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PROLOGUE

in the New Mexico desert named after a John Donne sonnet celebrat-

ing the Holy Trinity, the first atomic bomb was exploded. J. Robert
Oppenheimer later remembered that the immense flash of light, followed
by the thunderous roar, caused a few observers to laugh and others to cry.
But most, he said, were silent. Oppenheimer himself recalled at that instant
a line from the Bhagavad-Gita:

IN THE DARKNESS of an early July morning in 1945, on a desolate spot

I am become death,
the shatterer of worlds.

There is no reason to think that anyone on board the Nifia, the Pinta, or
the Santa Maria, on an equally dark early morning four and a half centu-
ries earlier, thought of those ominous lines from the ancient Sanskrit poem
when the crews of the Spanish ships spied a flicker of light on the wind-
ward side of the island they would name after the Holy Saviour. But the
intuition, had it occurred, would have been as appropriate then as it was
when that first nuclear blast rocked the New Mexico desert sands.

In both instances—at the Trinity test site in 1945 and at San Salvador
in 1492—those moments of achievement crowned years of intense per-
sonal struggle and adventure for their protagonists and were culminating
points of ingenious technological achievement for their countries. But both
instances also were prelude to orgies of human destructiveness that, each
in its own way, attained a scale of devastation not previously witnessed in
the entire history of the world.

Just twenty-one days after the first atomic test in the desert, the Japa-
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nese industrial city of Hiroshima was leveled by nuclear blast; never before
had so many people—at least 130,000, probably many more—died from
a single explosion.! Just twenty-one years after Columbus’s first landing in
the Caribbean, the vastly populous island that the explorer had re-named
Hispaniola was effectively desolate; nearly 8,000,000 people—those Co-
lumbus chose to call Indians—had been killed by violence, disease, and
despair.? It took a little longer, about the span of a single human genera-
tion, but what happened on Hispaniola was the equivalent of more than
fifty Hiroshimas. And Hispaniola was only the beginning.

Within no more than a handful of generations following their first en-
counters with Europeans, the vast majority of the Western Hemisphere’s
native peoples had been exterminated. The pace and magnitude of their
obliteration varied from place to place and from time to time, but for years
now historical demographers have been uncovering, in region upon region,
post-Columbian depopulation rates of between 90 and 98 percent with
such regularity that an overall decline of 95 percent has become a working
rule of thumb. What this means is that, on average, for every twenty na-
tives alive at the moment of European contact—when the lands of the
Americas teemed with numerous tens of millions of people—only one stood
in their place when the bloodbath was over.

To put this in a contemporary context, the ratio of native survivorship
in the Americas following European contact was less than half of what the
human survivorship ratio would be in the United States today if every
single white person and every single black person died. The destruction of
the Indians of the Americas was, far and away, the most massive act of
genocide in the history of the world. That is why, as one historian aptly
has said, far from the heroic and romantic heraldry that customarily is
used to symbolize the European settlement of the Americas, the emblem
most congruent with reality would be a pyramid of skulls.?

Scholarly estimates of the size of the post-Columbian holocaust have
climbed sharply in recent decades. Too often, however, academic discus-
sions of this ghastly event have reduced the devastated indigenous peoples
and their cultures to statistical calculations in recondite demographic anal-
yses. It is easy for this to happen. From the very beginning, merely taking
the account of so mammoth a cataclysm seemed an impossible task. Wrote
one Spanish adventurer—who arrived in the New World only two decades
after Columbus’s first landing, and who himself openly reveled in the tor-
rent of native blood—there was neither “paper nor time enough to tell all
that the [conquistadors] did to ruin the Indians and rob them and destroy
the land.”* As a result, the very effort to describe the disaster’s over-
whelming magnitude has tended to obliterate both the writer’s and the
reader’s sense of its truly horrific human element.

In an apparent effort to counteract this tendency, one writer, Tzvetan
Todorov, begins his study of the events of 1492 and immediately there-
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after with an epigraph from Diego de Landa’s Relacion de las cosas de
Yucatan:

The captain Alonso Lépez de Avila, brother-in-law of the adelantado Mon-
tejo, captured, during the war in Bacaldn, a young Indian woman of lovely
and gracious appearance. She had promised her husband, fearful lest they
should kill him in the war, not to have relations with any other man but
him, and so no persuasion was sufficient to prevent her from taking her own
life to avoid being defiled by another man; and because of this they had her
thrown to the dogs.

Todorov then dedicates his book “to the memory of a Mayan woman
devoured by dogs.””

It is important to try to hold in mind an image of that woman, and
her brothers and sisters and the innumerable others who suffered similar
fates, as one reads Todorov’s book, or this one, or any other work on this
subject—just as it is essential, as one reads about the Jewish Holocaust or
the horrors of the African slave trade, to keep in mind the treasure of a
single life in order to avoid becoming emotionally anesthetized by the sheer
force of such overwhelming human evil and destruction. There is, for ex-
ample, the case of a small Indian boy whose name no one knows today,
and whose unmarked skeletal remains are hopelessly intermingled with
those of hundreds of anonymous others in a mass grave on the American
plains, but a boy who once played on the banks of a quiet creek in eastern
Colorado—until the morning, in 1864, when the American soldiers came.
Then, as one of the cavalrymen later told it, while his compatriots were
slaughtering and mutilating the bodies of all the women and all the chil-
dren they could catch, he spotted the boy trying to flee:

There was one little child, probably three years old, just big enough to walk
through the sand. The Indians had gone ahead, and this little child was be-
"hind following after them. The little fellow was perfectly naked, travelling
on the sand. I saw one man get off his horse, at a distance of about seventy-
five yards, and draw up his rifle and fire—he missed the child. Another man
came up and said, “Let me try the son of a bitch; I can hit him.” He got
down off his horse, kneeled down and fired at the little child, but he missed
him. A third man came up and made a similar remark, and fired, and the
litde fellow dropped.® =

We must do what we can to recapture and to try to understand, in human
terms, what it was that was crushed, what it was that was butchered. It is
not enough merely to acknowledge that much was lost. So close to total
was the human incineration and carnage in the post-Columbian Americas,
however, that of the tens of millions who were killed, few individual lives
left sufficient traces for subsequent biographical representation. The first
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two chapters to follow are thus necessarily limited in their concerns to the
social and cultural worlds that existed in North and South America before
Columbus’s fateful voyage in 1492. We shall have to rely on our imagi-
nations to fill in the faces and the lives.

The extraordinary outpouring of recent scholarship that has analyzed the
deadly impact of the Old World on the New has employed a novel array
of research techniques to identify introduced disease as the primary cause
of the Indians’ great population decline. As one of the pioneers in this
research put it twenty years ago, the natives’ “most hideous’ enemies were
not the European invaders themselves, “but the invisible killers which those
men brought in their blood and breath.”” It is true, in a plainly quantita-
tive sense of body counting, that the barrage of disease unleashed by the
Europeans among the so-called “virgin soil”” populations of the Americas
caused more deaths than any other single force of destruction. However,
by focusing almost entirely on disease, by displacing responsibility for the
mass killing onto an army of invading microbes, contemporary authors
increasingly have created the impression that the eradication of those tens
of millions of people was inadvertent—a sad, but both inevitable and “un-
intended consequence” of human migration and progress.® This is a mod-
ern version of what Alexander Saxton recently has described as the “soft-
side of anti-Indian racism” that emerged in America in the nineteenth
century and that incorporated “expressions of regret over the fate of In-
dians into narratives that traced the inevitability of their extinction. Ideo-
logically,” Saxton adds, ‘“‘the effect was to exonerate individuals, parties,
nations, of any moral blame for what history had decreed.”” In fact, how-
ever, the near-total destruction of the Western Hemisphere’s native people .
was neither inadvertent nor inevitable.

From almost the instant of first human contact between Europe and
the Americas firestorms of microbial pestilence and purposeful genocide
began laying waste the American natives. Although at times operating in-
dependently, for most of the long centuries of devastation that followed
1492, disease and genocide were interdependent forces acting dynami-
cally—whipsawing their victims between plague and violence, each one
feeding upon the other, and together driving countless numbers of entire
ancient societies to the brink—and often over the brink—of total exter-
mination, In the pages that lie ahead we will examine the causes and the
consequences of both these grisly phenomena. But since the genocidal
component has so often been neglected in recent scholarly analyses of the
great American Indian holocaust, it is the central purpose of this book to
survey some of the more virulent examples of this deliberate racist purge,
from fifteenth-century Hispaniola to nineteenth-century California, and then
to locate and examine the belief systems and the cultural attitudes that
underlay such monstrous behavior.
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History for its own sake is not an idle task, but studies of this sort are
conducted not only for the maintenance of collective memory. In the Fore-
word to a book of oral history accounts depicting life in Germany during
the Jewish Holocaust, Elic Wiesel says something that befits the present
context as well: “The danger lies in forgetting. Forgerting, however, will
not effect only the dead. Should it triumph, the ashes of yesterday will
cover our hopes for tomorrow.” '

To begin, then, we must try to remember. For at a time when quincen-
tennial festivities are in full flower to honor the famed Admiral of the
Ocean Sea—when hot disputes are raging, because of the quest for tourist
dollars, over whether he first actually landed at Grand Turk Island, Sa-
mana Cay, or Watlings Island—the ashes of yesterday, and their implica-
tions for all the world’s hopes for tomorrow, are too often ignored in the
unseemly roar of self-congratulation.!

Moreover, the important question for the future in this case is not “can
it happen again?” Rather, it is “can it be stopped?” For the genocide in
the Americas, and in other places where the world’s indigenous peoples
survive, has never really ceased. As recently as 1986, the Commission on
Human Rights of the Organization of American States observed that 40,000
people had simply “disappeared” in Guatemala during the preceding fif-
teen years. Another 100,000 had been openly murdered. That is the equiv-
alent, in the United States, of more than 4,000,000 people slaughtered or
removed under official government decree—a figure that is almost six times
the number of American battle deaths in the Civil War, World War One,
World War Two, the Korean War, and the Vietnam War combined.!?

Almost all those dead and disappeared were Indians, direct descen-
dants—as was that woman who was devoured by dogs—of the Mayas,
creators of one of the most splendid civilizations that this earth has ever
seen. Today, as five centuries ago, these people are being tortured and
slaughtered, their homes and villages bombed and razed—while more than
two-thirds of their rain forest homelands have now been intentionally burned
and scraped into ruin.!®> The murder and destruction continue, with the
aid and assistance of the United States, even as these words are being writ-
ten and read. And many of the detailed accounts from contemporary ob-
servers read much like those recorded by the conquistadors’ chroniclers
nearly 500 years earlier.

“Children, two years, four years old, they just grabbed them and tore
them in two,” reports one witness to a military massacre of Indians in
Guatemala in 1982. Recalls another victim of an even more recent assault
on an Indian encampment:

With tourniquets they killed the children, of two years, of nine months, of
six months. They killed and burned them all. . . . What they did [to my
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father] was put a machete in here (pointing to his chest) and they cut open
his heart, and they left him all burned up. This is the pain we shall never
forget. . . . Better to die here with a bullet and not die in that way, like my
father did.™

Adds still another report, from a list of examples seemingly without end:

At about 1:00 p.m., the soldiers began to fire at the women inside the small
church. The majority did not die there, but were separated from their chil-
dren, taken to their homes in groups, and killed, the majority apparently
with machetes. . . . Then they returned to kill the children, whom they had
left crying and screaming by themselves, without their mothers. Our infor-
mants, who were locked up in the courthouse, could see this through a hole
in the window and through the doors carelessly left open by a guard. The
soldiers cut open the children’s stomachs with knives or they grabbed the
children’s little legs and smashed their heads with heavy sticks. . . . Then
they continued with the men. They took them out, tied their hands, threw
them on the ground, and shot them. The authorities of the area were killed
inside the courthouse, . . . It was then that the survivors were able to es-
cape, protected by the smoke of the fire which had been set to the building.
Seven men, three of whom survived, managed to escape. It was 5:30 p.m."*

In all, 352 Indians were killed in this massacre, at a time when 440 towns
were being entirely destroyed by government troops, when almost 10,000
unarmed people were being killed or made to “disappear” annually, and
when more than 1,000,000 of Guatemala’s approximately 4,000,000 na-
tives were being displaced by the deliberate burning and wasting of their
ancestral lands. During such episodes of mass butchery, some children es-
cape; only their parents and grandparents are killed. That is why it was
reported in Guatemala in 1985 that ““116,000 orphans had been tabulated
by the judicial branch census throughout the country, the vast majority of
them in the Indian townships of the western and central highlands.” ¢

Reminders are all around us, if we care to look, that the fifteenth- and
sixteenth-century extermination of the indigenous people of Hispaniola,
brought on by European military assault and the importation of exotic
diseases, was in part only an enormous prelude to human catastrophes
that followed on other killing grounds, and continue to occur today—from
the forests of Brazil and Paraguay and elsewhere in South and Central
America, where direct government violence still slaughters thousands of
Indian people year in and year out, to the reservations and urban slums of
North America, where more sophisticated indirect government violence has
precisely the same effect——all the while that Westerners engage in exulta-
tion over the 500th anniversary of the European discovery of America, the
time and the place where all the killing began.

Other reminders surround us, as well, however, that there continues
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among indigenous peoples today the echo of their fifteenth- and sixteenth-
century opposition to annihilation, when, despite the wanton killing by
the European invaders and the carnage that followed the introduction of
explosive disease epidemics, the natives resisted with an intensity the con-
quistadors found difficult to believe. “I do not know how to describe it,”
wrote Bernal Diaz del Castillo of the defiance the Spanish encountered in
Mexico, despite the wasting of the native population by bloodbath and
torture and disease, “for neither cannon nor muskets nor crossbows availed,
nor hand-to-hand fighting, nor killing thirty or forty of them every time
we charged, for they still fought on in as close ranks and with more energy
than in the beginning.””'?

Five centuries later that resistance remains, in various forms, through-
out North and South and Central America, as it does among indigenous
peoples in other lands that have suffered from the Westerners’ furious wrath.
Compared with what they once were, the native peoples in most of these
places are only remnants now. But also in each of those places, and in
many more, the struggle for physical and cultural survival, and for recov-
ery of a deserved pride and autonomy, continues unabated.

All the ongoing violence against the world’s indigenous peoples, in
whatever form—as well as the native peoples’ various forms of resistance
to that violence—will persist beyond our full understanding, however, and
beyond our ability to engage and humanely come to grips with it, until we
are able to comprehend the magnitude and the causes of the human de-
struction that virtually consumed the people of the Americas and other
people in other subsequently colonized parts of the globe, beginning with
Columbus’s early morning sighting of landfall on October 12, 1492. That
was the start of it all. This book is offered as one contribution to our
necessary comprehension.

He'eia, O‘abu D.E.S.
January 1992



The main islands were thickly populated with a peaceful folk when
Christ-over found them. But the orgy of blood which followed, no
man has written. We are the slaughterers. It is the tortured soul of our
world.

—WILLIAM CARLOS WILLIAMS
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conquest, but once there was an interconnected complex of lakes high

up in the Valley of Mexico that was as long and as wide as the city
of London is today. Surrounding these waters, known collectively as the
Lake of the Moon, were scores of towns and cities whose population,
combined with that of the outlying communities of central Mexico, totaled
about 25,000,000 men, women, and children. On any given day as many
as 200,000 small boats moved back and forth on the Lake of the Moon,
pursuing the interests of commerce, political intrigue, and simple plea-
sure.!

The southern part of the Lake of the Moon was filled with brilliantly
clear spring-fed water, but the northern part, in the rainy season, became
brackish and sometimes inundated the southern region with an invasion
of destructive salty currents. So the people of the area built a ten-mile long
stone and clay and masonry dike separating the lower third of the lake
from the upper two-thirds, blocking the salt water when it appeared, but—
through an ingenious use of sluice gates—allowing the heavy water traffic
on the lake to continue its rounds unobstructed by the massive levee wall.
This southern part of the great lake thus became, as well as a thorough-
fare, an immense fresh-water fish pond.

In the middle of this fresh-water part of the lake there were two reed-
covered mud banks that the residents of the area over time had built up
and developed into a single huge island as large as Manhattan, and upon
that island the people built a metropolis that became one of the largest
cities in the world. With a conventionally estimated population of about
350,000 residents by the end of the fifteenth century, this teeming Aztec

I'r’s GONE NOW, drained and desiccated in the aftermath of the Spanish
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capital already had at least five times the population of either London or
Seville and was vastly larger than any other European city.? Moreover,
according to Hernando Cortés, one of the first Europeans to set eyes upon
it, it was far and away the most beautiful city on earth.

The name of this magnificent metropolis was Tenochtitlan. It stood,
majestic and radiant, in the crisp, clean air, 7200 feet above sea level,
connected to the surrounding mainland by three wide causeways that had
been built across miles of open water. To view Tenochtitlin from a dis-
tance, all who had the opportunity to do so agreed, was breathtaking.
Before arriving at the great central city, travelers from afar had to pass
through the densely populated, seemingly infinite, surrounding lands—and
already, invariably, they were overwhelmed. Wrote Cortés’s famous com-
panion and chronicler Bernal Diaz del Castillo of their visit to one of the
provincial cities at the confluence of Lake Chalco and Lake Xochimilco:

When we entered the city of Iztapalapa, the appearance of the palaces in
which they housed us! How spacious and well built they were, of beautiful
stone work and cedar wood, and the wood of other sweet scented trees, with
great rooms and courts, wonderful to behold, covered with awnings of cot-
ton cloth. When we had looked well at all of this, we went to the orchard
and garden, which was such a wonderful thing to see and walk in, that 1
was never tired of looking at the diversity of the trees, and noting the scent
which each one had, and the paths full of roses and flowers, and the native
fruit trees and native roses, and the pond of fresh water. There was another
thing to observe, that great canoes were able to pass into the garden from
the lake through an opening that had been made so that there was no need
for their occupants to land. And all was cemented and very splendid with
many kinds of stone [monuments} with pictures on them, which gave much
to think about. Then the birds of many kinds and breeds which came into
the pond. 1 say again that I stood looking at it and thought that never in the
world would there be discovered lands such as these.?

Impressive as Iztapalapa was, the Spanish were seeking the heart of
this great empire, so they pressed on. In addition to the cities that sur-
rounded the Lake of the Moon, other towns were, like Tenochtitldn, built
on smaller islands within it. As they neared the area that would take them
to Tenochtitldn, Bernal Diaz wrote: “When we saw so many cities and
villages built in the water and other great towns built on dry land and that
straight and level causeway going towards [Tenochtitldn], we were amazed
and said that it was like the enchantments they tell of in the legend of
Amadis, on account of the great towers and [temples] and buildings rising
from the water, and all built of masonry. And some of our soldiers even
asked whether the things that we saw were not a dream.”

Finally, they reached one of the causeways leading directly to Tenoch-
titlin. They pushed their way across it, although “it was so crowded with
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people that there was hardly room for them all, some of them going to
and others returning from [Tenochtitldn},” said Bernal Diaz. Once in the
city itself they were greeted by the Aztec ruler Montezuma and taken to
the top of one of the temples, and from that vantage point they were
afforded an almost aerial view of the surroundings through which they
had just marched:

[O]ne could see over everything very well [Bernal Diaz wrote], and we saw
the three causeways which led into [Tenochtitlan], that is the causeway of
Iztapalapa by which we had entered four days before, and that of Tacuba,
and that of Tepeaquilla, and we saw the fresh water that comes from Chap-
ultepec which supplies the city, and we saw the bridges on the three cause-
ways which were built at certain distances apart through which the water of
the lake flowed in and out from one side to the other, and we beheld on that
great lake a great multitude of canoes, some coming with supplies of food
and others returning with cargoes of merchandise; and we saw that from
every house of that great city and of all the other cities that were built in the
water it was impossible to pass from house to house, except by drawbridges
which were made of wood or in canoes; and we saw in those cities [temples]
and oratories like towers and fortresses and all gleaming white, and it was a
wonderful thing to behold.

About 60,000 pale stucco houses filled the island metropolis, some of them
single-story structures, some of them multi-storied, and “all these houses,”
wrote Cortés, “have very large and very good rooms and also very pleas-
ant gardens of various sorts of flowers both on the upper and lower floors.”*
The many streets and boulevards of the city were so neat and well-swept,
despite its multitude of inhabitants, that the first Europeans to visit never
tired of remarking on the city’s cleanliness and order: “There were even
officials in charge of sweeping,” recalled one awed observer. In fact, at
least 1000 public workers were employed to maintain the city’s streets and
keep them clean and watered.”

Criss-crossed with a complex network of canals, Tenochtitlan in this
respect reminded the Spanish of an enormous Venice; but it also had re-
markable floating gardens that reminded them of nowhere else on earth.®
And while European cities then, and for centuries thereafter, took their
drinking water from the fetid and polluted rivers nearby, Tenochtitlan’s
drinking water came from springs deep within the mainland and was piped
into the city by a huge aqueduct system that amazed Cortés and his men—
just as they were astonished also by the personal cleanliness and hygiene
of the colorfully dressed populace, and by their extravagant (to the Span-
ish) use of soaps, deodorants, and breath sweeteners.”

In the distance, across the expanse of shimmering blue water that ex-
tended out in every direction, and beyond the pastel-colored suburban towns
and cities, both within the lake and encircling its periphery, the horizon
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was ringed with forest-covered hills, except to the southeast where there
dramatically rose up the slopes of two enormous snow-peaked and smol-
dering volcanoes, the largest of them, Popocatepetl, reaching 16,000 feet
into the sky. At the center of the city, facing the volcanoes, stood two
huge and exquisitely ornate ceremonial pyramids, man-made mountains of
uniquely Aztec construction and design. But what seems to have impressed
the Spanish visitors most about the view of Tenochtitlin from within its
precincts were not the temples or the other magnificent public buildings,
but rather the marketplaces that dotted the residential neighborhoods and
the enormous so-called Great Market that sprawled across the city’s north-
ern end. This area, “with arcades all around,” according to Cortés, was
the central gathering place where “‘more than sixty thousand people come
each day to buy and sell, and where every kind of merchandise produced
in these lands is found; provisions, as well as ornaments of gold and silver,
lead, brass, copper, tin, stones, shells, bones, and feathers.” Cortés also
describes special merchant areas where timber and tiles and other building
supplies were bought and sold, along with “much firewood and charcoal,
earthenware braziers and mats of various kinds like mattresses for beds,
and other, finer ones, for seats and for covering rooms and hallways.”

“Each kind of merchandise is sold in its own street without any mix-
ture whatever,” Cortés wrote, “they are very particular in this.” (Even
entertainers had a residential district of their own, says Bernal Diaz, a
place where there lived a great many “people who had no other occupa-
tion” than to be “dancers . . . and others who used stilts on their feet,
and others who flew when they danced up in the air, and others like Merry-
Andrews [clowns].”) There were streets where herbalists plied their trade,
areas for apothecary shops, and “shops like barbers’ where they have their
hair washed and shaved, and shops where they sell food and drink,” wrote
Cortés, as well as green grocer streets where one could buy “every sort of
vegetable, especially onions, leeks, garlic, common cress and watercress,
borage, sorrel, teasels and artichokes; and there are many sorts of fruit,
among which are cherries and plums like those in Spain.” There were stores
in streets that specialized in “‘game and birds of every species found in this
land: chickens, partridges and quails, wild ducks, fly-catchers, widgeons,
turtledoves, pigeons, cane birds, parrots, eagles and eagle owls, falcons,
sparrow hawks and kestrels [as well as] rabbits and hares, and stags and
small gelded dogs which they breed for eating.”

