneo, Columbus's childhood friend from Savona, sailed with Columbus 

during the second voyage…. 

The same childhood friend reported in a letter that Columbus had provided one of the 

captured indigenous women to him. He wrote, "While I was in the boat, I captured a very 

beautiful Carib woman, whom the said Lord Admiral gave to me. When I had taken her to 

my cabin she was naked—as was their custom. I was filled with a desire to take my 

pleasure with her and attempted to satisfy my desire. She was unwilling, and so treated 

me with her nails that I wished I had never begun. But—to cut a long story short—I then 

took a piece of rope and whipped her soundly, and she let forth such incredible screams 

that you would not have believed your ears. Eventually we came to such terms, I assure 

you, that you would have thought that she had been brought up in a school for 

whores."[68] 

 

Also from Wikipedia: 

In poor health, Columbus returned to Hispaniola on 19 August, only to find that many of 

the Spanish settlers of the new colony were in rebellion against his rule, claiming that 

Columbus had misled them about the supposedly bountiful riches of the New World. A 

number of returning settlers and sailors lobbied against Columbus at the Spanish court, 

accusing him and his brothers of gross mismanagement. Columbus had some of his crew 

hanged for disobedience. He had an economic interest in the enslavement of the 

Hispaniola natives and for that reason was not eager to baptize them, which attracted 

criticism from some churchmen.[82] An entry in his journal from September 1498 reads: 

"From here one might send, in the name of the Holy Trinity, as many slaves as could be 

sold ..."[83] 

Columbus was eventually forced to make peace with the rebellious colonists on 

humiliating terms.[84] In 1500, the Crown had him removed as governor, arrested, and 

transported in chains to Spain 

 

However, he became disillusioned withe enslaving the local Taino, and so instead turned 

to genociding them out of existence, and importing African slaves in their place. This led 

to one of the largest mass-murders of the world. Although estimates vary, a 

contemporary estimate stated that he commanded the genocide of some 3 million Taino. 

Estimates range from 1 million to 8 million, but it was certainly a very brutal genocide, 

carried out by barbaric means. Men, women, and infants were slaughtered. 

 

 

Also from Wikipedia, regarding his time as governor 

By this time, accusations of tyranny and incompetence on the part of Columbus had also 

reached the Court. Queen Isabella and King Ferdinand responded by removing 

Columbus from power and replacing him with Francisco de Bobadilla, a member of 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Savona
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Christopher_Columbus#cite_note-72
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Hispaniola
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Cortes_Generales
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Christopher_Columbus#cite_note-varela-86
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Christopher_Columbus#cite_note-Rolwing2002-87
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Christopher_Columbus#cite_note-Pickering-3rd-88
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Francisco_de_Bobadilla


the Order of Calatrava. Bobadilla, who ruled as governor from 1500 until his death in a 

storm in 1502, had also been tasked by the Court with investigating the accusations of 

brutality made against Columbus. Arriving in Santo Domingo while Columbus was away 

in the explorations of his third voyage, Bobadilla was immediately met with complaints 

about all three Columbus brothers: Christopher, Bartolomeo, and Diego. Bobadilla 

reported to Spain that Columbus regularly used torture and mutilation to govern 

Hispaniola. The 48-page report, found in 2006 in the national archive in the Spanish city 

of Simancas, contains testimonies from 23 people, including both enemies and supporters 

of Columbus, about the treatment of colonial subjects by Columbus and his brothers 

during his seven-year rule.[92] 

According to the report, Columbus once punished a man found guilty of stealing corn by 

having his ears and nose cut off and then selling him into slavery. Testimony recorded in 

the report stated that Columbus congratulated his brother Bartolomeo on "defending the 

family" when the latter ordered a woman paraded naked through the streets and then had 

her tongue cut out for suggesting that Columbus was of lowly birth.[92] The document 

also describes how Columbus put down native unrest and revolt; he first ordered a brutal 

crackdown in which many natives were killed and then paraded 

their dismembered bodies through the streets in an attempt to discourage further 

rebellion.[93] "Columbus's government was characterised by a form of tyranny," 

Consuelo Varela, a Spanish historian who has seen the document, told 

journalists.[92] "Even those who loved him had to admit the atrocities that had taken 

place."[92]  

Historian James W. Loewen asserts that "Columbus not only sent the first slaves across 

the Atlantic, he probably sent more slaves—about five thousand—than any other 

individual 

 

Samuel Eliot Morison, a Harvard historian and author of a multivolume biography on 

Columbus writes, "The cruel policy initiated by Columbus and pursued by his successors 

resulted in complete genocide."[155] Loewen laments that while "Haiti under the Spanish 

is one of the primary instances of genocide in all human history", only one major history 

text he reviewed mentions Columbus's role in it. 

 

 

Given these factors, and in light of the ongoing use of the “Doctrine of Discovery” to 

seize land from  Native Americans, Columbus emerges as less a symbol of exploration 

and more of a symbol—particularly to Native Americans— of slavery, racism, and 

genocide. 

 

 

This is the reason so many areas (cities, and even states) are replacing Columbus Day 

with Indigenous People’s Day. 

 

Columbus was not American; he was not a believer in freedom; he never set foot in North 

America. He was a European slaver who is responsible for horrific atrocities that have 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Order_of_Calatrava
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Christopher_Columbus#Third_voyage
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Torture
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mutilation
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Simancas
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Christopher_Columbus#cite_note-newspaper1-96
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Christopher_Columbus#cite_note-newspaper1-96
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Dismemberment
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Christopher_Columbus#cite_note-A&E-97
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Christopher_Columbus#cite_note-newspaper1-96
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Christopher_Columbus#cite_note-newspaper1-96
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/James_W._Loewen
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Samuel_Eliot_Morison
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Christopher_Columbus#cite_note-Morison-159


continuing consequences to this day. We can do better to honor Native Americans than 

having holidays (“holy days”) dedicated to a mass murderer. 
 

As Dr. Thompson presented, Columbus was clearly a figure we should not revere. And a statute 

honoring him does nothing more than reopen wounds in the community while ignoring historical 

context. In my opinion, there are 5 ways to potentially proceed: 

1. Do Nothing 

2. Add signage or a plaque to the site 

3. Relocate the statue 

4. Relocate the statue while also adding signage 

5. Remove the statue altogether 

I believe that the 4th or 5th option should be taken. This statue maybe has a place in a museum, 

with proper context, but absolutely should not continue to exist in our community. Thank you for 

your consideration, and I am looking forward to seeing some direct action by members of the 

committee regarding the statute. 

 

Prem Rajgopal 
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