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� As schoolchildren we all
learned that Christopher Col-
umbus was born in Genoa, and
that years later he arrived in Cas-
tille where the Catholic Kings
funded his ambitious expedi-
tionand, finally, on October 12,
1492, he discovered America.
This is what we learned, thanks
to books, films and drawings of
Columbus at different stages in
his life, such as when he demon-
strated, using an egg, that the
earth is round, especially when
he set foot on the New World.

However, this story, or much
of it, could be about to be re-
written, if DNA tests confirm the
theory that Columbus was of
Catalan origin. In fact, it's not
one single theory, but a collec-
tion of them, from the most rad-
ical to the mildest alteration of
hitherto accepted events, some
of them possible, and some of
them less so, and others that are
no more than products of the
oral tradition. Even so, they all
agree on one thing–Columbus
spoke Catalan and was not born
in Genoa, but whether in Cata-
lonia or someplace in the ing-
dom of Aragon, such as the Bale-
aric Islands remains to be seen

An abundance of theories
It is true that around Europe,
many other theories exist as to
Columbus’ origin, including the
official one – that he was from
Genoa – though this is begin-
ning to look less likely. But the
ones that claim that Columbus
was Catalan have the virtue of
fuelling the academic industry
surrounding Admiral Colum-
bus, and of solving some major
gaps in the "Columbus was born
in Genoa" theory.

To begin with, there is the sur-

name Colom (Columbus),
which is unmistakably of Cata-
lan origin and appears in a great
many documents connected
with the Admiral, and is linked
to a family of nobility, mer-

chants and mariners based in
Barcelona and that was against
King Joan II, characteristics that
would tie in perfectly with many
parts of the Columbus story.

Furthermore, there are many

links between Columbus and
Catalonia that have been
unearthed during the course of
time, one of which is the names –
of Catalan or Balearic origin–
that Columbus used when nam-

ing geographical locations that
he came across in the New
World.

His native language
More recently, Lluís de Yza-
guirre, a lecturer at the Pompeu
Fabra University, has put the
original Spanish texts written by
Columbus (which are the only
ones that have been preserved)
through a computer program
that is expressly designed to de-
tect lexical mistakes in written
texts and to determine, as far as
possible, what the author's
native language was. Yzaguirre's
conclusions were clear–Colum-
bus spoke and thought in Cata-
lan. This discovery will be offi-
cially presented at the Museu
Marítim de Barcelona on May
20, which is also the 500th anni-
versary of the death of Colum-
bus.

There are many other clues to
Columbus' true origin, such as
the importance of King Ferran
of Aragon in his first two
voyages, and the fact that the clo-
sest people to him were all from
that kingdom; as well as this,
there is the fact that two of them
received a letter from Columbus
when he arrived in America, and
it is known that a version of this
letter exists in Catalan. Was it the
original copy? Everything leads
us to believe so. And, finally,
there was the way he was wel-
comed in Barcelona.

The first theories
Theories about Columbus’
Catalan origin were developed
in the 20s, and not by a Catalan
but a Peruvian, historian Luis
Ulloa, who immediately found
other researchers who agreed
with hm, such as Ricard Carre-
ras Valls (continued next page)

On the 500th anniversary of Columbus’ death, Catalonia Today investigates the theories claiming he was a Catalan
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� It is a curious fact that out of the approxi-
mately 100 portraits that exist of Christopher
Columbus, none of them bear much resem-
blance to the others. The main reason given for
this is the fact that they were all painted after his
death. However, one of the most reliable por-
traits, experts claimed, is the one painted by the
Florentine artist Rodolfo Ghirlandaio
(1483-1561 – top left), which is on display at a
museum in Genoa. As for textual descriptions of

the Admiral, Bartomeu Casas wrote that Col-
umbus "was above average height, with an aqui-
line nose... he had a pale face which was some-
times flushed. In his youth he wore a beard and
had reddish hair, though this soon turned
white." His son Ferran remembered him thus
"he was a well-formed man who was taller than
average, with a sharp face and very high cheek
bones; he was neither fat nor slender. He had an
aquiline nose and white hair."