There was so much more in this mercantile center, overseen by officials
who enforced laws of fairness regarding weights and measures and the
quality of goods purveyed, that Bernal Diaz said “we were astounded at
the number of people and the quantity of merchandise that it contained,
and at the good order and control that it contained, for we had never seen
such a thing before.” There were honeys “‘and honey paste, and other
dainties like nut paste,” waxes, syrups, chocolate, sugar, wine. In addition,
said Cortés:
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There are many sorts of spun cotton, in hanks of every color, and it seems
like the silk market at Granada, except here there is much greater quantity.
They sell as many colors for painters as may be found in Spain and all of
excellent hues. They sell deerskins, with and without the hair, and some are
dyed white or in various colors. They sell much earthenware, which for the
most part is very good; there are both large and small pitchers, jugs, pots,
tiles and many other sorts of vessel, all of good clay and most of them glazed
and painted. They sell maize both as grain and as bread and it is better both
in appearance and in taste than any found in the islands or on the mainland.
They sell chicken and fish pies, and much fresh and salted fish, as well as
raw and cooked fish. They sell hen and goose eggs, and eggs of all the other
birds 1 have mentioned, in great number, and they sell tortillas made from

eggs.

At last Cortés surrendered the task of trying to describe it all: “Besides
those things which I have already mentioned, they sell in the market every-
thing else to be found in this land, but they are so many and so varied
that because of their great number and because I cannot remember many
of them nor do I know what they are called I shall not mention them.”
Added Bernal Diaz: “But why do I waste so many words in recounting
what they sell in that great market? For I shall never finish if I tell it in
detail. . . . Some of the soldiers among us who had been in many parts
of the world, in Constantinople, and all over Italy, and in Rome, said that
so large a marketplace and so full of people, and so well regulated and
arranged, they had never beheld before.”

And this was only the market. The rest of Tenochtitlin overflowed
with gorgeous gardens, arboretums, and aviaries. Artwork was every-
where, artwork so dazzling in conception and execution that when the
German master Albrecht Diirer saw some pieces that Cortés brought back
to Europe he exclaimed that he had “never seen in all my days what so
rejoiced my heart, as these things. For I saw among them amazing artistic
objects, and I marveled over the subtle ingenuity of the men in these dis-
tant lands. Indeed, I cannot say enough about the things that were brought
before me.”®

If architectural splendor and floral redolence were among the sights
and smells that most commonly greeted a stroller in the city, the most
ever-present sounds (apart from “the murmur and hum of voices” from
the mercantile district, which Bernal Diaz said “could be heard more than
a league off’) were the songs of the many multi-colored birds—parrots,
hummingbirds, falcons, jays, herons, owls, condors, and dozens and doz-
ens of other exotic species—who lived in public aviaries that the govern-
ment maintained. As Cortés wrote to his king:

Most Powerful Lord, in order to give an account to Your Royal Excellency
of the magnificence, the strange and marvelous things of this great city and
of the dominion and wealth of this Mutezuma, its ruler, and of the rites and
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customs of the people, and of the order there is in the government of the
capital as well as in the other cities of Mutezuma’s dominions, I would need
much time and many expert narrators. I cannot describe one hundredth part
of all the things which could be mentioned, but, as best I can I will describe
some of those 1 have seen which, although badly described, will I well know,
be so remarkable as not to be believed, for we who saw them with our own
eyes could not grasp them with our understanding,.

In attempting to recount for his king the sights of the country surrounding
Tenochtitlin, the “many provinces and lands containing very many and
very great cities, towns and fortresses,” including the vast agricultural lands
that Cortés soon would raze and the incredibly rich gold mines that he
soon would plunder, the conquistador again was rendered nearly speech-
less: “They are so many and so wonderful,” he simply said, “that they
seem almost unbelievable.”

Prior to Cortés’s entry into this part of the world no one who lived in
Europe, Asia, Africa, or anywhere else beyond the Indies and the North
and South American continents, had ever heard of this exotic place of such
dazzling magnificence. Who were these people? Where had they come from?
When had they come? How did they get where they were? Were there
others like them elsewhere in this recently stumbled-upon New World??
These questions sprang to mind immediately, and many of the puzzlements
of the conquistadors are with us still today, more than four and a half
centuries later. But while scholarly debates on these questions continue,
clear answers regarding some of them at last are finally coming into view.
And these answers are essential to an understanding of the magnitude of
the holocaust that was visited upon the Western Hemisphere—beginning
at Hispaniola, spreading to Tenochtitlin, and then radiating out over mil-
lions of square miles in every direction—in the wake of 1492,

11

Where the first humans in the Americas came from and how they got to
their new homes are now probably the least controversial of these age-old
questions. Although at one time or another seemingly all the corners of
Europe, Asia, the Middle East, and Africa fancifully have been suggested
as the sources of early populations in the New World, no one any longer
seriously doubts that the first human inhabitants of North and South
America were the descendants of much earlier emigrants from ancestral
homelands in northeastern Asia.

It conventionally is said that the migration (or migrations) to North
America from Asia took place over the land bridge that once connected
the two continents across what are now the Bering and Chukchi seas. “Land
bridge” is a whopping misnomer, however, unless one imagines a bridge
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immensely wider than it was long, more than a thousand miles wide, in
fact—about the distance between New York and Omaha—compared with
a lengthwise span across the Bering Strait today of less than sixty miles.

During most, and perhaps all of the time from about 80,000 B.C. to
about 10,000 B.C. (the geologic era known as the Wisconsin glaciation),
at least part of the shallow floor of the Bering and Chukchi seas, like most
of the world’s continental shelves, was well above sea level due to the
capture of so much of the earth’s ocean water by the enormous continent-
wide glaciers of this Ice Age epoch. The effect of this was, for all practical
purposes, the complete fusion of Asia and North America into a single
land mass whose place of connection was a huge chunk of earth—actually
a subcontinent—hundreds of thousands of square miles in size, now called
by geographers Berengia.’” What we see today as a scattering of small
islands in the ocean separating Alaska and northeast Asia as far south as
the Kamchatka Peninsula are merely the tips of low mountains that, dur-
ing the Wisconsin glaciation, rose from what at that time was an exposed
floor of land.

The first humans in North America, then, appear to have been succes-
sor populations to groups of hunters from northern Asia who had moved,
as part of the normal continuum of their boundary-less lives, into Berengia
and then on to Alaska in pursuit of game and perhaps new vegetative
sources of sustenance. During these many thousands of years much of Ber-
engia, like most of Alaska at that time, was a grassland-like tundra, mean-
dering through mountain valleys and across open plains that were filled
with wooly mammoths, yaks, steppe antelopes, and many other animals
and plants more than sufficient to sustain stable communities of late Paleo-
lithic hunters and gatherers.

To say that the first people of the Americas “migrated” to North America
from Asia is thus as much a misconception as is the image of the Berengian
subcontinent as a “bridge.” For although the origins of the earliest Amer-
icans can indeed ultimately be traced back to Asia (just as Asian and Eu-
ropean origins ultimately can be traced back to Africa), the now-submerged
land that we refer to as Berengia was the homeland of innumerable com-
munities of these people for thousands upon thousands of years—for a
span of time, for example, many times greater than that separating our
world of today from the pre-Egyptian dawn of Near Eastern civilization
more than fifty centuries ago. If anything, then, the direct precursors of
American Indian civilizations were the Berengians, the ancient peoples of
a once huge and bounteous land that now lies beneath the sea.

During most of the time that Berengia was above sea level, virtually
the entire northernmost tier of North America was covered by an im-
mensely thick mantle of glacial ice. As the earth’s climate warmed, near
the end of the geologic era known as the Pleistocene, the Wisconsin glacia-
tion gradually began drawing to a close, a process that itself took thou-
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sands of years. It is estimated, for instance, that it took more than 4000
years for the dissolving ice barrier to creep north from what now is Hart-
ford, Connecticut to St. Johnsbury, Vermont—a distance of less than 200
miles. With the partial melting of the great frozen glaciers, some of the
water they had imprisoned was unlocked, trickling into the ocean basins
and, over a great stretch of time, slowly lifting world-wide sea levels up
hundreds of feet. As the water rose it began ebbing over and eventually
inundating continental shelves once again, along with other relatively low-
lying lands throughout the globe, including most of Berengia.

The natives of Berengia, who probably never noticed any of these gross
geologic changes, so gradual were they on the scale of human time percep-
tion, naturally followed the climate-dictated changing shape of the land.
Finally, at some point, Asia and North America became separate conti-
nents again, as they had been many tens of thousands of years earlier.
Berengia was no more. And those of her inhabitants then living in the
segregated Western Hemisphere became North America’s indigenous peo-
ples, isolated from the rest of the world by ocean waters on every side.
Apart from the possible exception of a chance encounter with an Asian or
Polynesian raft or canoe from time to time (possible in theory only, there
is as yet no good evidence that such encounters ever actually occurred),
the various native peoples of the Americas lived from those days forward,
for thousands upon thousands of years, separate from the human life that
was evolving and migrating about on the rest of the islands and continents
of the earth.!!

Much more controversial than the issue of where the first peoples of
the Americas came from and how they got to the Western Hemisphere are
the questions of when they originally moved from Berengia into North and
South America—and how many people were resident in the New World
when Columbus arrived in 1492. Both these subjects have been matters of
intense scholarly scrutiny during the past several decades, and during that
time both of them also have undergone revolutions in terms of scholarly
knowledge. Until the 1940s, for example, it commonly was believed that
the earliest human inhabitants of the Americas had migrated from the
Alaskan portion of Berengia down into North and then South America no
more than 6000 years ago. It is now recognized as beyond doubt, how-
ever, that numerous complex human communities existed in South Amer-
ica at least 13,000 years ago and in North America at least 6000 years
before that. These are absolute minimums. Very recent and compelling
archaeological evidence puts the date for earliest human habitation in Chile
at 32,000 B.C, or earlier and North American habitation at around 40,000
B.C., while some highly respected scholars contend that the actual first
date of human entry into the hemisphere may have been closer to 70,000
B.C.%2

Similarly dramatic developments have characterized scholarly estimates
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of the size of the pre-Columbian population of the Americas. In the 1940s
and 1950s conventional wisdom held that the population of the entire
hemisphere in 1492 was little more than 8,000,000—with fewer than
1,000,000 people living in the region north of present-day Mexico. Today,
few serious students of the subject would put the hemispheric figure at less
than 75,000,000 to 100,000,000 (with approximately 8,000,000 to
12,000,000 north of Mexico), while one of the most well-regarded spe-
cialists in the field recently has suggested that a more accurate estimate
would be around 145,000,000 for the hemisphere as a whole and about
18,000,000 for the area north of Mexico.!?

I

In the most fundamental quantitative ways, then, recent scholarship has
begun to redirect inquiry and expose falsehoods that have dominated char-
acterizations of the Americas’ native peoples for centuries—although very
little of this research has yet found its way into textbooks or other non-
technical historical overviews. It now appears likely, for example, that the
people of the so-called New World were already well-established residents
of plains, mountains, forests, foothills, and coasts throughout the Western
Hemisphere by the time the people of Europe were scratching their first
carvings onto cave walls in the Dordogne region of France and northern
Spain. It also is almost certain that the population of the Americas (and
probably even Meso- and South America by themselves) exceeded the
combined total of Europe and Russia at the time of Columbus’s first voy-
age in 1492. And there is no doubt at all, according to modern linguistic
analysis, that the cultural diversity of the Americas’ pre-Columbian indig-
enous peoples was much greater than that of their Old World counter-
parts.’* A bit of common sense might suggest that this should not be sur-
prising. After all, North and South America are four times the size of Europe.
But common sense rarely succeeds in combating cultural conceit. And cul-
tural conceit has long been the driving force behind the tales most Euro-
pean and white American historians have told of the European invasion of
the Americas.

The native peoples of the Americas are far from unique, of course, in
traditionally having the basic elements of their historical existence willfully
misperceived. In his sweeping and iconoclastic study of modern Africa, for
instance, Ali A. Mazrui makes the cogent point that ethnocentrism has so
shaped Western perceptions of geography that the very maps of the world
found in our homes and offices and classrooms, based on the famous Mer-
cator projection, dramatically misrepresent the true size of Africa by arti-
ficially deflating its land area (and that of all equatorial regions of the
world) in comparison with the land areas of Europe and North America.!’
Because the Mercator map exaggerates the distance between the lines of
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latitude for those regions that lie closest to the poles, North America is
made to appear one and a half times the size of Africa when in fact Africa
contains in excess of 2,000,000 more square miles of land. A proportional
cartographic distortion also affects the comparative depictions of Africa
and Europe. Thus, the literal “picture” of Africa in relation to the rest of
the world that schoolchildren have been taught for centuries is in fact an
outright fraud.

A parallel ethnocentrism—this time historical, however, not geo-
graphic—traditionally has distorted conventional European and American
views of the native American past. While texts on the subject routinely
acknowledge the high civilizations of the Aztecs and the Incas (although
the more sordid aspects of their religious rituals never fail to dominate
discussion), the rest of North and South and Central America prior to the
arrival of Europeans generally is seen as a barbaric wasteland.

Outside the perimeters of the Aztec and Inca empires, in that portion
of the Americas lying south of the Rio Grande, most accounts tend to
imply that there was nothing deserving of a modern reader’s attention.
One historian suggests that this myopia only indicates “that the geograph-
ical focus of modern scholarship parallels closely the political and eco-
nomic realities of colonial times” in Meso- and South America, when the
Europeans’ hunger for gold caused them to focus their interests and con-
cerns disproportionately on central Mexico and Peru.'® As for the area
north of the Rio Grande, the millions of Indians who lived for many cen-
turies in permanently settled agricultural and sometimes urban communi-
ties on this vast continent are most often described as ‘‘handfuls of indig-
enous people” who were ‘“scattered” across a ‘“‘virgin land,” “‘a vast
emptiness,” or even a ‘“void,” to cite the descriptions of some recently
published, well-regarded, and symptomatic historical texts. The Indians
themselves, according to these accounts, were simply “a part of the land-
scape” who lived, like other “lurking beasts,” in a “trackless wilderness,”
where they had “no towns or villages” and either lived in ‘“houses of a
sort” or simply “roamed” across the land. The cultures of these “redskins”
were, at best, “static and passive” (except when they were indulging in
their “‘strange ceremonies™ or taking advantage of their “compliant maid-
ens”), though once encountered by Europeans, these living “environmental
hazards™ showed themselves to be “treacherous” and “belligerent,” “sav-
age foes” and “predators,” for whom “massacre and torture were [the]
rule,” who introduced to Europeans the meaning of “total war,” and whose
threat of “nightly terror . . . haunted the fringes of settlement through the
whole colonial era.”?

This hostile attitude of stubbornly determined ignorance, it should be
noted, is not confined to textbook writers. Recently, three highly praised
books of scholarship on early American history by eminent Harvard his-
torians Oscar Handlin and Bernard Bailyn have referred to thoroughly
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populated and agriculturally cultivated Indian territories as “empty space,”
“wilderness,” “vast chaos,” “unopened lands,” and the ubiquitous *“virgin
land” that blissfully was awaiting European “exploitation.” Bailyn, for his
part, also refers to forced labor and slavery at the hands of the invading
British as “population recruitment,” while Handlin makes more references
to the Indians’ “quickly developed taste for firewater” than to any other
single attribute.’® And Handlin and Bailyn are typical, having been trained
by the likes of the distinguished Samuel Eliot Morison who, a decade and
a half earlier, had dismissed the indigenous peoples of the Americas as
mere “‘pagans expecting short and brutish lives, void of hope for any fu-
ture.” (Earlier in his career Morison referred to Indians as “Stone Age
savages,” comparing their resistance to genocide with “the many instances
today of backward peoples getting enlarged notions of nationalism and
turning ferociously on Europeans who have attempted to civilize them.”)"®

It should come as no surprise to learn that professional eminence is no
bar against articulated racist absurdities such as this, but if one example
were chosen to stand for all the rest, perhaps the award would go to Hugh
Trevor-Roper, the Regius Professor of Modern History at Oxford Univer-
sity, who wrote at the start of his book The Rise of Christian Europe of
“the unrewarding gyrations of barbarous tribes in picturesque but irrele-
vant corners of the globe,” who are nothing less than people without his-
tory. “Perhaps, in the future, there will be some African history to teach,”
he conceded, “but at present there is none, or very little: there is only the
history of Europeans in Africa. The rest is largely darkness, like the history
of pre-European, pre-Columbian America. And darkness is not a subject
for history.” 20

The Eurocentric racial contempt for the indigenous peoples of North
and South America, as well as Africa, that is reflected in scholarly writings
of this sort is now so complete and second nature to most Americans that
it has passed into popular lore and common knowledge of the “every
schoolboy knows” variety. No intent to distort the truth is any longer
necessary. All that is required, once the model is established, is the recita-
tion of rote learning as it passes from one uncritical generation to the next.

As Mazrui points out with regard to the cartographic distortions that
uniformly minimize Africa as a physical presence in the world, the histor-
ical distortions that systematically reduce in demographic and cultural and
moral significance the native peoples of the Americas are part of a very
old and enduring political design. They constitute what the historian of
South Africa, Leonard Thompson, calls a “political mythology.” In
Thompson’s words, a political myth is “a tale told about the past to legit-
imize or discredit a regime,” whereas a political mythology is “a cluster of
such myths that reinforce one another and jointly constitute the historical
element in the ideology of the regime or its rival.” 2! The occasion for these
observations by Thompson was his book analyzing South Africa’s system



14 AMERICAN HOLOCAUST

of apartheid. Two of the basic building blocks of this particular political
mythology are the fabricated notions, embedded in Afrikaner imperialist
history, that the blacks of South Africa—apart from being barbaric, so-
called Hottentot brutes—were themselves fairly recent arrivals in the southern
part of the continent, and that they were relatively few in number when
the first European colonizers arrived.?? Thus, in the Afrikaners’ mythical
version of the South African past, European settlers moved into a land
that was largely empty, except for a small number of newly arrived sav-
ages who in time succumbed to progress and—thanks to the material com-
forts provided by the modern world, compared with the dark barbarism
of their African ancestors—ultimately wound up benefiting from their own
conquest.

One of the functions of this particular type of historical myth was de-
scribed some years ago by the historian Francis Jennings. In addition to
the fact that large and ancient populations commonly are associated with
civilization and small populations with savagery, Jennings noted that, in
cases where an invading population has done great damage to an existing
native culture or cultures, small subsequent population estimates regarding
the pre-conquest size of the indigenous population nicely serve “to smother
retroactive moral scruples” that otherwise might surface.?> Writing a few
years after Jennings, Robert F. Berkhofer made much the same point re-
garding manufactured historical views of native barbarism: “the image of
the savage,” he stated flatly, serves “to rationalize European conquest.” %4

Jennings and Berkhofer could well have been writing about South Af-
rica and its morally rationalizing post-conquest historians, but they were
not; they were writing about America and its morally rationalizing post-
conquest chroniclers. For the political mythology that long has served to
justify the South African practice of apartheid finds a very close parallel in
America’s political mythology regarding the history of the Western Hemi-
sphere’s indigenous peoples. Indeed, this same form of official mendacity
commonly underpins the falsified histories, written by the conquerors, of
colonial and post-colonial societies throughout the world.

Employing what Edward W. Said has called “the moral epistemology
of imperialism,” the approved histories of such societies—the United States,
Israel, South Africa, and Australia among them—commonly commence with
what Said refers to as a “blotting out of knowledge” of the indigenous
people. Adds another observer, native peoples in most general histories are
treated in the same way that the fauna and flora of the region are: “con-
signed to the category of miscellaneous information. . . . they inhabit the
realm of the ‘etc.’ 2% Once the natives have thus been banished from col-
lective memory, at least as people of numerical and cultural consequence,
the settler group’s moral and intellectual right to conquest is claimed to be
established without question. As Frantz Fanon once put it: “The colonial-
ist . . . reaches the point of no longer being able to imagine a time occur-
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ring without him. His irruption into the history of the colonized people is
deified, transformed into absolute necessity.” 26 Then, as Said has cogently
observed, the settler group adorns itself with the mantle of the victim: the
European homeland of the colonists—or the metropolitan European power
that politically controls the settlement area—is portrayed as the oppressor,
while the European settlers depict themselves as valiant seekers of justice
and freedom, struggling to gain their deserved independence on the land
that they “discovered” or that is theirs by holy right.

In such post-independence national celebrations of self, it is essential
that the dispossessed native people not openly be acknowledged, lest they
become embarrassingly unwelcome trespassers whose legacy of past and
ongoing persecution by the celebrants might spoil the festivities’ moral tone.
This particular celebration, however, has gone on long enough. Before
turning to an examination of the European invasion of the Americas, then,
and the monumental Indian population collapse directly brought on by
that genocidal siege, it is necessary that we survey, however briefly, some
of the cultures of the Americas, and the people who created them, in the
millennia that preceded the European conquest.



16,000,000 square miles, more than a quarter of the land surface

of the globe, To its first human inhabitants, tens of thousands of
years ago, this enormous domain they had discovered was literally a world
unto itself: a world of miles-high mountains and vast fertile prairies, of
desert shrublands and dense tropical rain forests, of frigid arctic tundra
and hot murky swamps, of deep and fecund river valleys, of sparkling-
water lakes, of canopied woodlands, of savannahs and steppes—and thou-
sands upon thousands of miles of magnificent ocean coast. There were
places where it almost never rained, and places where it virtually never
stopped; there were places where the temperature reached 130 degrees
Fahrenheit, and places where it dropped to 80 degrees below zero. But in
all these places, under all these conditions, eventually some native people
made their homes.

By the time ancient Greece was falling under the control of Rome, in
North America the Adena Culture already had been flourishing for a thou-
sand years. As many as 500 Adena living sites have been uncovered by
modern archaeologists. Centered in present-day Ohio, they radiate out as
far as Vermont, New York, New Jersey, Pennsylvania, Maryland, and West
Virginia. We will never know how many hundreds more such sites are
buried beneath the modern cities and suburbs of the northeastern United
States, but we do know that these early sedentary peoples lived in towns
with houses that were circular in design and that ranged from single-family
dwellings as small as twenty feet in diameter to multi-family units up to
eighty feet across. These residences commonly were built in close proxim-
ity to large public enclosures of 300 feet and more in diameter that mod-

COMBINED, NORTH AMERICA and South America cover an area of
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ern archaeologists have come to refer to as “sacred circles” because of
their presumed use for religious ceremonial purposes. The buildings they
constructed for the living, however, were minuscule compared with the
receptacles they built for their dead: massive tombs, such as that at Grave
Creek in West Virginia, that spread out hundreds of feet across and reached
seven stories in height—and that were commonplace structures throughout
Adena territory as early as 500 B.C.!

In addition to the subsistence support of hunting and fishing, and gath-
ering the natural fruit and vegetable bounty growing all around them, the
ancient Adena people imported gourds and squash from Mexico and cul-
tivated them along with early strains of maize, tubers, sunflowers, and
other plant domesticates. Another import from the south—from South
America—was tobacco, which they smoked through pipes in rituals of cel-
ebration and remembrance. From neighboring residents of the area that
we now know as the Carolinas they imported sheets of mica, while from
Lake Superior and beyond to the north they acquired copper, which they
hammered and cut and worked into bracelets and rings and other bodily
adornments.

Overlapping chronologically with the Adena was the Hopewell Culture
that grew in time to cover an area stretching in one direction from the
northern Great Lakes to the Gulf of Mexico, in the other direction from
Kansas to New York. The Hopewell people, who as a group were phys-
iologically as well culturally distinguishable from the Adena, lived in per-
manent communities based on intensive horticulture, communities marked
by enormous earthen monuments, similar to those of the Adena, that the
citizenry built as religious shrines and to house the remains of their dead.?
Literally tens of thousands of these towering earthen mounds once covered
the American landscape from the Great Plains to the eastern woodlands,
many of them precise, geometrically shaped, massive structures of a thou-
sand feet in diameter and several stories high; others—such as the famous
quarter-mile long coiled snake at Serpent Mound, Ohio—were imagina-
tively designed symbolic temples.

No society that had not achieved a large population and an exception-
ally high level of political and social refinement, as well as a sophisticated
control of resources, could possibly have had the time or inclination or
talent to design and construct such edifices. In addition, the Hopewell peo-
ple had trade networks extending to Florida in one direction and Wyo-
ming and North Dakota in the other, through which they acquired from
different nations of indigenous peoples the copper, gold, silver, crystal,
quartz, shell, bone, obsidian, pearl, and other raw materials that their ar-
tisans worked into elaborately embossed and decorative metal foil, carved
jewelry, earrings, pendants, charms, breastplates, and other objets d’art, as
well as axes, adzes, awls, and more. Indeed, so extensive were the Hope-
well trading relationships with other societies throughout the continent
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that archaeologists have recovered from the centers of Hopewell culture in
Ohio more materials originating from outside than from within the re-
gion.?

To the west of the Hopewell there emerged in time the innumerable
villages of the seemingly endless plains—large, usually permanent com-
munities of substantial, multi-family homes and common buildings, the
villages themselves often fortified with stockades and dry, surrounding moats.
These were the progenitors of the people—the Mandan, the Cree, the Blood,
the Blackfoot, the Crow, the Piegan, the Hidatsa, the Arikara, the Chey-
enne, the Omaha, the Pawnee, the Arapaho, the Kansa, the Iowa, the Os-
age, the Kiowa, the Wichita, the Commanche, the Plains Cree, various
separate nations of Sioux, and others, including the Ute and Shoshoni to
the west—who became the classic nomads on horseback that often serve
as the popular American model for all Indian societies. But even they did
not resort to that pattern of life until they were driven to it by invading
armies of displaced Europeans.

Indeed, although the modern horse originated in the Americas, by 10,000
B.C. or so it had become extinct there as well, The only survivors from
then until their reintroduction by the Spanish were the Old World breeds
that long ago had moved across Berengia in the opposite direction from
that of the human migrants, that is, from east to west and into Asia. Thus,
there could not have been a nomadic life on horseback for the Indians of
the plains prior to European contact, because there were no horses in North
America to accommodate them. On the contrary, most of the people who
lived in this region were successful hunters and farmers, well established
in settled communities that were centered—as are most of today’s mid-
western towns-—in conjunction with the rivers and adjoining fertile valleys
of the Great Plains. Others did relocate their towns and villages on cyclical
schedules dictated by the drastically changing seasons of this area, disas-
sembling and reassembling their portable homes known as tipis. These
dwellings were far different from the image most modern Americans have
of them, however; when one of the earliest European explorers of the
southwestern plains first came upon an Indian village containing scores of
carefully arranged tipis “made of tanned hides, very bright red and white
in color and bell-shaped . . . so large that in the most ordinary house,
four different mattresses and beds are easily accommodated,” he marveled
at their comfort and extraordinary resistance to the elements, adding that
“they are built as skillfully as any house in Italy.”*

Since the land area supporting the people of the plains included about
a million square miles of earth—that is, more than twice the area of for-
merly Soviet Central Asia—all generalizations about the societies and cul-
tures that occupied the land are invariably rife with exceptions. Roughly
speaking, however, the Indian peoples of the western plains thrived well
into the post-Columbian era on the enormous herds of bison—along with
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elk, deer, bears, and other game—that these descendants of ancient wooly
mammoth hunters had used as their primary means of sustenance for
thousands of years. The same generally was true on the southern plains,
But these varied peoples also were very active traders, principally with the
other, more densely settled cultures of the plains to the north and to the
east who raised advanced strains of maize and beans and other lesser-
known plant crops, such as the unprepossessing but widely grown prairie
turnip—which has three times the protein content of the potato and nearly
the same level of vitamin C as most citrus fruits.®

Far to the north of the plains settlements, from Baffin and Ellesmere
islands, off the coast of Greenland in the east, to the Yukon and beyond
in the west, lay the enormous Arctic and Subarctic areas, inhabited by the
Iglulik, the Nelsilik, and other Eskimo peoples, as well as the Aleut, the
Koyukon, the Ingalik, the Tanana, the Kulchin, the Han, the Nabesna,
the Tagish, the Hare, the Tahltan, the Kaska, the Tsetsaut, the Sekani,
the Dogrib, the Salteaux, the Naskapi, the Beothuk, and others. If it were
a country unto itself, this dominion today would be the seventh largest
nation on earth in land area, just behind the entire continent of Australia,
but larger than all of India including Kashmir.

The first people to migrate here had moved into what one archaeolo-
gist has called “the coldest, darkest, and most barren regions ever inhab-
ited by man,” But they were a hardy and tenacious lot whose varied and
ingenious dwellings ranged from the well known iglu snow house (usually
about 30 feet in diameter and often connected by domed passageways to
clusters of other iglus as well as to large common rooms for feasting and
dancing) to the huge semi-subterranean barabara structures of the Aleutian
Islands, each of them up to 200 feet long and 50 feet wide, and housing
more than 100 people. The residents of these northernmost regions sur-
vived the rigorous tests of the natural environment, and they flourished;
as that same archaeologist who had described this area in terms of its cold,
dark, and barren harshness later acknowledged, the early inhabitants of
the Arctic and Subarctic possessed all the tools “that gave them an abun-
dant and secure economy [and] they developed a way of life that was
probably as rich as any other in the nonagricultural and nonindustrial
world.”® For subsistence, along with the fish that they caught, and the
birds that sometimes flocked so thickly overhead that they threatened to
cover the sky, the people of this land hunted polar bears, arctic fox, musk
oxen, caribou, and narwhals, seals, and walruses.

Forbidding though this place may seem to residents of the rest of the
world, to its native people there was nothing, apart from one another, that
they treasured so much. Observes anthropologist Richard K. Nelson, writ-
ing of the Koyukon, a people still living there today:

To most outsiders, the vast expanse of forest, tundra, and mountains in the
Koyukon homeland constitute a wilderness in the absolute sense of the word.
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. . . But in fact the Koyukon homeland is not a wilderness, nor has it been
for millennia. This apparently untrodden forest and tundra country is thor-
oughly known by a people whose entire lives and cultural ancestry are in-
extricably associated with it. The lakes, hills, river bends, sloughs, and creeks
are named and imbued with personal or cultural meanings. Indeed, to the
Koyukon these lands are no more a wilderness than are farmlands to a farmer
or streets to a city dweller.”

Nelson’s point is affectingly well illustrated in a story told by environmen-
tal author Barry Lopez about ““a native woman [of this region], alone and
melancholy in a hospital room, [who] told another interviewer she would
sometimes raise her hands before her eyes to stare at them: ‘Right in my
hand, I could see the shorelines, beaches, lakes, mountains, and hills I had
been to. I could see the seals, birds, and game. . .” ”®

From the panhandle of Alaska south through the upper northwest and
on down to the California border lived so many different cultural com-
munities, densely settled and thickly populated, that we have no hope of
ever recovering anything close to a complete record of their vibrant pasts.
The Makah, the Strait, the Quileute, the Nitinat, the Nooksack, the Che-
makum, the Halkomelem, the Squamish, the Quinault, the Pentlatch, the
Sechelt, the Twana, and the Luchootseet are a baker’s dozen of linguisti-
cally and culturally separate peoples whose communities were confined to
the relatively small area that today is bounded by Vancouver to the north
and Seattle to the south, a distance of less than 150 miles. Overall, how-
ever, the native peoples of the northwest coast made their homes along
more than 2000 miles of coastline. Compared with other regions, archae-
ological research has been minimal in the northwest. As a result, while
traditional estimates of the population prior to European contact rarely
exceed a third of a million people, many more than that probably lived
along this strip of land that is more extensive than the coastline of Peru—
an area that supported about 6,500,000 people in a much harsher environ-
ment during pre-Columbian times. Indeed, one recent study has put the
population of British Columbia alone at over 1,000,000 prior to Western
contact.” In addition to the coastal settlements, moreover, even as late as
the nineteenth century, after many years of wholesale devastation, more
than 100 tribes representing fifteen different language groups lived on in
British Columbia, Washington, Oregon, and Idaho—including the Chelan,
the Yakima, the Palouse, the Walla Walla, the Nez Perce, the Umatilla,
the Cayuse, the Flathead, the Coeur D’Alene, the Kalispel, the Col-
ville, the Kootenay, the Sanpoil, the Wenatchee, the Methow, the
Okanagan, the Ntlakyapamuk, the Nicola, the Lillooct, the Shuswap, and
more.

Similarly, from the northern California border down to today’s Golden
Gate Bridge in the west and Yosemite National Park in the east, an area
barely 250 miles by 200 miles, there lived the Tolowa, the Yurok, the
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Chilula, the Karok, the Shasta, the Wiyot, the Whilkut, the Hupa, the
Mattole, the Chimariko, the Yana, the Nongatl, the Wintu, the Nomlaki,
the Lassik, the Wailaki, the Sinkyone, the Yuki, the Cahto, the Modoc,
the Achumawi, the Atsugewi, the Maidu, the Nisenan, the Washo, the
Konkow, the Patwin, the Wappo, the Lake Miwok, the Coast Miwok, the
Pomo, and a branch of the Northern Paiute—to name but some of
the Indian nations of this region, again, all culturally and linguistically
distinct peoples, a diversity in an area of that size that probably has never
been equaled anywhere else in the world. And we have not even mentioned
the scores of other independent native communities and cultures that once
filled the land along the entire western seaboard of Oregon and central
and southern California, thick populations of people living off a cornuco-
pia of earth and marine resources.

As in so much of ancient America, the social and political systems of
the west coast cultures varied dramatically from one locale to the next.
Much of the northwest, for example, was inhabited by permanent settle-
ments of fishing and intensive foraging peoples who lived in large wooden-
planked houses that often were elaborately decorated with abstract designs
and stylized animal faces; many of these houses and public buildings had
an image of an animal’s or bird’s mouth framing their entryways, some-
times with huge molded wooden “‘beaks™ attached that when open served
as entrance and exit ramps. Northwest coast peoples are perhaps best known,
however, for their rich and demonstrative ceremonial lives and their steeply
hierarchical political systems. Thus, the most common symbolic associa-
tions we make with these cultures involve their intricately carved totem
poles and ritual masks, as well as their great status-proclaiming feasts known
as potlatches. Indeed, from the time of first European contact on down to
contemporary ethnohistorical investigation, to outsiders the single most
compelling aspect of these peoples’ lives has always been their flamboyant
display of wealth and their material extravagance. Given the natural riches
of their surrounding environment—including lush and game-filled ever-
green forests, salmon-thick rivers, and ocean waters warmed by the Japa-
nese current—such festivals of conspicuous consumption are easily under-
stood.

The peoples of resource rich California also were known for their com-
plicated coastal-inland trade networks and for their large multi-cultural
fiestas which apparently functioned in part to maintain and expand trade
relationships.!® But in addition—and in contrast to their neighbors to the
north—the California peoples were noteworthy for their remarkably egal-
itarian and democratically ordered societies. As anthropologists long ago
demonstrated, native California peoples such as the Wintu found it diffi-
cult even to express personal domination and coercion in their language,
so foreign were those concepts to their ways of life.!! And for most of
California’s Indiap peoples those ways of life were directly tied to the great
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bounty nature had given them. Although many of them were, in a techni-
cal sense, hunter-gatherer societies, so rich in foodstuffs were the areas in
which they settled that they had to move about very little in order to live
well. Writing of the Ohlone peoples—a general name for forty or so in-
dependent tribes and many thousands of people who inhabited the coastal
area between present-day San Francisco and Monterey—Malcolm Margo-
lin has put it well:

With such a wealth of resources, the Ohlones did not depend upon a single
staple. If the salmon failed to run, the people moved into the marshes to
hunt ducks and geese. If the waterfowl population was diminished by a
drought, the people could head for the coast where a beached whale or a
run of smelts might help them through their troubles. And if all else failed,
there were always shellfish: mussels, clams, and oysters, high in nutrients
and theirs for the collecting. . . . All around the Ohlones were virtually
inexhaustible resources; and for century after century the people went about
their daily life secure in the knowledge that they lived in a generous land, a
land that would always support them.!?

“In short,” as Margolin writes, “the Ohlones did not practice agriculture
or develop a rich material culture, not because they failed, but because
they succeeded so well in the most ancient of all ways of life.”!?

Other California pepples did practice agriculture, however, and the very
earliest European cxmrers found it and the numbers of people living in
the region awe-inspiring. Describing his voyage along the southern Cali-
fornia coast in 1542 and 1543, Juan Rodriguez Cabrillo repeatedly noted
in his journal comments on the large houses he observed; the “very fine
valleys [with] much maize and abundant food”; the “many savannahs and
groves” and “‘magnificent valleys” that were “densely populated”—as was,
he added, “‘the whole coastline.” Again and again, wherever he went, he
marveled at the “many pueblos,” the “dense population,” and the “thickly
settled” coasts and plains. Even the small and subsequently uninhabited
Santa Barbara islands, lying 25 to 70 miles off the coast—San Miguel,
Santa Rosa, Santa Cruz, Santa Catalina, San Clemente, Santa Barbara, San
Nicholas—were populated by “a great number of Indians” who greeted
the Spanish ships in friendship and traded with them in ceremonies of
peace. In all, from the islands to the coasts to the valleys and the plains
that he observed, Cabrillo wrote, this “densely populated . . . country
appears to be very fine.” !*

Just what the population of California was at this time is unknown.
The most commonly cited estimate is something in excess of 300,000—
while other calculations have put it at 700,000 and more."® Although the
larger figure is regarded by many scholars as excessive, both it and the
lower number represent estimates for California’s Indian population only
in 1769, the time of the founding of the Franciscan mission—that is, more
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than two centuries after initial Spanish incursions into the region. Even at
the time of Cabrillo’s voyage in 1542, however, the Indians reported to
him the presence of other Spaniards in the area who, he wrote, “were
killing many natives.” And there is clear evidence that European diseases
had a serious impact on California’s native peoples throughout the six-
teenth and seventeenth centuries.'® Since, as we shall see in a later chapter,
during those same two centuries the native population of Florida was re-
duced by more than 95 percent, primarily by Spanish-introduced diseases
but also by Spanish violence, it is likely that the indigenous population of
California also was vastly larger in the early sixteenth century than it was
in 1769. A population of 300,000 for all of California, after all, works
out to a population density somewhere between that of the Western Sa-
hara and Mongolia today—hardly suggestive of Cabrillo’s “thickly settled”
and “densely populated” environs. Indeed, 700,000—rather than being ex-
cessive—will in time likely turn out to have been an excessively conserva-
tive estimate.

To the east of California lay the vast, dry spaces of the southwest,
what is now southern Utah and Colorado, parts of northwestern Mexico,
southern Nevada, west Texas, and all of Arizona and New Mexico. The
Papago, the Pima, the Yuma, the Mojave, the Yavapai, the Havasupai, the
Hualapai, the Paiute, the Zuni, the Tewa, the Navajo, the Hopi, the Towa,
the Cocopa, the Tiwa, the Keres, the Piro, the Suma, the Coahuiltec, and
various Apache peoples (the Aravaipa, the Coyotera, the Chiricahua, the
Mimbreno, the Jicarella, the Mescalero, the Lipan) are just some of the
major extant cultures of the southwest. And all these large cultural desig-
nations contain within them numerous smaller, but distinctive, indigenous
communities. Thus, for example, the Coahuiltecs of the Texas-Mexico
borderlands actually are more than 100 different independent peoples who
are grouped together only because they speak the Coahuiltec language.!”

The major ancient cultural traditions of this region were those of the
Anasazi, the Hohokam, and the Mogollon. Together, these cultures influ-
enced the lives of peoples living, from east to west, across the virtual en-
tirety of modern-day Arizona and New Mexico, and from middle Utah
and Colorado in the north to Mexico’s Sonora and Chihuahua deserts in
the south. This area has supported human populations for millennia, pop-
ulations that were growing maize and squash more than 3000 years ago.!®
Indeed, agriculture in the pre-Columbian era attained a higher level of
development among the people of the southwest than among any other
group north of Mesoamerica. Beginning 1700 years ago, the Hohokam,
for example, built a huge and elaborate network of canals to irrigate their
crops; just one of these canals alone was 8 feet deep, 30 feet wide, 8 miles
long, and was able to bring precious life to 8000 acres of arid desert land.
Other canals carried water over distances of more than 20 miles.'” The
general lingering fame of these societies, however, rests predominantly on



BEFORE COLUMBUS 25

their extraordinary artistry, craftsmanship, and architectural engineering—
from fine and delicate jewelry and pottery to massive housing complexes.

Among the numerous outstanding examples of southwest architectural
achievement are the Chacoan communities of the San Juan Basin in Colo-
rado and New Mexico, within the Anasazi culture area. Chaco Canyon is
near the middle of the San Juan Basin, and here, more than a thousand
years ago, there existed the metropolitan hub of hundreds of villages and
at least nine large towns constructed around enormous multi-storied build-
ing complexes. Pueblo Bonito is an example of one of these: a single, four-
story building with large high-ceilinged rooms and balconies, it contained
800 rooms, including private residences for more than 1200 people and
dozens of circular common rooms up to 60 feet in diameter. No single
structure in what later became the United States housed this many people
until the largest apartment buildings of New York City were constructed
in the nineteenth century. But in its time Pueblo Bonito was far from unique.
Poseuinge, near present-day Ojo Caliente, is another example among many:
a complex of several adjoining three-story residential buildings, Poseuinge
(or Posi) contained more than 2000 rooms.%°

In the dry surrounding countryside the people of this region—not only
the ancient Hohokam-—constructed intricate canals and ditches, with
diversion dams, floodgates, and other runoff control systems, alongside
which they planted gardens.?! So successful were these water management
systems that, as Peter Nabokov and Robert Easton have observed, “vir-
tually all of the water that fell in the immediate vicinity was channeled
down spillways and troughs to feed their gardens and replenish their res-
ervoirs.”?? And in recent decades aerial photography has revealed the
presence of great ancient roadways up to 30 feet wide that linked the
hundreds of Chaco Canyon communities with at least fifty so-called outlier
population centers up to 100 miles away, each of which contained its own
complex of large, masonry pueblos. In all, it appears that these roads con-
nected together communities spread out over more than 26,000 square
miles of land, an area the size of Belgium and the Netherlands combined—
although recent studies have begun to suggest that the Chaco region was
even larger than the largest previous estimates have surmised. Indeed, as
an indication of how much remains to be learned about these ancient peo-
ples and societies, in the Grand Canyon alone more than 2000 indigenous
habitation sites have thus far been identified, of which only three have
been excavated and studied intensively—while almost half of the canyon’s
1,200,000 acres of land area has never even been seen at close range by
an archaeologist or a historian.?

Despite the enormous amount of organized labor that was necessary
to construct their carefully planned communities, the native people of the
southwest have always been known for their political egalitarianism and
their respect for personal autonomy. The earliest Spanish visitors to the
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southwest—including Franciso Visquez de Coronado in 1540 and Diego
Pérez de Luxan in 1582—frequently commented on the widespread equal-
ity and codes of reciprocity they observed among such Pueblo peoples as
the Hopi and the Zuni; the only significant class distinctions that could be
discerned were those that granted power and prestige (but not excessive
wealth) to the most elderly women and men.?* Observing the descendants
of these same peoples 400 years later, twentieth-century anthropologists
continue to reach similar conclusions: it is “fundamentally indecent,” an-
thropologist Clyde Kluckhohn once wrote of the Navajo, “for a single
individual to make decisions for the group.”?* That was far from the case,
however, for the Indians of the southeast who were encountered by Her-
nando de Soto in the early sixteenth century during his trek north through
Florida in search of gold. Here, much more hierarchical political and per-
sonal arrangements prevailed.

At one location during his travels in the southeast de Soto was met by
the female leader of the Cofitachequi nation who was carried in a sedan
chair, was wrapped in long pearl necklaces, and rode in a cushion-filled
and awning-covered boat. She commanded a large area of agriculturally
productive land, once settled with dense clusters of towns and filled with
impressively constructed ceremonial and burial sites. In plundering those
sites de Soto’s men found elegantly carved chests and art objects, pearl
inlaid and copper-tipped weapons, and other valuables (including as many
as 50,000 bows and quivers) that at least one of the conquistadors com-
pared favorably with anything he had seen in fabulously prosperous Mex-
ico or Peru. It was an apt comparison, not only because the jewelry and
pottery from this area is distinctly similar in many respects to that of
Mesoamerica and the Andes, but because large and dense city-like settle-
ments, built in stockade fashion and surrounded by intensely cultivated
agricultural plantations were common here, as were state and quasi-state
organizations in the political realm. Major cultural centers here include
those of the Caddo peoples, the Hasinai, the Bidai, the Atakapa, the Tun-
ica, the Chickasaw, the Tuskegee, the Natchez, the Houma, the Chocktaw,
the Creek, the Tohome, the Pensacola, the Apalachee, the Seminole, the
Yamasee, the Cusabo, the Waccamaw, the Catawba, the Woccon—and
again, as in other regions, many more. No other part of North America
outside of Mesoamerica had such complex and differentiated societies, and
no other area outside of the northwest coast and California was so lin-
guistically diverse—much more diverse, in fact, than Western Europe is
today.?¢

Pottery developed in this region at least 4000 years ago and true agri-
culture followed about 1000 years later. Although the people of the south-
east did hunt and fish, they lived primarily in sedentary communities dis-
tinguished by clusters of towering temple mounds, large public buildings
that each held scores and sometimes hundreds of assigned seats for politi-
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cal and religious gatherings, and assemblages of individual family houses
that spread out over as many as fifteen to twenty miles. The people living
in these state-like communities largely were nourished by enormous fields
of corn, beans, and other produce that they harvested in two or even three
crops each year and stored in corn cribs and granaries. They were superb
basket-makers, carpenters, potters, weavers, tanners, and fishermen. Some,
like the Calusa, fished from large canoes in the open ocean, while they and
others also gathered clams and oysters from the coasts and used weirs and
basket traps and spears and stupefying herbs to catch fish in rivers and in
streams.?’

The Calusa, in fact, are especially intriguing in that they defy conven-
tional rules of political anthropology by having been a complex of hunt-
ing, fishing, and gathering societies that also were sedentary and highly
stratified, with politically powerful and centralized governments. Para-
mount chiefs, who commanded standing armies of warriors who had no
other work obligations, ruled directly over dozens of towns in their dis-
tricts, while controlling dozens more through systems of tribute. Class
rankings included nobles, commoners, and servants (who were military
captives), while there were specialized roles for wood carvers, painters,
engravers, navigators, healers, and the scores of dancers and singers who
performed on ceremonial occasions. And such festivities were both fre-
quent and major affairs: one European account from the sixteenth century
describes a paramount chief’s house as large enough to accommodate 2000
people “without being very crowded.” Moreover, such buildings were not
especially large by southeastern coast standards. As J. Leitch Wright, Jr.,
notes: “similar structures in Apalachee, Timucua, and Guale (coastal
Georgia) held considerably more.”??

Elaborate social and cultural characteristics of this nature are not sup-
posed to exist among non-agricultural or non-industrial peoples, but like
many of the hunting and gathering societies of the northwest, the Calusa
lived in an environment so rich in easily accessible natural resources that
agriculture was not needed to maintain large, stable, politically complex
settlements. One measure of the great size of these communities can be
seen in the middens—the refuse collections studied by archaeologists—that
the Calusa left behind. Throughout the world, among the largest shellfish
middens known to exist are those at Ertebselle in Denmark, where they
range up to 30 acres in size and almost 10 feet in height. In comparison,
shell middens from Calusa areas throughout southwest Florida have been
found covering up to 80 acres of land and reaching to heights of 20 feet—
that is, many times the cubic volume of the largest Ertebglle middens. And
yet, enormous as these deposits are—testifying to extraordinary concentra-
tions of population—ethnohistorical and archaeological evidence indicates
that shellfish were not a2 major component of the Calusa diet.?’