Columbus: man of a thousand faces

Some of the more than one hundred portraits of the man who discovered America/ARCHIVE
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� (continued from previous page)
and Enric Mitjana de las Doblas,
who produced important ge-
nealogical evidence on the
matter and, more recently, Caius
Parellada, the author of the
study Colom venç Colombo.

During the second half of the
20th century, many other
scholars added their voices to
the subject, such as Josep Porter,
who claimed that Columbus was
the son of a distinguished Barce-
lona family; Salvador de Mad-
ariaga, who concluded that Col-
umbus was born in Genoa to a
family of Catalan immigrant
Jews.

Meanwhile, Enric Bayerri
claimed that Columbus was
born on the old isle of Genoa,
located by the Ebre delta, near
Tortosa. Ernest Vallhonrat
put forward the idea that Col-
umbus was born in Sardinia,
which at that time was part of
the Kingdom of Aragon,

while Gabriel Verd believed that
Columbus was the illegitimate
son of the Prince of Viana and a
Mallorcan woman. Ibiza-born

Nito Verdera claimed that
Columbus was born on his
island to a noble family of
Jewish origin, while Josep
Maria Castellnou wrote a
number of important
studies on Columbus' native
language.

A daring theory
One of the most controversial
researchers is Jordi Bilbeny, who
believes, along with his partners
at the Fundació d'Estudis His-
tòrics, that the discovery of
America, and Castile’s subse-
quent eagerness to appropriate
the new land in order to create a
new hereditary kingdom in
America led to a falsification of
history which began by declar-
ing that Columbus was a fore-
igner and ended up with the
twisting of information in books
and documents during the re-
igns of Carlos I and Felipe II.

An important media ally
However, in October 2004, the
theory received the invaluable
support of Discovery Channel,
the American television docu-
mentary channel, which broad-
cast a program–entitled Enigma
Colón–that gave wide-ranging
support to the idea that Chris-
topher Columbus was in fact
Cristòfor Colom, the son of

Catalan nobleman. The docu-
mentary also gave credence to
the theory that he had at some
time in his life been a pirate. But
the most important claim, as far
as Jordi Bilbeny and his col-
leagues are concerned, was that
Colombus spoke and wrote in
Catalan. The ideas that were put

forward by the Discovery Chan-
nel could soon be proven
beyond all doubt, as the channel
is currently carrying out com-
parative studies of Columbus'
DNA and that of Catalans who
have the surname Colom. The
tests are also being carried out
on Italians with the surname

Colombo, as the accepted theory
is that this was Columbus’ sur-
name, and that he was born in
Genoa.

Why all the secrecy?
Even so, this does not answer the
question that everyone has been
asking for years: why did Col-
umbus hide his origins? Fran-
cesc Albardaner, a researcher at
the Centre d'Estudis Columbins
who has participated in the
DNA project, and who for years
has spent much of his time on re-
searching Columbus' origins,
believes that it could be for many
reasons, some of which back up
the Catalan theory–firstly, that
he was of Jewish origin, secondly
that he was the bastard son of a
nobleman or a member of the
clergy (according to Albardener,
of Francesc Colom i Bertran,
whose family was opposed to
Joan II), or simply a pirate who
did not want to pay for his
crimes.

In any case, Admiral Colum-
bus took his secrets to the grave,
though it could be that 500 years
later, we might be about to
unearth them at last. In fact, it
was Columbus himself who
once wrote "I trust in you, my
lord, that the confusion does not
last for eternity". Let's hope that
he is right.