Far to the north of the Calusa and the hundreds of other cultural cen-
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ters in what today are Florida, Georgia, Mississippi, Louisiana, Arkansas,
Kentucky, South Carolina, North Carolina, Tennessee, and Virginia, re-
sided the Tuscarora, the Pamlico, the Secotan, the Nottaway, the Weape-
meoc, the Meherrin, the Powhatan, the Susquehannock, and the Dela-
ware—to just begin a list that could be multiplied many times over. Beyond
them, of course, were the great Northern Iroquoian nations—the Seneca,
the Oneida, the Mohawk, the Onandaga, the Cayuga, the Wenro, the Erie,
the Petun, the Neutral, the Huron, and the St. Lawrence Iroquois. And the
New England Indian nations—the Pennacook, the Nipmuk, the Massachu-
sett, the Wampanoag, the Niantic, the Nauset, the Pequot, the Mahican,
the Narraganset, the Wappinger, the Mohegan, and more. Traditionally
these native peoples were thought to have lived in very thinly populated
settlements, but recent re-analyses of their population histories suggest that
such separate nations as the Mohawk, the Munsee, the Massachusett, the
Mohegan-Pequot, and others filled their territorial areas with as many or
more residents per square mile as inhabit most western regions in the present-
day United States, Overall, according to one estimate, the Atlantic coastal
plain from Florida to Massachusetts supported more than 2,000,000 peo-
ple before the arrival of the first Europeans.®

Probably the most common association that is made with the congre-
gations of northeastern cultures concerns their sophisticated domestic po-
litical systems and their formal networks of international alliances, such as
the Five Nation confederacy of the Iroquois League, founded in the middle
of the fifteenth century and composed of the independent Mohawk, Oneida,
Onondaga, Cayuga, and Seneca peoples. Many writers, both historians
and anthropologists, have argued that the League was a model for the
United States Constitution, although much controversy continues to sur-
round that assertion. The debate focuses largely on the extent of Iroquois
influence on Euro-American political thought, however, since no one de-
nies there was some influence.?! Indeed, as numerous historians have shown,
overall American Indian political and social organization had a powerful
impact on European social thought, particularly in seventeenth- and
eighteenth-century France.*? In any case, however the controversy over Ir-
oquois influence on the U.S. Constitution eventually is decided, it will not
minimize the Iroquois achievement, since—as one of the originators of the
notion of a connection between the League and the Constitution, J.N.B.
Hewitt of the Smithsonian Institution, admitted when he first propounded
the hypothesis more than fifty years ago:

Some of the ideas incorporated in the League of the Five Nations were far
too radical even for the most advanced of the framers of the American Con-
stitution. Nearly a century and a half was to elapse before the white men
could reconcile themselves to woman suffrage, which was fundamental in
the Indian government. They have not yet arrived at the point of abolishing
capital punishment, which the Iroquois had accomplished by a very simple
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legal device. And child welfare legislation, prominent in the Iroquois scheme
of things, had to wait for a century or more before the white men were ready
to adopt it.*?

To limit a description of female power among the Iroquois to the
achievement of “woman suffrage,” however, is to not even begin to con-
vey the reality of women’s role in Iroquois society. As the Constitution of
the Five Nations firmly declared: “The lineal descent of the people of the
Five Nations shall run in the female line. Women shall be considered the
progenitors of the Nation. They shall own the land and the soil. Men and
women shall follow the status of the mother.”3* In her survey and analysis
of the origins of sexual inequality among the major cultures of the world,
this is how anthropologist Peggy Reeves Sanday describes the exception of
the Iroquois:

In the symbolic, economic, and familial spheres the Iroquois were matriar-
chal, that is, female dominated. Iroquoian women headed the family long-
house, and much of the economic and ceremonial life centered on the agri-
cultural activities of women. Men were responsible for hunting, war, and
intertribal affairs. Although women appointed men to League positions and
could veto their decisions, men dominated League deliberations. This tension
between male and female spheres, in which females dominated village life
and left intertribal life to men, suggests that the sexes were separate but
equal, at least during the confederacy. Before the confederacy, when the in-
dividual nations stood alone and consisted of a set of loosely organized vil-
lages subsisting on the horticultural produce of women, females may have
overshadowed the importance of males.*

Perhaps this is why, as Sanday later remarks: “Archaeological excavations
of pre-Iroquoian village sites show that they were unfortified, suggesting
that if there was an emphasis on warfare, it lacked major economic moti-
vation, and conquest was an unknown objective.” ¢ And perhaps this also
helps account for the unusually strong egalitarianism even among later
Iroquois people—as among other native peoples of the northeast—on which
early European visitors invariably remarked. The Jesuit Pierre de Charle-
voix, for instance, traveled throughout what today is New York, Michi-
gan, and eastern Canada and marveled at the early age at which Indian
children were encouraged, with success, in seemingly contradictory direc-
tions—toward both prideful independence and cooperative, communal so-
cialization. Moreover, he noted, the parents accomplished this goal by us-
ing the gentlest and subtlest of techniques. While “fathers and mothers
neglect nothing, in order to inspire their children with certain principles of
honour which they preserve their whole lives,” he wrote, “they take care
always to communicate their instructions on this head, in an indirect man-
ner.” An emphasis on pride and honor—and thus on the avoidance of
shame—was the primary means of adult guidance. For example, notes
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Charlevoix: “A mother on seeing her daughter behave ill bursts into tears;
and upon the other’s asking her the cause of it, all the answer she makes
is, Thou dishonourest me. It seldom happens that this sort of reproof fails
of being efficacious.” Some of the Indians, he adds, do “begin to chastise
their children, but this happens only among those that are Christians, or
such as are settled in the colony.”3” The most violent act of disapproba-
tion that a parent might use on a misbehaving child, Charlevoix and other
visitors observed, was the tossing of a little water in the child’s face, a
gesture obviously intended more to embarrass than to harm.

Children, not surprisingly, learned to turn the tables on their parents.
Thus, Charlevoix found children threatening to do damage to themselves,
or even kill themselves, for what he regarded as the slightest parental cor-
rection: “You shall not have a daughter long to use so,” he cites as a
typical tearful reaction from a chastised young girl. If this has a familiar
ring to some late twentieth-century readers, so too might the Jesuit’s con-
cern about the Indians’ permissive methods of child rearing: “It would
seem,” he says, “that a childhood so ill instructed should be followed by
a very dissolute and turbulent state of youth.” But that, in fact, is not what
happened, he notes, because “on the one hand the Indians are naturally
quiet and betimes masters of themselves, and are likewise more under the
guidance of reason than other men; and on the other hand, their natural
disposition, especially in the northern nations, does not incline them to
debauchery.”3®

The Indians’ fairness and dignity and self-control that are commented
on by so many early European visitors manifested themselves in adult life
in various ways, but none more visibly than in the natives’ governing
councils. This is evident, for example, in a report on the Huron’s councils
by Jean de Brebeuf during the summer of 1636. One of the most “remark-
able things” about the Indian leaders’ behavior at these meetings, he wrote,
“is their great prudence and moderation of speech; I would not dare to
say they always use this self-restraint, for [ know that sometimes they sting
each other,—but yet you always remark a singular gentleness and discre-
tion. . . . [E]very time I have been invited [to their councils] [ have come
out from them astonished at this feature.”* Added Charlevoix on this
same matter:

It must be acknowledged, that proceedings are carried on in these assemblies
with a wisdom and a coolness, and a knowledge of affairs, and 1 may add
generally with a probity, which would have done honour to the areopagus
of Athens, or to the Senate of Rome, in the most glorious days of those
republics: the reason of this is, that nothing is resolved upon with precipi-
tation; and that those violent passions, which have so much disgraced the
politics even of Christians, have never prevailed amongst the Indians over
the public good.*
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Similar observations were made of other Indian societies up and down
the eastern seaboard.*! In addition, most natives of this region, stretching
from the densely settled southern shores of the Great Lakes (with a pre-
Columbian population that has been estimated at close to 4,000,000) across
to northern Maine on down to the Tidewater area of Virginia and over to
the Cumberland River in Tennessee, displayed to their neighbors, and to
strangers as well, a remarkable ethic of generosity. As the Jesuit Joseph
Frangois Lafitau, who lived among the Indians for six years, observed: “If
a cabin of hungry people meets another whose provisions are not entirely
exhausted, the latter share with the newcomers the little which remains to
them without waiting to be asked, although they expose themselves thereby
to the same danger of perishing as those whom they help at their own
expense so humanely and with such greatness of soul. In Europe we should
find few [people] disposed, in like cases, to a liberality so noble and mag-
nificent.” #?

As with our earlier enumerations and comments on native peoples across
the length and breadth of the continent, these examples of eastern indige-
nous cultures are only superficial and suggestive—touching here on aspects
of the political realm, there on intimate life, and elsewhere on material
achievement, in an effort to point a few small spotlights into corners that
conventionally are ignored by historians of America’s past. Untold hundreds
of other culturally and politically independent Indian nations and tribes
that we have not even tried to survey filled the valleys and plains and
woodlands and deserts and coastlines of what are now Canada and the
United States. So many more, in fact, that to name the relative few that
we have, this tiny percentage of the whole, risks minimizing rather than
illustrating their numbers. Perhaps the best way to convey some sense of
these multitudes and varieties of culture is simply to note that a recent
listing of the extant Indian peoples of North America produced a compi-
lation of nearly 800 separate nations—about half of which are formally
recognized by the United States as semi-sovereign political entities—but
then cautioned that the list “is not exhaustive with regard to their subdi-
visions or alternate names. There are thousands more of both.”%

In the same way that in the villages and towns and nations of other
continents—of Asia and Africa and Europe—the social structures and po-
litical networks and resource production systems of different communities
varied greatly from place to place and from time to time, so too was there
astounding diversity and multiformity among North.America’s aboriginal
peoples. As on those other continents, both in the past and in the present,
some communities were small, isolated, provincial, and poor, barely scrap-
ing subsistence from the soil. Others were huge urban and commercial
centers where large numbers of people, entirely freed from the necessity of
subsistence work, carried out other tasks of artistry, engineering, construc-
tion, religion, and trade. And, between these extremes, there was a rich
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variety of cultural organization, a great diversity of social design. But in
all these communities, regardless of size or organizational complexity, hu-
man beings lived out the joys and sorrows, the mischief, the humor, the
high seriousness and tragedy, the loves, fears, hatreds, jealousies, kind-
nesses, and possessed all the other passions and concerns, weaknesses and
strengths, that human flesh throughout the world is heir to.

Over time (again as in the histories of the other continents), cultures
and empires in North America rose and fell, only to be replaced by other
peoples whose material and political successes also waxed and waned while
the long centuries and millennia inexorably unfolded. Not all the cultures
surveyed in the preceding pages were contemporaneous with one another;
certain of them ascended or declined centuries apart. Some of the societies
that we have mentioned here, and some that went unmentioned, have long
since disappeared almost without a trace. Others continue on. Some have
had their remains so badly plundered that virtually nothing of them any
longer exists—such as the once-massive Spiro Mound, a monument of an
eastern Oklahoma people, that was looted of its treasures in the 1930s by
the farmer who owned the land on which it stood. Literally tons of shell,
pearl, and other precious objects were hauled out in wheelbarrows and
sold by the side of the road. And then, for good measure, once the mound
was emptied, the farmer had it dynamited into rubble.**

In contrast, other large communities have left immense and permanent
reminders of their past glories—such as the huge earthen mound at Ca-
hokia, Illinois. At the center of a large community that sprawled down the
banks of the Illinois River for a distance as great as that from one end of
San Francisco to the other today, with houses spread out over more than
2000 acres of land, stood a gigantic man-made structure extending ten
stories into the air and containing 22,000,000 cubic feet of earth. At its
base this monument, which was larger than the Great Pyramid of Egypt,
covered 16 acres of land. About 120 other temple and burial mounds rose
up in and around Cahokia which acted as the urban core for more than
fifty surrounding towns and villages in the Mississippi Valley, and which
by itself probably had a population of well over 40,000 people. In size and
social complexity Cahokia has been compared favorably with some of the
more advanced Maya city-states of ancient Mesoamerica.** And it was
fully flourishing almost 2000 years ago.

These, then, are just some examples of the great multitudes of perma-
nently settled societies that constituted what commonly and incorrectly are
thought of today as the small and wandering bands of nomads who inhab-
ited North America’s “virgin land” before it was discovered by Europeans.
In fact, quite to the contrary of that popular image, as the eminent geog-
rapher Carl O. Sauer once pointed out:

For the most part, the geographic limits of agriculture have not been greatly
advanced by the coming of the white man. In many places we have not



BEFORE.COLUMBUS 33

passed the limits of Indian farming at all. . . . In general, it may be said
that the plant domesticates of the New World far exceeded in range and
efficiency the crops that were available to Europeans at the time of the dis-
covery of the New World. . . . The ancient Indian plant breeders had done
‘their work well. In the genial climates, there was an excellent, high yielding
plant for every need of food, drink, seasoning, or fiber, On the climatic ex-
tremes of cold and drought, there still were a remarkable number of plant
inventions that stretched the limits of agriculture about as far as plant growth
permitted. One needs only to dip into the accounts of the early explorers
and colonists, especially Spanish, to know the amazement with which the
Europeans learned the quality and variety of crop plants of Indian husban-

dry.%

Still, wildly inaccurate though the popular historical perception of In-
dian America as an underpopulated virgin land clearly is, on one level—a
comparative level—the myth does contain at least a shred of truth. For
despite the large, prolific, sophisticated, permanently settled, and culturally
varied populations of people who inhabited the Americas north of Mexico
prior to the coming of Columbus, their numbers probably did not consti-
tute more than 10 to 15 percent of the entire population of the Western
Hemisphere at that time,

Il

The number of people living north of Mexico in 1492 is now generally
estimated to have been somewhere between what one scholar describes as
“a conservative total” of more than 7,000,000 and another’s calculation
of about 18,000,000.47 These figures are ten to twenty times higher than
the estimates of scholars half a century ago, but even the largest of them
is dwarfed by the population of central Mexico alone on the eve of Euro-
pean contact. As noted earlier, probably about 25,000,000 people, or about
seven times the number living in all of England, were residing in and around
the great Valley of Mexico at the time of Columbus’s arrival in the New
World.

But the Aztec empire, with its astonishing white city of Tenochtitlan,
was at the end of the fifteenth century only the most recent in a long line
of magnificent and highly complex cultures that had evolved in Meso-
america—where more than 200 separate languages once were spoken—
over the course of nearly three thousand years.

Some time around 2500 B.C. villages were being established in the
Valley of Oaxaca, each of them containing probably no more than a dozen
or so houses surrounding a plaza that served as the community’s ceremo-
nial center. After about 1000 years of increasing sophistication in the tech-
niques of growing and storing foodstuffs, by 1500 B.C., around the time
of Amenhotep I in Egypt and a thousand years before the birth of Pericles
in Athens, these people had begun to merge into the Olmec Empire that
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was then forming in the lowlands off the southernmost point of the Gulf
coast in Mexico. Very little detail is known about Olmec culture or social
structure, nor about everyday life in the other complex societies that had
begun to emerge in northwest Central America at an even earlier time. But
there is no doubt that in both regions, between 1500 B.C. and 2000 B.C.,
there existed civilizations that provided rich cultural lives for their inhabi-
tants and that produced exquisite works of art.*8

The core of the Olmec population was situated in a river-laced crescent
of land that stretched out across the Isthmus of Tehuantepec on Mexico’s
southern Gulf coast. At first glance this appears to be an inhospitable area
for the founding of a major population center and civilization, but periodic
flooding of the region’s rivers created a marshy environment and the rich-
est agricultural lands in Mexico—land that often has been compared to
the Nile delta in Egypt. From about 1200 B.C. to 900 B.C. the center of
Olmec culture was located in what is now known as San Lorenzo, after
which it was moved to La Venta. Here, in the symbolic shadow of their
Great Pyramid—about 3,500,000 cubic feet in volume, a construction project
that is estimated to have taken the equivalent of more than 2000 worker-
years to complete—the Olmecs farmed extensively, worshiped their gods,
enjoyed athletic contests involving ball games and other sports, and pro-
duced art works ranging from tiny, meticulously carved, jade figurines to
enormous basalt sculpted heads more than ten feet tall.

Neither the jade nor the basalt used for these carvings was indigenous
to the areas immediately surrounding either of the Olmec capitals. The
jade apparently was brought in, along with other items, through a compli-
cated trade network that spread out across the region at least as far as
Guatemala, Honduras, Nicaragua, and Costa Rica. The basalt, on the other
hand, was available from quarries in the Tuxtla Mountains, a little more
than fifty miles away. From here in the mountains, writes archaeologist
Michael Coe, in all probability the stones designated to become the huge
carvings “were dragged down to navigable streams and loaded on great
balsa rafts, then floated first down to the coast of the Gulf of Mexico, then
up the Coatzacoalcos River, from whence they would have to be dragged,
probably with rollers, up the San Lorenzo plateau.” Coe observes that
“the amount of labor which must have been involved staggers the imagi-
nation,” as indeed it does, considering that the finished sculptures formed
from these enormous boulders themselves often weighed in excess of twenty
tons.*

Before the dawn of the West’s Christian era another great city was
forming well north of the Olmec region and to the east of the Lake of the
Moon—Teotihuacan. Built atop an enormous underground lava tube that
the people of the area had expanded into a giant cave with stairways and
large multi-chambered rooms of worship, this metropolis reached its pin-
nacle by the end of the second century A.D., about the time that, half a
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world away in each direction, the Roman Empire and the Han dynasty in
China were teetering on the brink of ultimate collapse. Teotihuacan was
divided into quarters, bisected from north to south and east to west by
two wide, four-mile long boulevards. Constructed around a nine-square-
mile urban core of almost wall-to-wall buildings made from white stucco
that was brightly painted with religious and mythological motifs, the over-
all alignment of the city—with everything consistently oriented to 15 de-
grees 25 minutes east of true north—evidently had religio-astronomical
meaning that has yet to be deciphered.’® At its peak, the city and its sur-
roundings probably contained a population of about a quarter of a million
people, making it at the time one of the largest cities in the world. The
density of population in the city itself far exceeded that of all but the very
largest American metropolises today.

Teotihuacan too had its great pyramids—the huge, twenty-story-high
Pyramid of the Sun and slightly smaller Pyramid of the Moon. In addition,
the city contained numerous magnificent palace compounds. Typical of
these was the Palace of Xolalpan, with 45 large rooms and seven fore-
courts arranged around a sunken central courtyard that was open to the
sky. Smaller sunken courts existed in many of the surrounding rooms as
well, with light and air admitted through openings in the high column-
supported ceilings, a design reminiscent of Roman atria.’! Those not for-
tunate enough to live in one of Teotihuacan’s palaces apparently lived in
large apartment complexes, such as one that has been unearthed in the
ruins on the eastern side of the city, containing at least 175 rooms, five
courtyards, and more than twenty atria-like forecourts. So splendid and
influential was the architecture and artwork of this immense urban center
that a smaller, contemporary reproduction of it, a town that Michael Coe
says is “in all respects a miniature copy of Teotihuacan,” has been found
in the highlands of Guatemala—650 miles away.>?

Many other cultures were flourishing in Mesoamerica while Teotihu-
acan was in its ascendancy, some in areas of lush farming potential, others
in regions where complex irrigation techniques were devised to coax life
from agriculturally marginal land. The Zapotec civilization in a previously
almost uninhabited part of the Valley of Oaxaca is a prime example of
this latter situation. And in the heart of Zapotec country another major
city emerged—Monte Alban—an urban center that may have been unique
in all the world as a politically neutral capital (a so-called disembedded
capital) for a confederation of semi-independent and historically adversar-
ial political states.’® Politically neutral or not, however, Monte Alban clearly
was an important ceremonial community, spread out over fifteen square
miles of land, and containing public plazas, temple platforms, and public
buildings, including the Palace of Los Danzantes, constructed around three
towering central pyramids.

The city’s many residents, for the most part, lived in homes built on
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more than 2000 terraces that they had carved into the hillsides from which
Monte Alban later took its European name. Monte Albin’s population
usually is estimated to have been somewhat in excess of 30,000 (about
what New York City’s population was at the beginning of the nineteenth
century), but a recent analysis of the agricultural potential of adjacent
farmland has raised some questions about that number that have yet to be
addressed: it shows the 30,000 figure to be less than 10 percent of the
population that could have been supported by available foodstuffs.**

All of this, and much more, pre-dates by centuries the rise of classic
Maya civilization during the time of what traditionally has been known in
Europe as the Dark Ages. Indeed, with every passing year new discoveries
are made suggesting that we have hardly even begun to recognize or un-
derstand the rich cultural intricacies of pre-Columbian Mesoamerican life.
A recent example was the discovery in 1987 of a huge, four-ton basalt
monument in a riverbed near the tiny Mexican village of La Mojarra. What
made this find so confounding was that the monument is covered with a
finely carved inscription of more than 500 hieroglyphic characters, sur-
rounding an elaborate etching of a king—hieroglyphics of a type no mod-
ern scholar had ever seen, and dating back almost two centuries before the
earliest previously known script in the Americas, that of the Maya. It has
long been recognized that several less complex writing traditions existed
in Mesoamerica as early as 700 B.C. (and simpler Olmec symbolic motifs
date back to 1000 B.C. and earlier), but the monument found in La Mo-
jarra is a complete writing system as sophisticated as that of the Maya, yet
so different that epigraphers, who study and analyze hieroglyphics, don’t
know where to begin in trying to decipher it.

Whoever created the monument—and whatever other examples may
exist of this unknown, but highly literate culture that otherwise has dis-
appeared without a trace—was able to employ a complicated array of very
stylized syllabic letters and other geometric symbols that acted as punctua-
tion throughout the text. But as well as the task of attempting to decipher
the writing, the concerns of archaeologists have quickly focused on the site
itself. After all, La Mojarra today is but a small, remote village and has
always been considered a fairly insignificant archaeological site. “Yet,” says
archaeologist Richard Diehl, “here we have this wonderful monument and
incredible text. What happened at La Mojarra?”’ And how many other La
Mojarras were there? For, as the initial published report on the La Mo-
jarra discovery observes, at the very least “it has added another interesting
piece to what has become a very complex mosaic. . . . [in that ] scholars
now suspect there must have been many sophisticated local writing tradi-
tions before the Maya.” %’

Until—if ever—questions like these are answered, however, popular in-
terest in early Mesoamerican society will continue to focus on the Maya.
And for good reason. The Maya, after all, created what has to be one of
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the most extraordinary civilizations the world has ever known, a civiliza-
tion that governed fifty or more independent states and that lasted in ex-
cess of 1000 years.

The Maya empire stretched out over a vast land area of more than
100,000 square miles, beginning in the Yucatdn region of southern Mex-
ico, across and down through present-day Belize and Guatemala toward
the borders of Honduras and El Salvador. No one knows how large the
Maya population was at its zenith, but scholarly estimates have ranged as
high as eight to ten to thirteen million for just the Yucatin portion of the
empire, an area covering only one-third of Maya territory.’¢ Scores of ma-
jor cities, all of them filled with monumental works of art and architecture,
blanketed the lands of the Maya. Cities such as Kaminaljuyd, the key cen-
ter for the growth of early Maya culture; Yaxchildn, a vibrant arts com-
munity; Palenque, with its extraordinary palatial architecture; Copdn, with
its Acropolis and its elegant and serene statuary, totally absent of any mar-
tial imagery; Uxmal, with its majestic Quadrangle and mysterious Pyramid
of the Magician; and the great Toltec-Maya cities like Tula and the grandly
opulent Chichén Itzi—to name just some of the more magnificent of such
urban complexes.

Maya cities were geographically larger and less densely populated than
were other Mesoamerican urban centers, particularly those of central
Mexico. Thus, for instance, the wondrous city of Tikal, in the middle of
the luxuriant Peten rain forest, seems to have contained more than three
times the land area of Teotihuacan (more than six times by one recent
estimate), and also had a huge population, but a population less concen-
trated than Teotihuacan’s because most of its buildings and residential
compounds were separated by carefully laid out gardens and wooded groves.
Current research also is demonstrating that Tikal’s population—now esti-
mated at between 90,000 and 100,000 people—was sustained by an elab-
orate system of immense catchment reservoirs that may have been con-
structed in other lowland urban areas as well. Combined with advanced
agricultural techniques that allowed Tikal’s farmers to coax enormous crop
yields out of raised wetland gardens, the reservoir systems probably en-
abled population densities in rural Maya communities to exceed 500 peo-
ple per square mile—that is, as high as the most intensively farmed parts
of rural China (and the metropolitan areas of modern-day Albany, At-
lanta, Dallas, and San Diego)—while urban core areas attained densities
as high as 5000 persons per square mile, more than half the density of the
high-rise city of Detroit today.*’

It was with the support of this sort of extraordinary agricultural foun-
dation that Maya populations fanned out well beyond the outer bound-
aries of their cities, filling thousands of square miles with non-urban peo-
ples, in some cases virtually from the portals of one major city to the gates
of the next. To use Tikal as an example once again, a detailed recent
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archaeological-demographic analysis has shown that at least 425,000 peo-
ple—four to five times the population of the city itself, and a much higher
number than ever before supposed—were under the city’s direct control
throughout the surrounding countryside.*®

Many thick volumes have been written on the wonders of Maya cul-
ture and civilization—its economic organization and trade networks, its
fabulous artworks, its religion and literature, its complex calendrical and
astrological systems, and more. This is not the place to try to review any
of this work, but it is important at least to point out how little we still
know of these people. Their involved writing system, combining elements
of both phonetic and ideographic script, for example, appears to have been
fully expressive of the most intricate and abstract thinking and has been
compared favorably to Japanese, Sumerian, and Egyptian—but it contin-
ues to defy complete translation.

Similarly, for many years the absence of a gridwork layout to streets,
plazas, and buildings in Maya cities puzzled scholars. Right angles weren’t
where they logically should have been, buildings skewed off oddly and
failed to line up in the expected cardinal directions; everything seemed to
twist away from an otherwise generally northward presentation. Appar-
ently, said some archaeologists, Maya builders were incompetent and
couldn’t construct simple right angles. Given the exquisite and precise
alignments of every other aspect of Maya architecture, however, others
thought this to be at best a hasty criticism. And now it is beginning to
become evident that these seeming eccentricities of engineering had noth-
ing to do with incompetence.

On the contrary, a complicated and original architectural pattern had
always been present—the same pattern, some began to notice, in city after
city after city—but its conceptual framework was so foreign to conven-
tional Western perception and thought that it remained effectively invisi-
ble. Recently, the “code,” as it were, of Maya engineering and construc-
tion has begun to be deciphered, and the story it reveals is mind-boggling.
So precise were the Maya calendrical measurements and astronomical ob-
servations—and so central were these cosmic environmental calculations
to their ritual and everyday lives—that the Maya constructed their cities
in such a way that everything lined up exactly with specific celestial move-
ments and patterns, particularly as they concerned the appearance and dis-
appearance of the planet Venus in the evening sky.*® We will never under-
stand deeply the world of the ancient Maya. Too much has already been
lost. But, in addition to what is known about their exceptional achieve-
ments in creating a vast and complex empire of trade, commerce, politics,
urban planning, architecture, art, and literature, what anthropologist and
astronomer Anthony Aveni has said about the life of the mind among the
Maya surely is correct;
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Their cosmology lacks the kind of fatalism present in our existential way of
knowing the universe, one in which the purposeful role of human beings
seems diminished. These people did not react to the flow of natural events
by struggling to harness and control them. Nor did they conceive of them-
selves as totally passive observers in the essentially neutral world of nature.
Instead, they believed they were active participants and intermediaries in a
great cosmic drama. The people had a stake in all temporal enactments. By
participating in the rituals, they helped the gods of nature to carry their
burdens along their arduous course, for they believed firmly that the rituals
served formally to close time’s cycles. Without their life’s work the universe
could not function properly. Here was an enviable balance, a harmony in
the partnership between humanity and nature, each with a purposeful role
to play.’

If we were fully to follow the course of Mesoamerican culture and
civilization after the Maya, we next would have to discuss the great Toltec
state, and then the Mixtecs (some of whose history is recorded in those of
their bark-paper and deerskin-covered books and codices that survived the
fires of the Spanish conquest), and finally the Aztecs—builders of the great
cities like Tenochtitlin, with which the previous chapter began. Of course,
the empire of the Aztecs was much more extensive than that described
earlier, centered on the Lake of the Moon. At its peak the empire reached
well over 700 miles to the south of Tenochtitlin, across the Valley of
Oaxaca, past the Isthmus of Tehuantepec, and into the piedmont and rich
coastal plain of the province of Xoconocho on the border of modern-day
Guatemala. Some provinces were completely subservient to the empire’s
might, while others, such as large and powerful Tlaxcallan to the east
retained its nation-within-an-empire independence. Still others warded off
Aztec control entirely, such as the immense Tarascan Kingdom to the north,
about which little yet is known, but which once stretched out over 1000
miles across all of Mexico from the Gulf on one side to the Pacific Ocean
on the other.

And then in Central America—beyond the reach of Maya or later Az-
tec influence—there were the culturally and linguistically independent Lenca
peoples, the Jicaque, the Paya, the Sumu, and the Chorotega of present-
day Honduras. In pre-Columbian times Honduras may easily have had a
population in excess of 1,400,000 people—almost a third of what it con-
tains even today.®! Further to the south, Nicaragua’s indigenous popula-
tion probably reached at least 1,600,000 before the arrival of the Span-
ish—a little less than half of what the country’s population is at present.5*
In all, current estimates of the size of pre-Columbian Central America’s
population (Guatemala, Honduras, Belize, El Salvador, Nicaragua, Costa
Rica, and Panama) range from a low of about 5,650,000 to a high of more
than 13,500,000.5° The latter figure represents nearly half the 1990 pop-
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ulation (around 29,000,000) of these turbulent and rapidly growing na-
tions. And still we have not yet begun to discuss the entire continent of
South America, by itself almost twice the size of China, larger than all of
Europe and Australia combined.

A glance at the South American civilizations might begin with the clus-
ter of independent chiefdoms that once dominated the northern Andes,
where Ecuador and Colombia are today. These are commonly overlooked
cultures in modern history texts, but they were not ignored by the first
Europeans in the New World, who were drawn to them because of the
fantastic wealth in gold and gems that they promised.

One story that the conquistadors had heard—and one that turned out
to be true—concerned the Muisca people who lived in the vicinity of Lake
Guatavita, a lake formed in the distant past by the impact of a falling
meteor, high in the mountains of Colombia. Whenever a new leader of the
Muisca acceded to power the coronation ritual involved his being anointed
with a sticky gum or clay to which gold dust would adhere when sprayed
on his body, apparently through tubes of cane stalk. Once thus trans-
formed into a living statue of gold, the new leader stepped onto a raft that
was laden down with gold and emerald jewelry. Specially garbed priests
aboard the raft then directed it to the center of the lake. At the same time,
the entire Muisca population surrounded the lake, playing musical instru-
ments and holding many more gold and emerald implements in their hands.
At an appointed moment, possibly as dawn broke and the lake’s waters
and the new leader’s gilded body gleamed in the morning sun, he dove
into the center of the lake, washing away the gold dust as his people threw
their precious offerings into the sacred water-filled meteor crater.

A small fragment of the Muisca gold that survived the earliest Spanish

. depredations, along with some gold from other peoples of the region, is
now housed in the Museo del Oro of the Banco de la Reptiblica in Bogota.
It consists of about 10,000 golden artifacts, everything from small animal
carvings and masks to spoons and nose rings. As one writer describes the
experience of viewing this treasure house, unwittingly donated by a people
about whom most of us have never heard:

You walk down a corridor lined on both sides with display cases, each case
packed with these opulent creations. You turn right, walk down another
corridor past more of the same. Then more. And more. Finally, instead of
going out, you are led into a dark room. After you have been there awhile
the lights begin rising so gradually that you expect to hear violins, and you
find yourself absolutely surrounded by gold. If all of Tut’s gold were added
to this accumulation, together with everything Schliemann plucked from
Mycenae and Hissarlik, you could scarcely tell the difference.®*

Turning from the northernmost parts of the Andes to the immediate
south we encounter the region where, at the time of Columbus, the single
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most extensive empire on earth was located—the land of the Inca, stretch-
ing down the mountainous western spine of South America over a distance
equivalent to that now separating New York and Los Angeles. This is a
land with an ancient history. More than four thousand years before the
flowering of the Incas, other cultures had existed in this region, some of
which were built entirely on intricate systems of trade. The earliest of these
seem to have been in the Andean highlands, communities—such as La Gal-
gada, Huaricoto, Huacaloma, and others—characterized by large popula-
tions and extraordinary multi-storied works of monumental architecture.
Many of these sites, just being uncovered and analyzed today, are causing
excitement in archaeological circles because, as one scholar points out:
“Mesoamerica, long thought to be the precocious child of the Americas,
was still confined to the Mesoamerican village during the time we are talk-
ing about, and monumental architecture in Peru was a thousand years old
when the Olmecs began their enterprise.” ®* For the sake of world cultural
context, this also means that Peruvian monumental architecture was in
place by the time the Painted Pottery culture of neolithic northern China
emerged, that it existed before England’s Stonehenge was created, and that
it was already about a thousand years old when Tutankhamen’s body was
being embalmed in Egypt.

These were societies, as noted, that developed in the Andean highlands.
Others, also of ancient origin, emerged in coastal areas. One example, still
being excavated by archaeologists today, is a complex of enormous stone
structures known as El Paraiso that is located on the central Peruvian coast.
Here, around 3800 years ago, there stood a large urban center that drew
sustenance from fishing and the cultivation of some edible plants, such as
beans and peppers, but whose dominant agricultural product was cotton.
The inhabitants of El Paraiso used their cotton plantations to produce raw
materials for the manufacture of fishing nets and clothing, which they traded
with other coastal and highland communities to complement their limited
variety of foodstuffs. Of especial interest to political historians is the fact
that this large and complex society—whose residential and ceremonial
buildings had required the quarrying of at least 100,000 tons of rock from
the surrounding hillsides—apparently existed for centuries without a cen-
tralized political power structure; all the archaeological evidence uncov-
ered thus far indicates that the people of El Paraiso built their huge stone
structures and carried out their highly organized monocrop agriculture and
trade while living under remarkably egalitarian political conditions.®®

In contrast, during its relatively brief reign 3000 years later, the Inca
empire was directed by a highly structured elite whose powers encom-
passed and governed, either directly or indirectly, nearly a hundred entirely
different linguistic, ethnic, and political communities.5” These included the
people who built the splendid, cloud-enveloped, and almost otherworldly
Andean city of Machu Picchu high in the remote forested mountains—so
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high and so remote that once Machu Picchu was deserted it was not found
again (at least by non-Indians) until the twentieth century. And then there
were and are the Nazca people, whose culture was flourishing 2000 years
ago. These are the people who created on the barren desert floor south of
present-day Lima enormous etchings of various living things—humming-
birds, condors, dogs, plants, spiders, sharks, whales, and monkeys—as well
as spiritual figures, domestic designs (such as a huge ball of yarn and a
needle), and precisely aligned geometric patterns, including trapezoids, tri-
angles, zigzags, and spirals. Because of their great size (a single line of a
geometric figure may run straight as a ruler for more than half a mile) the
full patterns of these perfectly drafted images can only be seen from the
air or from very high ground. As a result, outlandish modern theories of
origin have circulated widely, betraying once again our unthinking dispar-
agement of the native peoples of this region who, it intuitively is thought,
could not possibly have created anything so monumental and precise. In-
terestingly (and conveniently overlooked by those who believe these great
projects to be the work of outsiders), many of the same designs from the
desert floor are found decorating ancient Nazca ceramics as well, and ad-
ditional oversize animal representations and other designs, less famous and
smaller in scale, have also been found in North American deserts, 3000
miles away.®®

Compared with Mesoamerican cities, those of the Incas were almost
austere. Even the fabulous city of Cuzco at first seemed most brilliant in
its superb surface simplicity, its streets laid out on a cruciform plan, its
houses mostly single-story affairs with steeply pitched roofs to fend off the
heavy rains of the Andes. Apart from its gold, the first Europeans were
most impressed with Cuzco’s exceptional cleanliness, perhaps exemplified
by the clear-water rivers and streams from the mountains that flowed
through the center of the Inca capital. Before entering the city these waters’
upstream pools and rivulets provided bathing and recreation for Cuzco’s
inhabitants; for years after the Spanish conquest, wrote one conquistador,
it was common to find there “small gold ornaments or pins which [Inca
women] forgot or dropped while bathing.”¢® As the waters ran through
Cuzco, however, they were captured and diverted into perfectly engineered
stone gutters that followed the routes of the city’s many streets, helping to
wash away debris and keep the roadways clean.

At the center of Cuzco was an enormous plaza, large enough to accom-
modate 100,000 people wrote the Spanish friar Martin de Murda, and
here any sense of the city’s austerity ended. When the pleasure-loving peo-
ple of this metropolis held their frequent dances and festivals in the square,
it was roped off with a fine cable of gold, immensely long and fringed at
both ends with bright red wool. Around the ceremonial square stood Cuz-
co’s palaces, each built by an Inca ruler during his reign. Here lay the dead
leaders’ mummified remains, along with all their furniture and treasures.
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There were no locks or keys and nothing in the palaces was hidden: as
John Hemming puts it,"“the Incas were too confident of the security of
their empire and the honesty of its citizens to hide their dead rulers’ pos-
sessions.”7?

All the Inca palaces were different—made of various types of marble,
rare woods, and precious metal—but each had at least one common char-
acteristic: enormous halls and ballrooms capable of holding up to 4000
people for banquets and dances when the weather prevented such festivi-
ties from being held outdoors. One such hall, which “served on rainy days
as a plaza for [Inca] festivals and dances . . . was so large,” wrote Gar-
cilaso de la Vega, “that sixty horsemen could very easily play cafias inside
it.” More exquisite even than the palaces, however, was the famed temple
of the sun, Coricancha. A magnificent masonry structure with precisely
curved and angled walls, Coricancha’s majesty was crowned with an eight-
inch-wide band of solid gold that encircled the entire building below the
roof line. Along with all the other treasure that it held, at the temple’s
center was a ceremonial font and a massive altar of gold, surrounded by
gold and silver images of the moon, of stars, of thunder—and the great
Punchao, a massive golden sun, expertly crafted and encrusted with pre-
cious jewels. Of all this, though, it was the garden within its walls that
most amazed the chroniclers who wrote about Coricancha: a simple gar-
den of maize—but an artificial garden—with the stem and leaves of each
perfect plant delicately fashioned in silver, while each crowning ear of corn
was carved in gold.”!

Cuzco’s population in pre-Columbian times probably was somewhere
between 150,000 and 200,000; beyond the city itself, many more people,
living and working on vast maize plantations, filled the surrounding val-
leys. Although some Mesoamerican cities, such as Tenochtitlan, were larger,
few cities in Europe at the time even approached the size of Cuzco. Nor
would any of them have been able to compete with Cuzco in terms of the
treasures it contained or the care with which it was laid out. For we now
know that Cuzco was built following a detailed clay-model master plan,
and that—as can be seen from the air—the outline of its perimeter was
designed to form the shape of a puma with the famed temple-fortress of
Sacsahuaman at its head.”

But if Cuzco was unique within Peru for the lavishness of its appoint-
ments, it was far from alone in the large number of its inhabitants. Other
cities in other Andean locales were also huge; some are famous today,
others are not. Among this latter group was the provincial city of Jauja.
Here is a short description of it by Miguel de Estete, one of the earliest
Spaniards to set eyes on it:

The town of Jauja is very large and lies in a beautiful valley. A great river
passes near it, and its climate is most temperate. The land is fertile. Jauja is
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built in the Spanish manner with regular streets, and has several subject vil-
lages within sight of it. The population of the town and the surrounding
countryside was so great that, by the Spaniards’ reckoning, a hundred thou-
sand people collected in the main square every day. The markets and streets
were so full that every single person seemed to be there.”

A hundred thousand people gathered in the marketplace of a single pro-
vincial city each day? Many historians intuitively have supposed this to be
an exaggeration, but after conducting the most detailed and exhaustive of
Peru’s population histories to date, Noble David Cook has concluded that
the number “does not appear extravagant.”’*

To feed a population as enormous as this, and a population spread out
over such a vast area, the Incas cut miles upon miles of intricate and pre-
cisely aligned canals and irrigated agricultural terraces from the steep An-
dean hillsides in their mountain home; and to move those foodstuffs and
other supplies from one area to another they constructed more than 25,000
miles of wide highways and connecting roads. Both engineering feats as-
tonished the Spaniards when they first beheld them. And for good reason:
modern archaeologists and hydrologists are just as amazed, having discov-
ered that most of these grand public works projects were planned, engi-
neered, and constructed to within a degree or two of slope and angle that
computer analyses of the terrain now regard as perfect. At the time of
European contact, the thickly populated Andean valleys were criss-crossed
with irrigation canals in such abundance, wrote one conquistador, that it
was difficult, even upon seeing, to believe. They were found “both in up-
land and low-lying regions and on the sides of the hills and the foothills
descending to the valleys, and these were connected to others, running in
different directions. All this makes it a pleasure to cross these valleys,” he
added, “because it is as though one were walking amidst gardens and cool
groves. . . . There is always verdure along these ditches, and grass grows
beside many of them, where the horses graze, and among the trees and
bushes there is a multitude of birds, doves, wild turkey, pheasants, par-
tridge, and also deer. Vermin, snakes, reptiles, wolves—there are none.””’

Describing the Incas’ “grand and beautiful highway” that ran along
the coast and across the plains was something in which all the early chron-
iclers delighted. From fifteen to twenty-four feet in width, and “bordered
by a mighty wall more than a fathom high,” this “carefully tended” road-
way “ran beneath trees, and in many spots the fruit laden boughs hung
over the road,” recalled Pedro de Cieza de Leon, ““and all the trees were
alive with many kinds of birds and parrots and other winged creatures.”7¢
The great highway and other roads dipped through steep coastal valleys,
hugged the edges of precipitous cliffs, tunneled through rock, and climbed
in stepladder fashion up sheer stone walls.

Encountering rivers and lakes in the paths of their roadways, the peo-
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ple of the Andes built large ferries or had engineers design floating pon-
toon bridges: stretching thick, intertwined cables across the water over
distances the length of a modern football field, secured on each side to
underground foundations, workmen layered huge bundles of reeds with
still more taut cables on top of the original bridge platforms, thus creating
secure floating highways usually about fifteen feet in width and riding three
feet or so above the water’s surface. Even after the Spanish conquest these
bridges remained in use, carrying men, horses, and supplies—as did the
hundreds of suspension bridges that the Incas had strung across gorges and
high mountain passes throughout the Andes. “Such magnificent roads could
be seen nowhere in Christendom in country [as] rough as this,” wrote
Hernando Pizarro, a judgment echoed by modern scholars and engineers
who have had an opportunity to study them.””

Inca roads and bridges were not built for horse traffic, however, but
for men and women on foot, sometimes accompanied by trains of llamas.
Thus, the ambivalent reactions of many conquistadors—ranging from ad-
miration for Inca ingenuity to terror in the face of their environment—
when they had to travel these roads in their quests for riches and power.
After crossing a river, wrote one such Spaniard,

we had to climb another stupendous mountainside. Looking up at it from
below, it seemed impossible for birds to scale it by flying through the air, let
alone men on horseback climbing by land. But the road was made less ex-
hausting by climbing in zigzags rather than in a straight line. Most of it
consisted of large stone steps that greatly wearied the horses and wore down
and hurt their hooves, even though they were being led by their bridles.”

Under such exhausting conditions, the Spanish and other latter day
intruders no doubt appreciated the more than one thousand large lodging
houses and hostels and storehouses—some of them multi-storied, some built
into hillside terraces—that had been provided for travelers along the Inca
roadways. Like most Inca buildings, these generally were constructed by
masons working with large, finely worked stones, carefully honed and fin-
ished to such a degree of smoothness that even when not secured by mor-
tar the thinnest blade could not pass between them. “In all Spain I have
seen nothing that can compare with these walls and the laying of their
stone,” wrote Cieza de Ledn; they “were so extraordinary,” added Ber-
nabé Cobo, “that it would be difficult for anyone who has not actually
seen them to appreciate their excellence.””® So massive and stable were
the Inca walls built in this way that many of them remain in place as the
foundations for buildings throughout modern-day Peru. In Cuzco, after
the conquest, the Spanish symbolically built their church of Santo Do-
mingo atop the walls of the ruined Coricancha—and for centuries since,
while earthquakes repeatedly have destroyed the church, the supporting
walls of the great temple of the sun have never budged.
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Although, as we shall see, the early Europeans appreciated the people
of the Andes a good deal less than they did those people’s engineering
accomplishments, later visitors came to agree with the Spanish historian
José de Acosta who, after spending many years in Peru, wrote in 1590:
“Surely the Greeks and the Romans, if they had known the Republics of
the Mexicans and the Incas, would have greatly esteemed their laws and
governments.” The more “profound and diligent” among the Europeans
who have lived in this country, wrote Acosta, have now come to ‘“‘marvel
at the order and reason that existed among [the native peoples].”%°

The life of the mind in the Inca-controlled Andes is beyond the scope
or range of this brief survey, but like all the thousands of pre-Columbian
cultures in the Americas it was deeply embedded both in the wonders and
the cyclical rhythms of the surrounding natural world and in cultural af-
fection for the unending string of genealogical forebears and descendants
who had lived and who would live on indefinitely (or so it was thought)
in these marvelous mountains and valleys and plains. As one recent analy-
sis of Inca thought and philosophy puts it:

The relationships Andeans perceived between life and death, and between
humankind and the natural environment, were . . . profoundly different from
Spanish and Christian equivalents. The land surrounding one told the story
of one’s first ancestors as much as it told one’s own story and the story of
those yet to come. It was right that the familiar dead were seen walking
through the fields they had once cultivated, thus sharing them with both the
living and with the original ancestors who had raised the first crops in the
very same fields. Death was thus the great leveler not because, as in Christian
thought, it reduced all human beings to equality in relation to each other
and before God. Rather, death was a leveler because by means of it humans
were reintegrated into a network of parents and offspring that embraced the
entire natural order.%!

To the east of the Inca homeland, down from the majestic peaks of the
Andes, are the dense jungles of the Amazon, followed by the Brazilian
highlands, and then the pampas of present-day Argentina—together, well
over four million square miles of earth, an area larger than that of the
United States today. Within this land the world’s largest river rushes through
the world’s greatest forest—and within that forest lived peoples so numer-
ous and so exotic to the first Western visitors that the Europeans seemed
unable to decide whether they had stumbled onto the legendary Terrestrial
Paradise or an evil confederacy of demons, or maybe both.

Disappointed that there were no great cities in this boundless part of
their New World, the earliest travelers let their imaginations run riot. There
was evidence, some of them claimed, that the Apostle Saint Thomas had
visited Brazil and preached to the natives a millennium and a half ago; if
you looked carefully enough, it was said, you still could see his footprints
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impressed into rock alongside various river banks. Apparently his preach-
ing was successful, since the natives of this region were so generous and
kind, the Jesuit missionary Father Manuel Nobrega reported, that “there
are no people in all the world more disposed to receive the holy faith and
the sweet yoke of the evangel than these,” adding that “‘you can paint on
the heart of this people at your pleasure as on a clean sheet of paper.”8?

Others thought they found evidence of somewhat stranger things. As
one historian summarizes some of the first European reports:

There were men with eight toes; the Mutayus whose feet pointed backwards
so that pursuers tracked them in the wrong direction; men born with white
hair that turned black in old age; others with dogs’ heads, or one cyclopean
eye, or heads between their shoulders, or one leg on which they ran very
fast. . . . Then there was Upupiara, half man and half fish, the product of
fish impregnated by the sperm of drowned men. . . . Brazil was also thought
to contain giants and pygmies.®?