Historian Jordi Bilbeny believes that Columbus’ discovery of America, and Castile’s
subsequent eagerness to appropriate the New World, led to a massive falsification of history

Columbus being welcomed back from his historic voyage of discovery by the king and queen in Barcelona/EL PUNT

�  Columbus' biography is fil-
led with gaps. Officially, he
was born in Genoa in 1451,
though this does not tie in
with reports that he captained
a ship in 1472: he would have
been too young
for the post. Very
little is known
about his youth,
though Colum-
bus wrote that he
had been a sailor
from a very
young age. This
does not fit with
the official ver-
sion, which
claims Colum-
bus left his home
town of Genoa at

23. History claims that Col-
umbus arrived in Portugal in
1476 after a mysterious naval
battle, though others claim he
was exiled after the Catalan
Civil War (1462-1472). Dur-

ing his time in
Portugal, when
Columbus built
up a close rela-
tionship with
Joao II, he sailed
to Africa, Iceland
and even (some
say) to America.
In 1485 Colum-
bus left Portugal,
after the king had
refused to back
his voyage to the
New World.

A life story with a multitude
of gaps and grey areas
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� Jordi Bilbeny writes, in the in-
troduction of his book Cristòfor
Colom, príncep de Catalunya,
that when he became interested
in the subject of Columbus 18
years ago, he discovered that the
accepted facts did not add up.

"Some authors said", wrote
Bilbeny, "that Columbus was
one of the wisest, best educated
men of his time, an important
cosmographer, a tireless sailor, a
prolific writer and avid reader
who spoke different languages.
Meanwhile, other authors
claimed that he had no edu-
cation at all." Bilbeny discovered
that there were many such
contradictions in the descrip-
tions of the famous mariner. As a
result he began to investigate the
story, together with other re-
searchers; these are some of the
arguments Bilbeny claims prove
that Columbus was a Catalan.

Prince of Catalonia
The Christopher Columbus of
history is, in fact, Joan Cristòfor
Colom i Bertran, who was born
in Barcelona in 1414 into the
noble merchant family of
Colom i Bertran. The descrip-
tion of Joan Colom i Bertran ties
in perfectly with that of Colum-
bus, because apart from being a
nobleman he was a sailor, a min-
ister, a governor, soldier, a pir-
ate, he had legal and fiscal train-
ing, a brother who was president
of the Generalitat and another
who was a member of the clergy.
"It is not hard to understand",
said Bilbeny, "that this Colom
and Columbus the discover of
America begin to interweave
and become one single person.
Furthermore, we know that the
brothers and parents of Colom
have the same name as Colum-
bus' brothers and parents."

The Catalan expedition
In the 15th century, Cristòfor
Despuig explicitly claimed, in
his work Colloquis de la insigne
ciutat de Tortosa, that "the dis-
covery of America was the work
of King Ferdinand, and the Cas-
tilians had nothing to do with
it." In the 17th century, the Fran-
ciscan monk from Perpinyà, An-
dreu Bosch, wrote in his Sumari
that all the sailors were Catalan.
Bilbeny and his group believe
the same, basing their argu-
ments on the following evi-

dence– the Capitulacions signed
by Joan de Coloma, which are
kept in the Arxiu Real in Barce-
lona, the fact that the expedition
was funded with ducats, a cur-
rency that was did not exist in
Castille, and that all the organis-
ing team were from the Catalan
kingdom, such as Lluís de Sant-
àngel, Gabriel Sanchis (the gen-
eral treasurer), Joan Cabrero
(King's chamber master) and
Alfonso de la Cavalleria, a royal
minister.

The port of Pals
Columbus did not set sail from
the port of Palos in Andalusia, as
is commonly believed. The old
textbooks are full of contradic-
tions on the subject, saying that
he sailed from coastal towns
such as Palos de Moguer, Palos
d'Espanya, Palos in Portugal and
many others. So why does Bil-
beny believe Columbus sailed
from Pals in the Empordà? For
many reasons– it is a well docu-
mented port, while his ship
could not have sailed from Palos
in Andalusia because the port
was not deep enough. Colum-
bus had many friends in Pals,
such as Yànes Pinçon, who had
fought under King Pere IV.