And, of course, there were said to be Amazons, from which the great river
derived its name. In fact, however, apart from the sheer mystery of this
fabulous and seemingly primeval world, perhaps the thing that most amazed
and unnerved the Europeans had nothing to do with fairy tales. It had to
do with the fact that this land was covered with innumerable independent
tribes and nations of people who seemed inordinately happy and content,
and who lived lives of apparent total liberty: “They have neither kings nor
princes,” wrote the Calvinist missionary Jean de Léry in 1550, “and con-
sequently each is more or less as much a great lord as the other.” 84

Many of the people of this vast region—including such linguistically
distinct cultures as the Tupian, the Cariban, the Jivaroan, the Nambi-
quaran, the Arawakan, the Tucanoan, the Makuan, the Tupi-Guarani, and
others—lived in cedar planked houses, slept in hammocks or on large palm
leaf mats, wore feather cloaks and painted cotton clothing, and played a
variety of musical instruments. Very recent and continuing archaeological
work in the Amazon lowlands indicates that the people living there have
been making pottery for at least 7000 to 8000 years—that is, from about
the same time that pottery also was first being made in ancient Iraq and
Iran, and around 3000 years earlier than current evidence suggests it was
being made in the Andes or in Mesoamerica. Some ancient Amazonian
peoples hunted and fished and gathered, others farmed. But there is no
doubt that organized communities lived in this locale at least 12,000 years
ago, evolving into large agricultural chiefdoms and—more than 1000 years
ago—into very populous and sophisticated proto-urban communities, such
as Santarém, which, in the words of one recent study, “was a center for
complex societies with large, nucleated settlements” in which “people made
elaborate pottery vessels and statues, groundstone tools and ornaments of
nephrite jade.” %
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Because the Amazon climate and land is not conducive to the preser-
vation of the materials of village life, archaeological work is very difficult,
and thus retrospective estimates of pre-Columbian population levels are
quite controversial here. No one doubts, however, that the population was
large—probably at least 5,000,000 to 7,000,000 people in just the Ama-
zon basin within Brazil, which is only one part of tropical South America,
although arguments have been made for individual tribes (such as Pierre
Clastres’s estimate of 1,500,000 for the Guarani) that, if correct, would
greatly enlarge that regional figure.®¢

One of the things that has most intrigued some modern anthropolo-
gists—Clastres in particular—about the people of the Amazon was their
ability to sustain such large populations without resorting to steeply hier-
archical political systems, something conventional political theory claims
is impossible. In most respects, in fact, these people who appointed chiefs
from among their ranks, but made sure that their leaders remained essen-
tially powerless, were the classic exemplars of anthropologist Marshall
Sahlins’s “‘original affluent society,” where people had relatively few ma-
terial possessions, but also few material desires, and where there was no
poverty, no hunger, no privation—where each person’s fullest material wants
were satisfied with the expenditure of about fifteen to twenty hours of
work each week.?”

Life was far more difficult for the natives of Tierra del Fuego, the cold
and blustery islands off the southern tip of South America, between the
Strait of Magellan and Cape Horn, and as close to the Antarctic Circle as
Ketchikan, Alaska, is to the Arctic. Population densities had to be much
thinner in this rugged environment, where the people lived largely off hunted
marine mammals, fish, and shellfish that they pried loose from rocky head-
lands. Unlike the inhabitants of the Amazon, the residents of Tierra del
Fuego—the Yahgan, the Alacaluf, the Ona, and the Hatish—had to strug-
gle constantly to sustain life. Indeed, so important were their sturdy, mi-
gratory canoes to them as they made their way through the icy waters,
that they maintained permanent fires in beds of clay on board while they
searched for the animal life on which they fed their families.

Harsh as life was for these peoples, the land and the water were their
home. And, though we know little about them as they lived in pre-
Columbian times, it is not difficult to imagine that they revered their
homeland much as their relatives all over the hemisphere did, including
those in the even more icy world of the far north. The people of Tierra del
Fuego, after all, had lived in this region for at least 10,000 years before
they were first visited by the wandering Europeans.®®

Tierra del Fuego, along with Patagonia, its immediate mainland neigh-
bor to the north, was the geographic end of the line for the great hemi-
spheric migrations that had begun so many tens of thousands of years
earlier. No one in human history has ever lived in permanent settlements
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further south on the planet than this. But those countless migrations did
not invariably follow a north-to-south pathway. At various times (again,
we must recall, over the course of tens of thousands of years) some groups
decided to branch off and head east or west, or double back to the north.
There is linguistic evidence, for example, seeming to suggest that during
one historical epoch the Timucuan peoples of present-day Florida may
gradually have migrated from the south (in Venezuela) across the island
Caribbean to their new North American homeland. That also is what a
people we have come to call the Arawak (they did not use the name them-
selves) decided to do a few thousand years ago, although, unlike the hy-
pothesis regarding the Timucuans, they did not carry their travels as far as
the northern mainland.®®

Arawak is the general, post-Columbian name given to various peoples
who made a long, slow series of migrations from the coast of Venezuela
to Trinidad, then across open ocean perhaps first to Tobago, then Gren-
ada, and on up the chain of islands that constitute the Antilles—St. Vin-
cent, Barbados, St. Lucia, Martinique, Dominica, Guadeloupe, Montser-
rat, Antigua, Barbuda, St. Kitts, Anguilla, St. Croix, the Virgin Islands,
Puerto Rico, Hispaniola, Jamaica, Cuba—then finally off to the Bahamas,
leaving behind at each stop populations that grew and flourished and evolved
culturally in their own distinctive ways. To use a comparison once made
by Irving Rouse, the people of these islands who came to be known as
Arawaks are analogous to those, in another part of the world, who came
to be known as English: “The present inhabitants of southern Great Brit-
ain call themselves ‘English,” and recognize that their ethnic group, the
English people, is the product of a series of migrations from the continent
of Europe into the British Isles, beginning with various prehistoric peoples
and continuing with the Celts, Angles, Saxons, Vikings, and Norrnans of
protohistoric time.”??

Similarly, Arawak (sometlmes “Taino,” but that is a misnomer, as it
properly applies only to a particular social and cultural group) is the name
now given to the melange of peoples who, over the course of many cen-
turies, carried out those migrations across the Caribbean, probably termi-
nating with the Saladoid people sometime around two thousand years ago.
By the time of their encounter with Columbus and his crews, the islands
had come to be governed by chiefs or caciques (there were at least five
paramount chiefdoms on H:spamola alone, and others throughout the re-
gion) and the people lived in numerous densely populated villages both
inland and along all the coasts. The houses in most of these villages were
similar to those described by the Spanish priest Bartolomé de Las Casas:

The inhabitants of this island . . . and elsewhere built their houses of wood
and thatch in the form of a bell. These were very high and roomy so that in
each there might be ten or more households. . . . On the inside designs and
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symbols and patterns like paintings were fashioned by using wood and bark
that had been dyed black along with other wood peeled so as to stay white,
thus appearing as though made of some other attractive painted stuff. Others
they adorned with very white stripped reeds that are a kind of thin and
delicate cane. Of these they made graceful figures and designs that gave the
interior of the houses the appearance of having been painted. On the outside
the houses were covered with a fine and sweet-smelling grass.”

These large buildings conventionally were arranged to face the great house
that was inhabited by the local cacigue, and all of them in turn faced an
open field or court where dances and ball games and other festivities and
ceremonies were held. In larger communities, several such fields were placed
at strategic locations among the residential compounds.

The people of these climate-blessed islands supported themselves with
a highly developed level of agriculture—especially on Cuba and Hispani-
ola, which are among the largest islands on earth; Cuba, after all, is larger
than South Korea (which today contains more than 42,000,000 people)
and Hispaniola is nearly twice the size of Switzerland. In the infrequent
areas where agricultural engineering was necessary, the people of the In-
dies created irrigation systems that were equal in sophistication to those
existing in sixteenth-century Spain.®? Their staple food was cassava bread,
made from the manioc plant yuca, which they cultivated in great abun-
dance. But also, through so many long generations in the same benign
tropical environment, the Arawaks had devised an array of unique meth-
ods for more than satisfying their subsistence needs—such as the following
technique which they used to catch green sea turtles weighing hundreds of
pounds, large fish, and other marine life, including manatees:

Noting that the remora or suckerfish, Echeneis naucrates, attached itself to
the body of a shark or other larger fish by means of a suction disc in its
head, the Arawaks caught, fed, and tamed the remora, training it to tolerate
a light cord fastened to its tail and gill frame. When a turtle was sighted the
remora was released. Immediately it swam to the turtle, attaching its suction
disc to the under side of the carapace. The canoe followed the turtle, the
Arawak angler holding a firm line on the remora which, in turn, held tightly
to its quarry until the turtle could be gaffed or tied to the canoe.”

In addition to this technique, smaller fish were harvested by the use of
plant derivatives that stupefied them, allowing the natives simply to scoop
up large numbers as though gathering plants in a field. Water birds were
taken by floating on the water’s surface large calabashes which concealed
swimmers who would seize individual birds, one at a time, without dis-
turbing the larger flock. And large aquaculture ponds were created and
walled in to maintain and actually cultivate enormous stocks of fish and
turtles for human consumption. A single one of these numerous reed ma-
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rine corrals held as many as 1000 large sea turtles. This yielded a quantity
of meat equal to that of 100 head of cattle, and a supply that was rapidly
replenished: a fertile female turtle would lay about 500 eggs each season.
Still, the Arawaks were careful not to disturb the natural balance of these
and other creatures; the evidence for this is that for millennia they sus-
tained in perpetuity their long-term supply of such natural foodstuffs. It
was only after the coming of the Spanish—and, in particular, their release
of dogs and pigs that turned feral and ran wild—that the wildlife ecology
of the islands found itself in serious trouble.*

In sum, as Caribbean expert Carl Sauer once put it, “the tropical idyll
of the accounts of Columbus and Peter Martyr was largely true” regarding
the Arawak. “The people suffered no want. They took care of their plant-
ings, were dextrous at fishing and were bold canoeists and swimmers. They
designed attractive houses and kept them clean. They found aesthetic
expression in woodworking. They had leisure to enjoy diversion in ball
games, dances, and music. They lived in peace and amity.”*’

I

Much the same thing that Sauer says about the Arawak can be said for
many of the other peoples we have surveyed here, and for countless others
we had neither the time nor the space to mention. Certainly not all of
them, however. And again, this is what would be expected on any large
body of land containing such remarkable geographic and cultural diver-
sity. Some of the native peoples of the Americas did indeed suffer from
want, at least from time to time, and some lived hard and difficult lives.
Some had little time or talent for great art or architecture, or for elaborate
games or music or dance. Others lived in societies that, far from being
characterized by peace and amity, frequently were at odds with their
neighbors.

There is no benefit to be gained from efforts to counter the anti-Indian
propaganda that dominates our textbooks with pro-Indian propaganda of
equally dubious veracity. For the very plain fact is that the many tens of
millions of people who lived in the Americas prior to 1492 were human—
neither subhuman, nor superhuman—just human. Some of the social prac-
tices of selected groups of them we would find abhorrent to our cultural
tastes and attitudes at present, in the same way that we would find loath-
some certain social practices of earlier European and Asian cultures. Thus,
for example, few of us today would countenance the practice of human
sacrifice as a way of propitiating an angry god, as was done by a few of
the highest urban cultures in Mesoamerica during the fifteenth- and early
sixteenth-century. However, neither would many of us support the grisly
torture and killing of thousands of heretics or the burning of tens of thou-
sands of men and women as witches, in a similar effort to mollify a jealous
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deity, as was being done in Europe, with theocratic approval, at precisely
the same time that the Aztecs were sacrificing enemy warriors.

Conversely, other social practices of certain native Americans in the
pre-Columbian era—from methods of child rearing and codes of friend-
ship and loyalty, to worshiping and caring for the natural environment—
appear far more enlightened than do many of the dominant ideas that we
ourselves live with today. (Even in the sixteenth century the conquering
Spanish wrote “with undisguised admiration” of Aztec childrearing cus-
toms, notes historian J.H. Elliott. “Nothing has impressed me more,” com-
mented the Jesuit José de Acosta, “or seemed to me more worthy of praise
and remembrance, than the care and order shown by the Mexicans in the
upbringing of their children.”)% If these attitudes and behaviors varied in
emphasis from one native group to another, one characteristic of Ameri-
ca’s indigenous peoples that does seem almost universal, transcending the
great diversity of other cultural traits, was an extraordinary capacity for
hospitality. We have noted this in our discussion of the Iroquois and the
Indians of California, but in fact, the native peoples’ affectionate and fear-
less cordiality in greeting strangers was mentioned by almost all the earli-
est European explorers, from Vespucci in South America in 1502, where
the Indians “swam out to receive us . . . with as much confidence as if
we had been friends for years,” to Cartier in Canada in 1535, where the
Indians ““as freely and familiarly came to our boats without any fear, as if
we had ever been brought up together.”?”

And these were more than ceremonial, more than passing generosities.
Indeed, without the assistance of the Indians in everything from donated
food supplies to instruction in the ways of hunting and fishing and farm-
ing, the earliest European settlements, particularly in North America, could
not have taken root. As Edmund S. Morgan has shown, with regard to
Roanoke in the 1580s:

Wingina [the local chief] welcomed the visitors, and the Indians gave freely
of their supplies to the English, who had lost most of their own when the
Tyger [their ship] grounded. By the time the colonists were settled, it was
too late to plant corn, and they seem to have been helpless when it came to
living off the land. They did not know the herbs and roots and berries of the
country. They could not or would not catch fish in any quantity, because
they did not know how to make weirs. And when the Indians showed them,
they were slow learners: they were unable even to repair those that the In-
dians made for them. Nor did they show any disposition for agriculture.
Hariot admired the yields that the Indians got in growing maize; but the
English, for lack of seed, lack of skill, or lack of will, grew nothing for
themselves, even when the new planting season came round again. Superior
English technology appeared, for the moment at least, to be no technology
at all, as far as food production was concerned.”®
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Indeed, Morgan later notes, “the Indians . . . could have done the
English in simply by deserting them.”*® They did not desert them, how-
ever, and in that act they sealed their fate. The same was true throughout
the Americas: the cultural traits and the material achievements of the na-
tive people were turned against them once the European invasion began.
Indian openness and generosity were met with European stealth and greed.
Ritualized Indian warfare, in which few people died in battle, was met
with the European belief in devastating holy war. Vast stores of grain and
other food supplies that Indian peoples had lain aside became the fuel that
drove the Europeans forward. And in that drive they traveled quickly, as
they could not otherwise have done, on native trails and roadways from
the northeast and northwest coasts to the dizzying heights of the Andes in
Peru.

Some who have written on these matters—such as one historian who
recently has shown how the Spanish conquest of Mexico was literally fed
by the agricultural abundance that the Aztecs had created—have com-
mented on the irony of native achievement being turned against itself.1%°
Perhaps the greatest and most tragic irony of all, however, was that the
extraordinary good health of the native people throughout the Americas
prior to the coming of the Europeans would become a key ingredient in
their disastrous undoing. For in their tens of thousands of years of isola-
tion from the rest of the earth’s human populations, the indigenous peo-
ples of the Americas were spared from contact with the cataclysms of dis-
ease that had wreaked such havoc on the Old World, from China to the
Middle East, from the provinces of ancient Rome to the alleyways of me-
dieval Paris.

This is not to say that there were no diseases in the pre-Columbian
Americas. There were, and people died from them. But the great plagues
that arose in the Old World and that brought entire Asian, African, and
European societies to their knees—smallpox, measles, bubonic plague,
diphtheria, influenza, malaria, yellow fever, typhoid, and more—never
emerged on their own among the Western Hemisphere’s native peoples
and did not spread to them across the oceans’ barriers until 1492. Thus,
when smallpox was introduced among Cree Indians in Canada as late as
the eighteenth century, one native witnessing the horrifying epidemic that
was destroying his people exclaimed that “we had no belief that one man
could give it to another, any more than a wounded man could give his
wound to another.” %! Such devastating contagion was simply unknown
in the histories of the Cree or other indigenous peoples of the Americas.

Debate continues as to the existence or extent of tuberculosis and syph-
ilis among native peoples in the pre-Columbian era, with most recent re-
search suggesting that at least some sort of “tuberculosis-like pathology™
was present in some parts of the New World prior to 1492, though of a
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type not associated with pulmonary disease, as well as a relatively benign
nonvenereal (that is, not sexually transmitted) treponemal infection that
was related to syphilis.'®2 However, there is no evidence that either disease
(whatever it may have been) was at all widespread in either North or South
America. And the most detailed recent studies of large-scale sedentary so-
cieties in the Americas—where such diseases would have taken hold if they
were to do so anywhere—have found no evidence of either tuberculosis or
syphilis (or anything like them) as causing significant damage prior to Eu-
ropean contact.!®® Similarly, ancient small-scale migratory societies, even
in such harsh environments as those of the frigid northwestern plains, pro-
duced people who, in the words of the most recent and extensive study of
the subject, “appear to have lived very long lives without significant infec-
tious conditions, or even much serious injury.” 1% Moreover, the limited
range of potentially serious diseases that did exist among the Americas’
indigenous peoples (primarily gastrointestinal disease and various minor
infections) had long since been mitigated by millennia of exposure to them,
as well as by generally beneficent living environments and more than ade-
quate nutrition.!%

All that was to change, however, with shocking and deadly sudden-
ness, once those first three Spanish ships bobbed into view on the rim of
the Caribbean horizon. For it was then only a matter of months before
there would begin the worst series of human disease disasters, combined
with the most extensive and most violent programs of human eradication,
that this world has ever seen.



NATIVE PEOPLES

For 40,000 years, hundreds of millions of the Americas’ native peo-
ples have built their homes and their societies on a land mass equal
to one-fourth of the earth’s ground surface. Consistent with the great
diversity of their natural environments, some of these original in-
habitants of the Western Hemisphere lived in relatively small com-
munities that touched only lightly on the land, while others resided
in cities that were among the largest and most sophisticated to be
found anywhere in the world. So numerous, varied, ancient, and
far-flung were these peoples that at one time they spoke as many as
two thousand distinct and mutually unintelligible languages.

Only a few of the societies that once existed in the New World
are illustrated on the following pages. Thousands of others filled
North and South and Central America’s 16,000,000 square miles
of land, most of them as distinctive and different from one another
as were the peoples represented here. By the end of the nineteenth
century, photographers had become interested in preserving images
of what they erroneously thought were the soon-to-be-extinct native
peoples of North America. The photographs reproduced at the end
of this section are from that era.

The drawings of Maya cities were done by Tatiana Proskouriak-
off in collaboration with archaeologists who excavated the sites.
They are reprinted here with the permission of the Peabody Mu-
seum of Archaeology and Ethnology at Harvard University. Theo-
dor de Bry’s engravings of Florida’s and Virginia’s native peoples,
based on first-hand paintings by Jacques Le Moyne and John White,
appeared in de Bry’s multi-volume Great and Small Voyages (1590—
1634), from which the illustrations and quoted portions of captions
printed here are taken. The photographs following the de Bry illus-
trations are all from the Smithsonian Institution, with the exception
of the last one, which is from the Library of Congress.

.



The Acropolis at Copin, Honduras. Constructed at a bend of the Copén River,
the city’s enormous rectangular plazas were surrounded by pyramids with steps
on which the populace sat in review of ceremonies and to witness athletic events.
Although the countryside outside Copan was thick with other towns and villages,
the city contained no military fortifications and its elaborate art and architecture
carried no hint of martial imagery.

Chichén Itz4, Yucatin: View from the North. A paved boulevard led from the
sacred well of the city in the north (lower left of the drawing) to the four-sided,
eight-story-high Temple of Kukulcan in the center. To the east, the Group of the
Thousand Columns, made up of plazas and temples and colonnades, once was a
busy marketplace. To the west lay a huge ballcourt and athletic compound.



Temple Gr::up at Uaxactiin, Guatemala. The temple clusters of this city were
built on eight hilltops, which were leveled in some places and fortified in others
to support large monuments and plazas. Paved roadways, raised to the heights of
the hilltops, connected the temple groups, while residential areas and minor
courts and plazas were placed on adjacent hillsides and low 'gfound.




The Patio of the Mercado, Chichén Itzd. The Mercado was the marketplace of
the city, and this small patio, surrounding a recessed interior court, was at the
rear of one of the Mercado’s main buildings. Masonry walls and plaster-covered
columns, set into a plaster-and-flagstone floor, supported wooden rafters and a

steeply pitched roof, designed to resist the high winds and heavy rains of the re-
gion.



The Gallery of the Mercado, Chichén Itzd. This building directly faced the large
quadrangle that held the numerous kiosks and stalls of Chichén Itz4’s busy mar-
ketplace. The building itself apparently served as something of a courthouse
where commercial disputes were settled by presiding judges. The fagade of the
gallery was a colonnade of alternating round columns and rectangular piers, each
painted with bands of brightly contrasting colors. Interior walls and doorways
were decorated with elaborate carvings, paintings, and sculpture.



“When the king is ready to take a wife,” says the sixteenth-century caption for
this illustration from Florida, “he gives orders that from among the daughters of
his principal men the tallest and most beautiful shall be chosen. The newly se-
lected queen is brought to him on a litter covered with the skin of some rare
animal and fitted with a canopy of boughs to shade her head.” Some early Euro-
pean explorers in this region favorably compared the precious jewelry and art-
work of these peoples to those of the fabulously wealthy societies of Mexico and
Peru.



“While hunting with some of my comrades in the forest, I once saw Chief Satu-
riba and his queen taking an evening walk. He was clad in a deerskin so exqui-
sitely prepared and painted with so many colors that I have never seen anything
more lovely. Two young men walked by his side carrying fans, while a third one,
with little gold and silver balls hanging at his belt, followed close behind him
holding up his train. The queen and her maidens were adorned with belts worn
either at the shoulder or at the waist, made of a kind of moss that grows on the
trees. This moss is woven into slender threads of a bluish-green color and is so
delicate in texture as to be mistaken for filaments of silk.”



“Many of the islands produce an abundance of fruits. These are gathered twice a
year, carried home in canoes, and stored in low and roomy granaries, built of
stone and earth and thickly roofed with palm branches and a kind of soft earth.
- . . There the Indians store everything they wish to preserve, and there they go
for supplies whenever they need anything—no one fears being cheated. Indeed, it
would be good if among Christians there were as little greed to torment men’s
minds and hearts.”




The town of Secotan in Virginia, where “the people live happily together without
envy or greed.” De Bry’s engraving, following John White’s painting, artificially
reduces the number and size of buildings and compresses the many activities and
features of village life here—from fields of corn and squash and pumpkins, to
patches of tobacco and sunflowers; from a firelit nighttime dance ceremony near
the bottom of the illustration, to hunting in the cleared and canopied forest at the
upper left. The accompanying text describes such villages as usually containing
from ten to thirty houses, ranging in size from about forty feet long and twenty
feet wide to roughly seventy-five feet long and thirty-five feet wide.




Unlike Secotan, the Virginia town of Pomeioc was enclosed and guarded, made
up of about two dozen longhouses. This stylized engraving, entitled “An Old
Man in His Winter Clothes,” shows Pomeioc in the background surrounded by
carefully tended cornfields and groves of fruit trees. The accompanying caption
says: “The country round Pomeiock is far more fruitful than England.”

..




A young Seri Indian woman of southwest Texas or nothern Mexico.




A young Navajo man of Arizona or New Mexico.




A family from an unknown (possibly Bannock) southeastern Idaho people.




A girl of the Kiowa nation who lived in the Colorado, Texas, and Oklahoma
Great Plains.




A Nez Perce boy from the Columbia
Plateau region of Washington and
Idaho.

A man of the Kansa people who lived
in the Oklahoma, Nebraska, and Kan-
sas Great Plains.




A Sioux camp in South Dakota within days of the massacre at Wounded Knee.
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PESTILENCE AND GENOCIDE



HE SPAIN THAT Christopher Columbus and his crews left behind just

before dawn on August 3, 1492, as they sailed forth from Palos and

out into the Atlantic, was for most of its people a land of violence,
squalor, treachery, and intolerance. In this respect Spain was no different
from the rest of Europe.

Epidemic outbreaks of plague and smallpox, along with routine attacks
of measles, influenza, diphtheria, typhus, typhoid fever, and more, fre-
quently swept European cities and towns clean of 10 to 20 percent of their
populations at a single stroke. As late as the mid-seventeenth century more
than 80,000 Londoners—one out of every six residents in the city—died
from plague in a matter of months. And again and again, as with its com-
panion diseases, the pestilence they called the Black Death returned. Like
most of the other urban centers in Europe, says one historian who has
specialized in the subject, “every twenty-five or thirty years—sometimes
more frequently—the city was convulsed by a great epidemic.”! Indeed,
for centuries an individual’s life chances in Europe’s pesthouse cities were
so poor that the natural populations of the towns were in perpetual decline
that was offset only by in-migration from the countryside—in-migration,
says one historian, that was “vital if [the cities] were to be preserved from
extinction.”?

Famine, too, was common. What J. H. Elliott has said of sixteenth-
century Spain had held true throughout the Continent for generations be-
yond memory: “The rich ate, and ate to excess, watched by a thousand
hungry eyes as they consumed their gargantuan meals. The rest of the
population starved.”? This was in normal times. The slightest fluctuation
in food prices could cause the sudden deaths of additional tens of thou-
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sands who lived on the margins of perpetual hunger. So precarious was
the existence of these multitudes in France that as late as the seventeenth
century each ““average” increase in the price of wheat or millet directly
killed a proportion of the French population equal to nearly twice the
percentage of Americans who died in the Civil War.*

That was the seventeenth century, when times were getting better. In
the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries prices fluctuated constantly, leading
people to complain as a Spanish agriculturalist did in 1513 that “today a
pound of mutton costs as much as a whole sheep used to, a loaf as much
as a fanega [a bushel and a half] of wheat, a pound of wax or oil as much
as an arroba [25 Spanish pounds].”® The result of this, as one French
historian has observed, was that “the epidemic that raged in Paris in 1482
fits the classic pattern: famine in the countryside, flight of the poor to the
city in search of help, then outbreak of disease in the city following upon
the malnutrition.”® And in Spain the threat of famine in the countryside
was especially omnipresent. Areas such as Castile and Andalusia were
wracked with harvest failures that brought on mass death repeatedly dur-
ing the fifteenth century.” But since both causes of death, disease and fam-
ine, were so common throughout Europe, many surviving records did not
bother (or were unable) to make distinctions between them. Consequently,
even today historians find it difficult or impossible to distinguish between
those of the citizenry who died of disease and those who merely starved
to death.?

Roadside ditches, filled with stagnant water, served as public latrines
in the cities of the fifteenth century, and they would continue to do so for
centuries to follow. So too would other noxious habits and public health
hazards of the time persist on into the future—from the practice of leaving
the decomposing offal of butchered animals to fester in the streets, to Lon-
don’s “special problem,” as historian Lawrence Stone puts it, of “‘poor’s
holes.” These were “‘large, deep, open pits in which were laid the bodies
of the poor, side by side, row upon row. Only when the pit was filled with
bodies was it finally covered over with earth.” As one contemporary, quoted
by Stone, delicately observed: ‘“‘How noisome the stench is that arises from
these holes so stowed with dead bodies, especially in sultry seasons and
after rain.”?

Along with the stench and repulsive appearance of the openly dis-
played dead, human and animal alike, a modern visitor to a European city
in this era would be repelled by the appearance and the vile aromas given
off by the living as well. Most people never bathed, not once in an entire
lifetime. Almost everyone had his or her brush with smallpox and other
deforming diseases that left survivors partially blinded, pock-marked, or
crippled, while it was the norm for men and women to have “bad breath
from the rotting teeth and constant stomach disorders which can be doc-
umented from many sources, while suppurating ulcers, eczema, scabs, run-




PESTILENCE AND GENOCIDE 59

ning sores and other nauseating skin diseases were extremely common,
and often lasted for years.” 1?

Street crime in most cities lurked around every corner. One especially
popular technique for robbing someone was to drop a heavy rock or chunk
of masonry on his head from an upper-story window and then to rifle the
body for jewelry and money., This was a time, observes Norbert Elias,
when “it was one of the festive pleasures of Midsummer Day to burn alive
one or two dozen cats,” and when, as Johan Huizinga once put it, “the
continuous disruption of town and country by every kind of dangerous
rabble [and] the permanent threat of harsh and unreliable law enforcement
. . . nourished a feeling of universal uncertainty.”!* With neither cultur-
ally developed systems of social obligation and restraint in place, nor ef-
fective police forces in their stead, the cities of Europe during the fifteenth
and sixteenth centuries were little more than chaotic population agglom-
erates with entire sections serving as the residential turf of thieves and
brigands, and where the wealthy were forced to hire torch-bearing body-
guards to accompany them out at night. In times of famine, cities and
towns became the setting for food riots. And the largest riot of all, of
course—though the word hardly does it justice—was the Peasants” War,
which broke out in 1524 following a series of local revolts that had been
occurring repeatedly since the previous century. The Peasants’ War killed
over 100,000 people.

As for rural life in calmer moments, Jean de La Bruyére’s seventeenth-
century description of human existence in the French countryside gives an
apt summary of what historians for the past several decades have been
uncovering in their research on rustic communities in Europe at large dur-
ing the entire late medieval to early modern epoch: “sullen animals, male
and female [are] scattered over the country, dark, livid, scorched by the
sun, attached to the earth they dig up and turn over with invincible persis-
tence; they have a kind of articulate speech, and when they rise to their
feet, they show a human face, and, indeed, they are men. At night they
retire to dens where they live on black bread, water, and roots.” 12

To be sure, La Bruyére was a satirist and although, in the manner of
all caricaturists, his portrait contains key elements of truth, it also is cruel
in what it omits. And what it omits is the fact that these wretchedly poor
country folk, for all their life-threatening deprivations, were not “sullen
animals.” They were, in fact, people quite capable of experiencing the same
feelings of tenderness and love and fear and sadness, however constricted
by the limitations of their existence, as did, and do, all human beings in
every corner of the globe.

But what Lawrence Stone has said about the typical English village also
was likely true throughout Europe at this time—that is, that because of
the dismal social conditions and prevailing social values, it “was a place
filled with malice and hatred, its only unifying bond being the occasional
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episode of mass hysteria, which temporarily bound together the majority
in order to harry and persecute the local witch.” Indeed, as in England,
there were towns on the Continent where as many as a third of the pop-
ulation were accused of witchcraft and where ten out of every hundred
people were executed for it in a single year. In one small, remote locale
within reputedly peaceful Switzerland, more than 3300 people were killed
in the late sixteenth- and seventeenth-century for allegedly Satanic activi-
ties. The tiny village of Wiesensteig saw sixty-three women burned to death
in one year alone, while in Obermarchtal fifty-four people—out of a total
~ population of barely 700—died at the stake during a three-year period.

Thus, while it is true that the Europeans of those days possessed the same
range of emotions that we do, as Stone puts it, “it is noticeable that hate
seems to have been more prominent an emotion than love.” 13

At the time La Bruyére was writing (which was a good bit later than
the time of Columbus, during which time conditions had improved), the
French “knew every nuance of poverty,” says one modern historian, and
they had a battery of formal terms to describe precise levels of indigence:
pauvre, le vrai pauvre, le mauvais pauvre, pauvre valide ou invalide, pauvre
honteux, indigent, misérable, nécessiteux, mendiant de profession, men-
diant de bonne foi, mendiant volontaire, mendiant sédentaire, and more.
At the top were those who “at best lived at subsistence level, at worst fell
far below,” while at the bottom were those described as dans un état d’in-
digence absolue, meaning that “one had no food or adequate clothing or
proper shelter, that one had parted with the few battered cooking-pots and
blankets which often constituted the main assets of a working-class fam-
ily.” % Across the whole of France, between a third and half the popula-
tion fell under one of these categories of destitution, and in regions such
as Brittany, western Normandy, Poitou, and the Massif the proportion
ascended upwards of two-thirds. In rural areas in general, between half
and 90 percent of the population did not have land sufficient for their
support, forcing them to migrate out, fall into permanent debt, or die.'*

And France was hardly unique. In Genoa, writes historian Fernand
Braudel, “the homeless poor sold themselves as galley slaves every winter.”
They were fortunate to have that option. In more northern climes, during
winter months, the indigent simply froze to death. The summer, on the
other hand, was when the plague made its cyclical visitations. That is why,
in summer months, the wealthy left the cities to the poor: as Braudel points
out elsewhere, Romé along with other towns “was a graveyard of fever”
during times of warmer weather.'®

Throughout Europe, about half the children born during this time died
before reaching the age of ten. Among the poorer classes—and in Spain
particularly, which had an infant mortality rate almost 40 percent higher
even than England’s—things were much worse.'” In addition to exposure,
disease, and malnutrition, one of the causes for such a high infant mortal-
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ity rate (close to three out of ten babies in Spain did not live to see their
first birthdays) was abandonment. Thousands upon thousands of children
who could not be cared for were simply left to die on dungheaps or in
roadside ditches.!® Others were sold into slavery.

East European children, particularly Romanians, seem to have been
favorites of the fourteenth- and fifteenth-century slave trade, although many
thousands of adults were enslaved as well. Child slaves, however, were as
expensive as adults, for reasons best left to the imagination, as is indicated
by a fourteenth-century letter from a man involved in the business: “We
are informed about the little slave girl you say you personally need,” he
wrote to his prospective client, “and about her features and age, and for
what you want her. . . . Whenever ships come from Romania, they should
carry some [slave girls]; but keep in mind that little slave girls are as ex-
pensive as the grown ones, and there will be none that does not cost 50 to
60 florins if we want one of any value.”'® Those purchasing female slaves
of child-bearing age sometimes were particularly lucky and received a free
bonus of a baby on the way. As historian John Boswell has reported: “Ten
to twenty percent of the female slaves sold in Seville in the fifteenth cen-
tury were pregnant or breast-feeding, and their infants were usually in-
cluded with them at no extra cost.”2°

The wealthy had their problems too. They hungered after gold and
silver. The Crusades, begun four centuries earlier, had increased the appe-
tites of affluent Europeans for exotic foreign luxuries—for silks and spices,
fine cotton, drugs, perfumes, and jewelry—material pleasures that required
pay in bullion. Thus, gold had become for Europeans, in the words of one
Venetian commentator of the time, “the sinews of all government . . . its
mind, soul . . . its essence and its very life.” The supply of the precious
metal, by way of the Middle East and Africa, had always been uncertain.
Now, however, the wars in eastern Europe had nearly emptied the Conti-
nent’s coffers. A new supply, a more regular supply—and preferably a
cheaper supply—was needed.?!

Violence, of course, was everywhere, as alluded to above; but occa-
sionally it took on an especially perverse character. In addition to the hunting
down and burning of witches, which was an everyday affair in most lo-
cales, in Milan in 1476 a man was torn to pieces by an enraged mob and
his dismembered limbs were then eaten by his tormenters. In Paris and
Lyon, Huguenots were killed and butchered, and their various body parts
were sold openly in the streets. Other eruptions of bizarre torture, murder,
and ritual cannibalism were not uncommon.??

Such behavior, nonetheless, was not officially condoned, at least not
usually. Indeed, wild and untrue accusations of such activities formed the
basis for many of the witch hunts and religious persecutions—particularly
of Jews—during this time.?® In precisely those years when Columbus was
trekking around Europe in search of support for his maritime adventures,
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the Inquisition was raging in Spain. Here, and elsewhere in Europe, those
out of favor with the powerful—particularly those who were believed to
be un-Christian—were tortured and killed in the most ingenious of fash-
ions: on the gallows, at the stake, on the rack—while others were crushed,
beheaded, flayed alive, or drawn and quartered.

On the very day that Columbus finally set forth on his journey that
would shake the world, the port of the city he sailed from was filled with
ships that were deporting Jews from Spain. By the time the expulsion was
complete between 120,000 and 150,000 Jews had been driven from their
homes (their valuables, often meager, having first been confiscated) and
then they were cast out to sea. As one contemporary described the scene:

It was pitiful to see their sufferings. Many were consumed by hunger, espe-
cially nursing mothers and their babies. Half-dead mothers held dying chil-
dren in their arms. . . .1 can hardly say how cruelly and greedily they were
treated by those who transported them. Many were drowned by the avarice
of the sailors, and those who were unable to pay their passage sold their
children.*

This was the world an ex-trader of African slaves named Christopher
Columbus and his shipmates left behind as they sailed from the city of
Palos in August of 1492. It was a world wracked by disease—disease that
killed in massive numbers, but, importantly, that also tended to immunize
survivors. A world in which all but the wealthy often could not feed them-
selves, and in which the wealthy themselves hungered after gold.?® It was
a world, as well, of cruel violence and certainty of holy truth. Little won-
der, then, that the first report back from that Atlantic voyage, purportedly
to the Orient, caused such sensations across the length and breadth of
Europe.

In a letter composed aboard the Ni#ia, as the returning ships passed
through the Azores, Columbus described his discovery, during the previous
fall and winter, of what he thought was the Indian Sea and its “many
islands filled with people without number.” One of the first major islands,
which he called Juana, known to us today as Cuba, “was so long that I
thought it must be the mainland, the province of [Cathay].” Another large
island—the one we now know as Hispaniola, containing the nations of
Haiti and the Dominican Republic—he called La Spafiola. Columbus had
reason to be impressed with the size of these two islands, since together
they were two-thirds as large as his home country of Italy.

The Admiral continued his description of the wonders he had seen, in
a passage that must be quoted at length if we are to achieve even a small
understanding of the impact his voyage almost immediately had on the
people of Europe, living under the wretched conditions of their time and
just coming out of another cold and miserable winter:
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As Juana, so all the other [islands] are very fertile to an excessive degree,
and this one especially. In it there are many harbors on the sea coast, beyond
comparison with others which I know in Christendom, and numerous rivers,
good and large, which is marvelous. Its lands are lofty and in it there are
many sierras and very high mountains, to which the island Tenerife is not
comparable. All are most beautiful, of a thousand shapes, and all accessible,
and filled with trees of a thousand kinds and tall, and they seem to touch
the sky; and I am told that they never lose their foliage, which I can believe,
for I saw them as green and beautiful as they are in Spain in May, and some
of them were flowering, some with fruit . . . . And there were singing the
nightingale and other little birds of a thousand kinds in the month of No-
vember, there where I went, There are palm trees of six or eight kinds, which
are a wonder to behold because of their beautiful variety, and so are the
other trees and fruits and plants; therein are marvelous pine groves, and
extensive meadow country; and there is honey, and there are many kinds of
birds and a great variety of fruits. Upcountry there are many mines of met-
als, and the population is innumerable. La Spariola is marvelous, the sierras
and the mountains and the plains and the meadows and the lands are so
beautiful and rich for planting and sowing, and for livestock of every sort,
and for building towns and villages. The harbors of the sea here are such as
you could not believe it without seeing them; and so the rivers, many and
great, and good streams, the most of which bear gold.?¢

If it sounded like Paradise, that was no accident. Paradise filled with gold.
And when he came to describe the people he had met, Columbus’s Edenic
imagery never faltered:

The people of this island and of all the other islands which I have found and
seen, or have not seen, all go naked, men and women, as their mothers bore
them, except that some women cover one place only with the leaf of a plant
or with a net of cotton which they make for that purpose. They have no
iron or steel or weapons, nor are they capable of using them, although they
are well-built people of handsome stature, because they are wondrous timid.
.« . [Tlhey are so artless and free with all they possess, that no one would
believe it without having seen it. Of anything they have, if you ask them for
it, they never say noj; rather they invite the person to share it, and show as
much love as if they were giving their hearts; and whether the thing be of
value or of small price, at once they are content with whatever little thing of
whatever kind may be given to them.?”

For years to come Columbus repeatedly would insist that his expedi-
tions and adventures in the New World had nothing to do with “mere
reason, mathematics, and maps,” as two scholars of the subject put it, but
rather that “his ‘execution of the affair of the Indies’ was a fulfillment of
prophecies in Isaiah.”?® In addition to helping explain, if taken seriously,
why Columbus in many respects was a less successful navigator and helms-
man than is commonly supposed (once into the Caribbean he rarely seemed
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to know where he was and routinely lost ships that were under his com-
mand), this rhetorical claim of biblical guidance is a clue to understanding
the European reaction to his reported find.?’

Columbus finished his letter, describing what he had seen on his voy-
age, on March 4th of 1493. A printed version of it was published in Bar-
celona and was widely circulated less than a month later. A month after
that a translated edition was circulating in Rome. A month after that a
version that set the letter to verse appeared. Others followed in Antwerp,
Basel, Paris, Florence, Strassburg, Valladolid, and elsewhere, most of them
going back for second and third and fourth printings. At least seventeen
different translated editions appeared throughout Europe within five years
following Columbus’s return from that first voyage.

If not the biblical Eden, or the fabled Fortunate Isles of classical myth,
Columbus, it seemed, at least had found some sort of paradise on earth.
Such places had long filled the legends and dreams of all the peoples of
Europe, as they would on into the future: it is no coincidence that during
the next two centuries the invented utopias of Bacon and More and Har-
rington and others invariably would be located in distant oceanic lands to
the west.

But myths of paradise and utopia were complex—and often con-
fused—affairs. On the one hand, in some versions, they represented a re-
discovered time of innocent perfection dating from before the biblical Fall
from Grace; on the other hand, some dreams of such perfection envisioned
and were built upon the expectation of a future time of anticipated peace
and harmony. And bound up with every myth, past, present, or future,
was still another and contradictory vision of the primordial world, a Sa-
tanic vision of savagery and wildness and the dark.

Before long, reports were circulating that Satan himself resided on one
of those islands in the Caribbean Sea. Perhaps it was only natural then, as
Lewis Hanke has said, that “the popular image, in the first feverish months,
of a terrestrial paradise was soon succeeded by that of a hostile continent
peopled with armed warriors rushing out of the tropical forests or strange
cities to resist the advance of the Spanish soldiers and the missionary ef-
forts of their companion friars.”3°

It was only a matter of time before that stereotype of barbarically hos-
tile natives had metamorphosed once again. As best described by its most
famous proponent, the eminent Spanish scholar Juan Ginés de Sepiilveda,
the next representation of the New World’s Indians was as creatures of a
subhuman, Caliban-like nature who were intended by God “to be placed
under the authority of civilized and virtuous princes or nations, so that
they may learn, from the might, wisdom, and law of their conquerors, to
practice better morals, worthier customs and a more civilized way of life.”3!
That the visions of the ferocious Indian assailant or the inferior natural
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slave were fictions, as much as the image of a prelapsarian American Eden
had been, mattered not one bit to anyone. The myths were simply formed
and re-formed, shaped and re-shaped, and made to do whatever work their
propagators at any given moment wanted done.

Numerous modern scholars have dissected and analyzed the effects of
both biblical and classical myth on the minds of Europeans during this so-
called Age of Discovery. But at least as strong as all the mixed-up imag-
inings of terrestrial heavens and Elysian fields, of lusty maidens and can-
nibalistic human beasts, was a fervent, and in many cases a truly maniacal,
European craving for raw power and the wealth of gold and silver. Among
the clergy, meanwhile, there was the promise of God’s favor should they
successfully introduce the New World’s “pagan innocents” to the glory of
his grace. It is not surprising, then, that in the very first sentence of his
celebrated letter to the Spanish Crown Columbus says of the lands that he
has found, “and of them all have I taken possession for Their Highnesses,
by proclamation and with the royal standard displayed, and nobody ob-
jected.” Consider the picture: standing alone with a few of his fellow of-
ficers in the white coral sand of a tiny island whose identification remains
disputed to this day, an island “discovered” by Columbus despite the fact
that it was well populated and had in fact been discovered by others thou-
sands of years earlier, the admiral “took possession” of it—and of all the
people it contained. And “nobody objected.” Clearly, God was on the
Spaniards’ side.

So it went, from island to island, small and large, throughout the
Caribbean. Wherever he went Columbus planted a cross, “making,” as he
said, “the declarations that are required,” and claiming ownership of the
land for his royal patrons back in Spain, Despite the fact that Columbus
noted in his own journal of the voyage that “the people of these lands do
not understand me nor I them,” it seems to have been of particular satis-
faction to him that never once did any of the onlooking Arawak-speaking
islanders object to his repeated proclamations in Spanish that he was tak-
ing control of their lands away from them.’? Ludicrous though this scene
may appear to us in retrospect, at the time it was a deadly serious ritual,
similar in ways equally ludicrous and deadly to the other famous ritual the
Spanish bestowed upon the non-Spanish-speaking people of the Americas,
the requerimiento.

Following Columbus, each time the Spanish encountered a native in-
dividual or group in the course of their travels they were ordered to read
to the Indians a statement informing them of the truth of Christianity and
the necessity to swear immediate allegiance to the Pope and to the Spanish
crown. After this, if the Indians refused or even delayed in their acceptance
(or, more likely, their understanding) of the requerimiento, the statement
continued:
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I certify to you that, with the help of God, we shall powerfully enter into
your country and shall make war against you in all ways and manners that
we can, and shall subject you to the yoke and obedience of the Church and
of Their Highnesses. We shall take you and your wives and your children,
and shall make slaves of them, and as such shall sell and dispose of them as
Their Highnesses may command. And we shall take your goods, and shall
do you all the mischief and damage that we can, as to vassals who do not
obey and refuse to receive their lord and resist and contradict him.*?

In practice, the Spanish usually did not wait for the Indians to reply to
their demands. First the Indians were manacled; then, as it were, they were
read their rights. As one Spanish conquistador and historian described the
routine: “After they had been put in chains, someone read the Requeri-
miento without knowing their language and without any interpreters, and
without either the reader or the Indians understanding the language they
had no opportunity to reply, being immediately carried away prisoners,
the Spanish not failing to use the stick on those who did not go fast
enough.”34

In this perverse way, the invasion and destruction of what many, in-
cluding Columbus, had thought was a heaven on earth began. Not that a
reading of the requerimiento was necessary to the inhuman violence the
Spanish were to perpetrate against the native peoples they confronted.
Rather, the proclamation was merely a legalistic rationale for a fanatically
religious and fanatically juridical and fanatically brutal people to justify a
holocaust. After all, Columbus had seized and kidnapped Indian men,
women, and children throughout his first voyage, long before the requeri-
miento was in use, five at one stop, six at another, more at others, filling
his ships with varied samples of Indians to display like exotic beasts in
Seville and Barcelona upon his return.