Arrival in Catalonia
Bilbeny claims that the fact that
Columbus' voyage began and
ended in Catalonia is another
clear sign that he was a Catalan.
The documents claiming he ar-
rived back in Palos, and his re-
ception by the kings in Barce-
lona are one of the many sup-
posed facts that do not add up.
Columbus could not possibly
have crossed, on foot, in just a
few days, the entire peninsula
with his sailors, the indigenous
people from the Indies and
everything they brought back
from America. In addition, the
dates of the letters sent to and
from the Kings in Barcelona and
Columbus do not make sense if
the sailor arrived in Andalusia.
Bilbeny claims that all this sug-
gests that it makes sense to re-
place Catalonia with Portugal,
where no document supporting
these details exists.

These are just some of the
many arguments Bilbeny and
his team have put forward to
prove that Columbus was in fact
Catalan, and that the truth was
hushed up.

Jordi Bilbeny is convinced that the entire story of Christopher Columbus
and his discovery of America was subsequently falsified
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Disproving the history books

Above: Columbus lands in the New World; below: an old map of the Palamós-Girona coast/ARCHIVE

� Joaquim Arenas is the presi-
dent of Centre d'Estudis Co-
lombins, a body created in
1989 to defend the idea that
Christopher Columbus was
Catalan. "It is true that Colum-
bus never said where he was
from", Arenas admits, "but a
study of his life does show
where, through his friendships,
the people with whom he as-
sociated, his coat of arms,
handwriting and language.
were from. Everything points
to the fact that he was Catalan."

The members of the Centre
d'Estudis Colombins are cur-
rently very pleased, after the
program broadcast by Dis-
covery Channel supporting the
theory that Columbus was
from a family of Catalan
nobles, that he fought against
King Joan II, that he had been a

pirate, that his native language
was Catalan and that, ob-
viously, he was not born in
Genoa. In recent months, the
centre has been working with
Discovery Channel and six
universities to find out more
about Columbus' origins.

The central part of the inves-
tigation is the DNA tests on

Catalans with the surname
Colom and Italians with the
surname Colombo. However,
they are also going through
piles of old documents from
the past 500 years. "We have
been examining an enormous
amount of files and archives",
said Arenas "to try and find a
link between the Columbus of
history and the real Columbus.
We believe Columbus was a
Catalan, but we realise we lack
definitive proof."

The Centre does not believe
the "definite" claims of other
researchers, such as Jordi Bil-
beny, who they say lacks scien-
tific rigour. "We’d be very
happy if what Bilbeny claims
turns out to be the truth, but
things have to be proved scien-
tifically, and Bilbeny hasn’t
done that", said Arenas.

Yes, Columbus was a Catalan, but...

Joaquim Arenas/ARCHIVE
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� More than 215 men with the
surname Colom from around
Catalonia have given samples of
saliva during the past few months
in order for their DNA to be de-
termined, and for the resulting
information to be used in an in-
vestigation seeking to prove
scientifically whether Chris-
topher Columbus came from a
family of Genoa nobles, as the of-
ficial theory goes, or whether he
was born in the Kingdom of Ara-
gon, as others claim.

The DNA sampling from the
Catalans has been organised by
the Centre d'Estudis Columbins.
Samples have only been taken
from people who could trace

their Catalan ancestry back five
generations, and who had no
family connections with each
other. "This is a very important
project that has been very diffi-
cult to carry out", says the re-
searcher Francesc Albardener.

Checking the chromosomes
The 215 Catalan samples, to-
gether with 100 taken from Ita-
lian men, are now being analysed
in the laboratories of five univer-
sities–Granada, Santiago de
Compostela, Barcelona, Roma 3,
Max Plant in Berlin and the Or-
chid Center in Dallas.

The results will be compared
with the DNA that was extracted
from the remains of Christopher
and Ferdinand Columbus in
2004. "We want to work out the
genetic variability and the Y
chromosome characteristics of
people with the surnames Colom
and Colombo in the areas being
analysed, and to deduce from this
the relation that they may have
with the Y chromosome of Chris-
topher and Ferdinand Colum-
bus", says Professor José Antonio
Lorente, from the Laboratorio de
Identificación Genetica at Gra-
nada University. Lorente is also
one of the promoters of the re-
search project, which was publi-
cised in 2004 by the Discovery
Channel program Enigma Colón.

A scientist’s warning
However, Lorente and his team
have warned that they might not
be able to come to any concrete
conclusion. This would support
the ideas of other researchers,
such as Alfonso Enseñat de Villa-
longa, who claims that Colum-

bus came from a family in Genoa,
but not the Colombos; he be-
lieves he was from the Colonne
family from Liguria.

The possibility that the analysis
might rule out the idea of a Cata-
lan Columbus concern Jordi Bil-
beny, who says that the whole

project is a "poisoned boomer-
ang" with respect to proving Col-
umbus' Catalan origins. "There is
an enormous amount of confu-
sion surrounding the Columbus
remains in Seville", he says. "We
are playing with fire."

In any case, we will have to wait

for a few more weeks, at least until
late June, before any announce-
ment is made. Lorente and his
team originally announced that
the results would be made public
to coincide with the 500th anni-
versary of Columbus' death, but
the work has been beset by delays,
especially the job of collecting
samples in Italy, where a there has
been a general reticence towards
taking part in the project, Lorente
reported.

In the first episode of the Dis-
covery Channel documentary
(the second part will be broadcast
at the end of this year or in early

2007) we saw experts from the
University of Granada trying to
extract genetic material from the
little more than 150 grams of
bones, supposedly those of
Christopher Columbus, that are
stored in Seville cathedral. The
lack of material that the re-
searchers to call for assistance
from the Orchid Centre in Dallas,
an organisation that became fa-
mous for identifying the victims
of the September 11 attacks on
the World Trade Center.

Brotherhood proved
A few weeks ago, José Antonio
Lorente announced the results of
the first research phase, which
appear to have proved that Chris-
topher and Diego Columbus
were in fact brothers. "In the frag-
ments of blank DNA, there is a
material that we inherit from
some others, and which contains
an absolute identity, something
that proves they are brothers",
said Lorente. Thus, the scientist
claims, the remains in the cathe-
dral of Seville have been proved
beyond reasonable doubt to be
those of Christopher Columbus,
the man who discovered the New
World.

Will DNA tests solve the riddle?
DNA samples have been taken from 215 Catalans and 100 Italians to
compare the results with the genetic make-up of Columbus’ bones
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Left: José Antonio Lorente, at work in the Laboratorio de Identificación Genetica at Granada University/ARCHIVE

� Charles J. Merryl is a lecturer
at Mount St. Marys college in
Maryland, in the United States.
Merrill, who speaks and writes
perfectly in Catalan, and has
studied the links between Tar-
roja (Segarra) and Columbus,
worked on the Discovery
Channel documentary that ar-
gued Columbus was Catalan.

—Why has the official ver-
sion of history not taken this
theory seriously?

"For reasons that are difficult
to understand, for a foreigner. I
find the official historical ap-
proach towards this subject
very strange."

—Do you think we are close
to finally demonstrating that
the discoverer of America was
a Catalan?

"Yes. But more Catalan, Cas-
tilian, Portuguese and Italian
scholars should be working on
it to reach an acceptable con-
clusion."

—How did you first become
interested in Columbus and
Catalonia?

Because I was interested in

Catalonia in the 15th century,
and everything Catalan. When
I read for the first time, in the
1970s, the books written in the
1920s and 1930s on the theory
that Columbus was a Catalan, I
began wondering why I didn't
know anything about a theory
that was so fascinating and well
based, and which referred to a
subject that I had read a lot
about, which was the history of
America, and the Spain of the
Middle Ages. I'm convinced
that the links between the
Barcelona Coloms and the Seg-
arra ones, and their partici-
pation in the war against Joan
II explain why Columbus and
the monarchy did not want to
reveal his true Catalan iden-
tity."

"I don’t understand the official version of
Columbus’ life", says American researcher

Merryl is a specialist in
Catalonia and Columbus/C.M.

The genetic
samples are now
being analysed in
five different
laboratories

Samples have
only been taken
from those able to
trace their
Catalan ancestry
back five
generations