On at least one occasion Columbus sent a raiding party ashore to cap-
ture some women with their children to keep his growing excess of cap-
tured native males company, “because,” he wrote in his journal, his past
experience in abducting African slaves had taught him that “the [Indian]
men would behave better in Spain with women of their country than with-
out them.” On this date he also records the vignette of “the husband of
one of these women and father of three children, a boy and two girls,”
who followed his captured family onto Columbus’s ship and said that if
they had to go “he wished to come with them, and begged me hard, and
they all now remain consoled with him.” 3%

But not for long. As a harbinger of things to come, only a half-dozen
or so of those many captured native slaves survived the journey to Spain,
and of them only two were alive six months later. On his second voyage
Columbus tried an even more ambitious kidnapping and enslavement
scheme. It is described by an Italian nobleman, Michele de Cuneo, who
accompanied Columbus on this voyage:
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When our caravels in which 1 wished to go home had to leave for Spain, we
gathered together in our settlement 1600 people male and female of those
Indians, of whom, among the best males and females, we embarked on our
caravels on 17 February 1495, 550 souls. Of the rest who were left the
announcement went around that whoever wanted them could take as many
as he pleased; and this was done. And when everybody had been supplied
there were some 400 of them left to whom permission was granted to go
wherever they wanted. Among them were many women who had infants at
the breast. They, in order the better to escape us, since they were afraid we
would turn to catch them again, left their infants anywhere on the ground
and started to flee like desperate people.*

No one knows what happened to those six hundred or so left-over natives
who were enslaved, on the Admiral’s orders, by “whoever wanted them,”
or the four hundred or so who fled in terror, or their abandoned infants—
but by the time Columbus’s ships entered the waters outside Spain, of the
550 captured Indians he took with him two hundred had died. Says Cu-
neo: “We cast them into the sea.” When they reached Cadiz, half of the
remaining 350 slaves were sick and dying. Only a relative few survived
much longer, because, Cuneo surmised, “they are not working people and
they very much fear cold, nor have they long life.” %’

This final point—*‘nor have they long life”—would not have been true
a few years earlier: the health and life expectancy of the natives had been
far superior to that of the Europeans prior to the Columbian invasion, But
by the time Cuneo was writing he was certainly correct. Once the first
Spanish settlements had taken root, the hold on life that any Indian had,
at any given moment, was tenuous at best. Spanish diseases had begun
their own invasion of the Americas almost from the moment Columbus
and his crews first breathed upon their New World hosts. But the system-
atic, genocidal destruction of the Indians did not begin until Columbus’s
return.

II

Columbus’s second voyage was the true beginning of the invasion of the
Americas. The royal instructions authorizing the expedition had directed
that the finest ships in Andalusia be outfitted for the trip and that they be
commanded by the most expert pilots and navigators in the realm. Seven-
teen ships made the voyage and aboard those ships were more than 1200
soldiers, sailors, and colonists—including a cavalry troop of lancers and
half a dozen priests. Along the way, at the Canary Islands, some other
passengers were boarded: goats and sheep and cattle, and eight pigs, were
placed on deck and in the holds below.

In early January of 1494 the fleet arrived at the place on the northern
coast of Hispaniola that Columbus had chosen to build his New World
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capital, his town of Isabela. No sooner were the ships unloaded, however,
than sickness broke out among the crews. It quickly spread among the
natives, who had come to greet the ships with gifts of fish and fruits, “as
if we had been their brothers,” recalled one of the men on board.?® Within
a few days, the Admiral’s surgeon reported, a third of the Spaniards had
fallen ill, while natives everywhere were dead. Columbus directed groups
of the healthy among his crews to explore the island’s inland regions and
find the fabulous gold mines they all were sure existed. But many of those
men returned to the ships, having come down with the mysterious illness
along the way.

For years historians have speculated as to what the epidemic was that
laid low so many Spaniards and killed so many native people. Carl Sauer
thought it might have been some sort of intestinal infection, while Samuel
Eliot Morison diagnosed it as either malaria or something caused by
“drinking well water and eating strange fish.” Most recently, Kirkpatrick
Sale has opted for bacillic dysentery—although he too lists malaria or even
syphilis as among the likely culprits.>® Others have thought it everything
from smallpox to yellow fever. While it is possible (even probable) that
more than one disease was causing the afflictions, the reported symptoms
had nothing of the signs of syphilis, and malaria was not then present in
the Indies or the Americas, nor would it be for many years to come.*® For
the same reasons, it could not have been yellow fever or smallpox that
was wreaking all this havoc, and it certainly did not derive from something
the Spanish ate or drank, because it spread like wildfire not only among
the Spanish, but with particular virulence among the Indian people all across
the island.*! No, the most recent and original medically informed hypoth-
esis—and the one that goes the furthest in explaining reported symptoms,
including high mortality, and the extraordinary contagiousness—identifies
influenza as the cause, influenza carried by those Canary Islands pigs.*

If, as the Spanish physician and medical historian Francisco Guerra
now contends, the epidemic that ravaged Hispaniola in 1494 was swine
influenza, it would have been a pestilence of devastating proportions. For
it now appears that it was swine flu that swept the world in 1918, killing
off at least 20,000,000 people before it finally dissipated. Like other peo-
ple in the Americas, and unlike the Spanish, the natives of Hispaniola had
no previous exposure to the virus—nor to the numerous other diseases
that historically, in other parts of the world, had spread from domesticated
animal hosts. Other than small dogs in some locations and llamas in the
Andes, few animals were domesticated anywhere in the hemisphere. And
of the many plagues that in time would overwhelm the Americas’ native
peoples, influenza—of various types, from both humans and non-human
vectors—was second only to smallpox and maybe measles as the most
rapid epidemic killer of them all.**

Whatever it was, in any case, the imported pathogen moved among the
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native people with a relentlessness that nothing ever had in all their his-
tory. “So many Indians died that they could not be counted,” wrote Gon-
zalo Fernindez de Oviedo, adding that “all through the land the Indians
lay dead everywhere. The stench was very great and pestiferous.”** And
in the wake of the plague they had introduced, the Spanish soldiers fol-
lowed, seeking gold from the natives, or information as to where to find
it. They were troubled by the illness, and numbers of them died from it.
Burt unlike the island natives the European invaders and their forebears
had lived with epidemic pestilence for ages. Their lungs were damaged
from it, their faces scarred with pocks, but accumulations of disease ex-
posure allowed them now to weather much. So they carried infections with
them everywhere they went—burdensome, but rarely fatal, except to the
natives that they met.

Following the Admiral’s orders, reconnaissance parties were sent out
across the island and off to Cuba, Jamaica, and to other nearby lands. The
Spanish plagues raced on ahead. Still, the natives, as Columbus had ob-
served during his first voyage, continued to be kind and generous to their
guests, and so innocent in the use of dangerous weapons that when Co-
lumbus “showed them swords,” he said, “they grasped them by the blade
and cut themselves through ignorance.”*

Wherever the marauding, diseased, and heavily armed Spanish forces
went out on patrol, accompanied by ferocious armored dogs that had been
trained to kill and disembowel, they preyed on the local communities—
already plague-enfeebled—forcing them to supply food and women and
slaves, and whatever else the soldiers might desire. At virtually every pre-
vious landing on this trip Columbus’s troops had gone ashore and killed
indiscriminately, as though for sport, whatever animals and birds and na-
tives they encountered, “looting and destroying all they found,” as the
Admiral’s son Fernando blithely put it.*® Once on Hispaniola, however,
Columbus fell ill—whether from the flu or, more likely, from some other
malady—and what little restraint he had maintained over his men disap-
peared as he went through a lengthy period of recuperation. The troops
went wild, stealing, killing, raping, and torturing natives, trying to force
them to divulge the whereabouts of the imagined treasure-houses of gold.

The Indians tried to retaliate by launching ineffective ambushes of stray
Spaniards. But the combined killing force of Spanish diseases and Spanish
military might was far greater than anything the natives could ever have
imagined. Finally, they decided the best response was flight. Crops were
left to rot in the fields as the Indians attempted to escape the frenzy of the
conquistadors’ attacks. Starvation then added its contribution, along with
pestilence and mass murder, to the native peoples’ woes.

Some desperate Hispaniola natives fled to other islands. One of these,
a cactque named Hatuey, brought with him to Cuba as many of his sur-
viving people as he could—and what little gold that they possessed. Once
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there, in a place called Punta Maisi, he assembled his followers together
and displayed for them the treasures that they had, explaining that this
was what the Spanish troops were after, that these apparently were objects
of worship to the murderous invaders. Whereupon, to protect his people
from the greed and savagery of these vile strangers, he threw the gold to
the bottom of a nearby river.

It didn’t work. The Spanish found Hatuey and his people, killed most
of them, enslaved the others, and condemned their leader to be burned
alive. Reportedly, as they were tying him to the stake, a Franciscan friar
urged him to take Jesus to his heart so that his soul might go to heaven,
rather than descend into hell. Hatuey replied that if heaven was where the
Christians went, he would rather go to hell.”

The massacres continued. Columbus remained ill for months while his
soldiers wandered freely. More than 50,000 natives were reported dead
from these encounters by the time the Admiral had recovered from his
sickness.*® And when at last his health and strength had been restored,
Columbus’s response to his men’s unorganized depredations was to orga-
nize them. In March of 1495 he massed together several hundred armored
troops, cavalry, and a score or more of trained attack dogs. They set forth
across the countryside, tearing into assembled masses of sick and unarmed
native people, slaughtering them by the thousands. The pattern set by these
raids would be the model the Spanish would follow for the next decade
and beyond. As Bartolomé de Las Casas, the most famous of the accom-
panying Spanish missionaries from that trip recalled:

Once the Indians were in the woods, the next step was to form squadrons
and pursue them, and whenever the Spaniards found them, they pitilessly
slaughtered everyone like sheep in a corral. It was a general rule among
Spaniards to be cruel; not just cruel, but extraordinarily cruel so that harsh
and bitter treatment would prevent Indians from daring to think of them-
selves as human beings or having a minute to think at all. So they would cut
an Indian’s hands and leave them dangling by a shred of skin and they would
send him on saying “Go now, spread the news to your chiefs.” They would
test their swords and their manly strength on captured Indians and place
bets on the slicing off of heads or the cutting of bodies in half with one
blow. They burned or hanged captured chiefs.*’

At least one chief, the man considered by Columbus to be Hispaniola’s
ranking native leader, was not burned or hanged, however. He was cap-
tured, put in chains, and sent off by ship for public display and imprison-
ment in Spain. Like most of the Indians who had been forced to make that
voyage, though, he never made it to Seville: he died en route.

With the same determination Columbus had shown in organizing his
troops’ previously disorganized and indiscriminate killings, the Admiral
then set about the task of systematizing their haphazard enslavement of
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the natives. Gold was all that they were seeking, so every Indian on the
island who was not a child was ordered to deliver to the Spanish a certain
amount of the precious ore every three months. When the gold was deliv-
ered the individual was presented with a token to wear around his or her
neck as proof that the tribute had been paid. Anyone found without the
appropriate number of tokens had his hands cut off.

Since Hispaniola’s gold supply was far less than what the Spaniards’
fantasies suggested, Indians who wished to survive were driven to seek out
their quotas of the ore at the expense of other endeavors, including food
production. The famines that had begun earlier, when the Indians at-
tempted to hide from the Spanish murderers, now grew much worse, while
new diseases that the Spanish carried with them preyed ever more intensely
on the malnourished and weakened bodies of the natives. And the soldiers
never ceased to take delight in killing just for fun.

Spanish reports of their own murderous sadism during this time are
legion. For a lark they “tore babes from their mother’s breast by their feet,
and dashed their heads against the rocks.” The bodies of other infants
“they spitted . . . together with their mothers and all who were before
them, on their swords.” On one famous occasion in Cuba a troop of a
hundred or more Spaniards stopped by the banks of a dry river and sharp-
ened their swords on the whetstones in its bed. Eager to compare the
sharpness of their blades, reported an eyewitness to the events, they drew
their weapons and

began to rip open the bellies, to cut and kill those lambs—men, women,
children, and old folk, all of whom were seated, off guard and frightened,
watching the mares and the Spaniards. And within two credos, not a man
of all of them there remains alive. The Spaniards enter the large house nearby,
for this was happening at its door, and in the same way, with cuts and stabs,
begin to kill as many as they found there, so that a stream of blood was
running, as if a great number of cows had perished. . . . To see the wounds
which covered the bodies of the dead and dying was a spectacle of horror
and dread.*®

This particular slaughter began at the village of Zucayo, where the towns-
folk earlier had provided for the conquistadors a feast of cassava, fruit,
and fish. From there it spread. No one knows just how many Indians the
Spanish killed in this sadistic spree, but Las Casas put the number at well
over 20,000 before the soldiers’ thirst for horror had been slaked.
Another report, this one by a group of concerned Dominican friars,
concentrated on the way the Spanish soldiers treated native infants:

Some Christians encounter an Indian woman, who was carrying in her arms
a child at suck; and since the dog they had with them was hungry, they tore
the child from the mother’s arms and flung it still living to the dog, who
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proceeded to devour it before the mother’s eyes. . . . When there were among
the prisoners some women who had recently given birth, if the new-born
babes happened to cry, they seized them by the legs and hurled them against
the rocks, or flung them into the jungle so that they would be certain to die-
there.*!

Or, Las Casas again, in another incident he witnessed:

The Spaniards found pleasure in inventing all kinds of odd cruelties, the
more cruel the better, with which to spill human blood. They built a long
gibbet, low enough for the toes to touch the ground and prevent strangling,
and hanged thirteen [natives] at a time in honor of Christ Our Saviour and
the twelve Apostles. When the Indians were thus still alive and hanging, the
Spaniards tested their strength and their blades against them, ripping chests
open with one blow and exposing entrails, and there were those who did
worse. Then, straw was wrapped around their torn bodies and they were
burned alive. One man caught two children about two years old, pierced
their throats with a dagger, then hurled them down a precipice.5?

If some of this has a sickeningly familiar ring to readers who recall the
massacres at My Lai and Song My and other Vietnamese villages in the
not too distant past, the familiarity is reinforced by the term the Spanish
used to describe their campaign of terror: “pacification.”** But as horrific
as those bloodbaths were in Vietnam, in sheer magnitude they were as
nothing compared with what happened on the single island of Hispaniola
five hundred years ago: the island’s population of about eight million peo-
ple at the time of Columbus’s arrival in 1492 already had declined by a
third to a half before the year 1496 was out. And after 1496 the death
rate, if anything, accelerated. _

In plotting on a graph the decline of Hispaniola’s native population
there appears a curious bulge, around the year 1510, when the diminishing
numbers seemed to stabilize and even grow a bit. Then the inexorable
downward spiral toward extinction continues. What that little blip on the
demographic record indicates is not, however, a moment of respite for the
island’s people, nor a contradiction to the overall pattern of Hispaniola’s
population free-fall following Columbus’s arrival. Rather, it is a shadowy
and passing footnote to the holocaust the Spanish at the same time were
bringing to the rest of the Caribbean, for that fleeting instant of population
stabilization was caused by the importation of tens of thousands of slaves
from surrounding islands in a fruitless attempt by the Spanish to replace
the dying natives of Hispaniola.**

But death seized these imported slaves as quickly as it had Hispaniola’s
natives. And thus, the islands of the Bahamas were rapidly stripped of
perhaps half a million people, in large part for use as short-lived replace-
ments by the Spanish for Hispaniola’s nearly eradicated indigenous inhab-
itants. Then Cuba, with its enormous population, suffered the same fate.
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With the Caribbean’s millions of native people thereby effectively liqui-
dated in barely a quarter of a century, forced through the murderous vor-
tex of Spanish savagery and greed, the slavers turned next to the smaller
islands off the mainland coast. The first raid took place in 1515 when
natives from Guanaja in the Bay Islands off Honduras were captured and
taken to forced labor camps in depopulated Cuba. Other slave expeditions
followed, and by 1525, when Cortés arrived in the region, all the Bay
Islands themselves had been entirely shorn of their inhabitants.*

In order to exploit most fully the land and its populace, and to satisfy
the increasingly dangerous and rebellion-organizing ambitions of his well-
armed Spanish troops, Columbus instituted a program called the repartim-
iento or “Indian grants”—later referred to, in a revised version, as the
system of encomiendas. This was a dividing-up, not of the land, but of
entire peoples and communities, and the bestowal of them upon a would-
be Spanish master. The master was free to do what he wished with “his
people”—have them plant, have them work in the mines, have them do
anything, as Carl Sauer puts it, “without limit or benefit of tenure.” ¢

The result was an even greater increase in cruelty and a magnification
of the firestorm of human devastation. Caring only for short-term material
wealth that could be wrenched up from the earth, the Spanish overlords
on Hispaniola removed their slaves to unfamiliar locales—“the roads to
the mines were like anthills,” Las Casas recalled—deprived them of food,
and forced them to work until they dropped. At the mines and fields in
which they labored, the Indians were herded together under the supervi-
sion of Spanish overseers, known as mineros in the mines and estancieros
on the plantations, who “treated the Indians with such rigor and inhuman-
ity that they seemed the very ministers of Hell, driving them day and night
with beatings, kicks, lashes and blows and calling them no sweeter names
than dogs.” Needless to say, some Indians attempted to escape from this.
They were hunted down with mastiffs. When found, if not torn apart on
the spot, they were returned and a show-trial was held for them, and for
the edification of other Indians who were made to stand and watch. The
escapees were

brought before the visitador [Spanish inspector-magistrate] and the accuser,
that is, the supposedly pious master, who accused them of being rebellious
dogs and good-for-nothings and demanded stiff punishment. The visitador
then had them tied to a post and he himself, with his own hands, as the
most honorable man in town, took a sailor’s tarred whip as tough as iron,
the kind they use in galleys, and flogged them until blood ran from their
naked bodies, mere skin and bones from starvation. Then, leaving them for
dead, he stopped and threatened the same punishment if they tried it again.’’

Occasionally, when slaves were so broken by illness, malnutrition, or
exhaustion unto death that they became incapable of further labor output,
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they were dismissed from the mines or the fields where they worked. Las
Casas estimated that perhaps 10 percent of the Indian conscripts survived
long enough for this to happen. However, he continued:

When they were allowed to go home, they often found it deserted and had
no other recourse than to go out into the woods to find food and to die.
When they fell ill, which was very frequently because they are a delicate
people unaccustomed to such work, the Spaniards did not believe them and
pitilessly called them lazy dogs, and kicked and beat them; and when illness
was apparent they sent them home as useless, giving them some cassava for
the twenty- to eighty-league journey. They would go then, falling into the
first stream and dying there in desperation; others would hold on longer, but
very few ever made it home. I sometimes came upon dead bodies on my
way, and upon others who were gasping and moaning in their death agony,
repeating “Hungry, hungry.”*®

In the face of utter hopelessness, the Indians began simply surrendering
their lives. Some committed suicide. Many refused to have children, rec-
ognizing that their offspring, even if they successfully endured the Spanish
cruelties, would only become slaves themselves. And others, wrote Las Casas,

saw that without any offence on their part they were despoiled of their king-
doms, their lands and liberties and of their lives, their wives, and homes. As
they saw themselves each day perishing by the cruel and inhuman treatment
of the Spaniards, crushed to the earth by the horses, cut in pieces by swords,
eaten and torn by dogs, many buried alive and suffering all kinds of exquisite
tortures . . . [they] decided to abandon themselves to their unhappy fate
with no further struggles, placing themselves in the hands of their enemies
that they might do with them as they liked.*®

Other natives, in time, did find ways to become reunited with whatever
remained of their families. But when most wives and husbands were brought
back together,

they were so exhausted and depressed on both sides that they had no mind
for marital communication and in this way they ceased to procreate. As for
the newly born, they died early because their mothers, overworked and fam-
ished, had no milk to nurse them, and for this reason, while I was in Cuba,
7,000 babies died in three months. Some mothers even drowned their babies
from sheer desperation, while others caused themselves to abort with certain
herbs that produced stillborn children. In this way husbands died in the mines,
wives died at work, and children died from lack of milk, while others had
not time or energy for procreation, and in a short time this land which was
so great, so powerful and fertile, though so unfortunate, was depopulated.®®

By 1496, we already have noted, the population of Hispaniola had
fallen from eight million to between four and five million. By 1508 it was
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down to less than a hundred thousand. By 1518 it numbered less than
twenty thousand. And by 1535, say the leading scholars on this grim topic,
“for all practical purposes, the native population was extinct.” !

In less than the normal lifetime of a single human being, an entire
culture of millions of people, thousands of years resident in their home-
land, had been exterminated. The same fate befell the native peoples of
the surrounding islands in the Caribbean as well, Of all the horrific geno-
cides that have occurred in the twentieth century against Armenians, Jews,
Gypsies, Ibos, Bengalis, Timorese, Kampucheans, Ugandans, and more, none
has come close to destroying this many—or this great a proportion—of
wholly innocent people.5?

And then the Spanish turned their attention to the mainland of Mexico
and Central America. The slaughter had barely begun. The exquisite city
of Tenochtitlin was next.

II

Unlike most of the Caribbean peoples the Spanish encountered, the inhab-
itants of Mexico had a good deal of experience with warfare. To be sure,
Aztec warriors were trained in highly individualistic fighting techniques,
since the aim of battle was not to kill masses of the enemy, but rather to
capture and bring back a single worthy opponent to be sacrificed at the
following year’s ceremonies of fertility.®> Still, those fighting skills were
formidable. And when combined with the Aztecs’ enormous numerical ad-
vantage, they were more than a match for any invading army out of Eu-
rope. As the European interlopers’ own accounts make clear, individual
Indian warriors repeatedly showed themselves the equal, and more, of any
among the Spanish militia. The story of one Aztec soldier who, in hand-
to-hand combat, fought off a handful of Spanish horsemen—"“when they
could not bring him down, one of the Spaniards threw his lance at the
Indian, who caught it and fought for another hour before being shot by
two archers and then stabbed”—was but one among innumerable such
reports from the conquistadors themselves.®

The Indians’ battlefield experience, however, was the result of complex
political rivalries that had existed in the region for centuries, rivalries the
Spanish under Hernando Cortés were able to turn to their advantage. As
one scholar of Aztec military strategy recently has emphasized, “while the
Spanish conquest is now seen as a major watershed in the history of
the New World,” to the various competing Indian polities at the time
“the Spanish were simply another group, albeit an alien one, seeking to
gain political dominance in central Mexico.” As such, although the first
people the Spanish confronted, the Tlaxcaltecs, could easily have defeated
the conquistadors, they saw in them instead potential confederates against
their traditional adversaries.®’ It was thus with a formidable army of In-
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dian allies—at one point Cortés refers to 150,000 warriors who accom-
panied his band of less than a thousand Spanish soldiers—that the con-
quistadors marched on Tenochtitlan.%¢

Rather than meeting resistance when he approached the great city, Cortés
was greeted in friendship and was welcomed by Montezuma. In retrospect
this behavior of the Aztec leader has usually seemed foolish or cowardly
or naive to Western historians. But Mesoamerican political traditions had
always dictated that war was to be announced before it was launched, and
the reasons for war were always made clear well beforehand. War was a
sacred endeavor, and it was sacrilegious to engage in it with treachery or
fraud. In fact, as Inga Clendinnen recently has noted: “So important was
this notion of fair testing that food and weapons were sent to the selected
target city as part of the challenge, there being no virtue in defeating a
weakened enemy.”®” In this case, therefore, not only was there no reason
for Montezuma to suppose Cortés intended to launch an invasion (the
Tlaxcaltec troops who accompanied him could have been part of an effort
to seek political alliance), but Cortés had plainly announced in advance
that his purposes were not warlike, that he came as an ambassador of
peace.

Once the Spanish were inside the city’s gates, however, it soon became
apparent that this was a far from conciliatory mission. In the midst of a
great public celebration of the feast of the god Huitzilopochtli, the Span-
ish, led by Cortés’s ruthless lieutenant Pedro de Alvarado, entered and
surrounded the ceremonial arena. It was filled, recalled the sixteenth-century
Spanish historian Bernardino de Sahagiin, with “nobles, priests, and sol-
diers, and throngs of other people.” Still unaware of the conquistadors’
intentions, says Sahagin, “the Indians thought that [the Spanish] were just
admiring the style of their dancing and playing and singing, and so contin-
ued with their celebration and songs.” Then the assault began:

The first Spaniards to start fighting suddenly attacked those who were play-
ing the music for the singers and dancers. They chopped off their hands and
their heads so that they fell down dead. Then all the other Spaniards began
to cut off heads, arms, and legs and to disembowel the Indians. Some had
their heads cut off, others were cut in half, and others had their bellies slit
open, immediately to fall dead. Others dragged their entrails along until they
collapsed. Those who reached the exits were slain by the Spaniards guarding
them; and others jumped over the walls of the courtyard; while yet others
climbed up the temple; and still others, seeing no escape, threw themselves
down among the slaughtered and escaped by feigning death. So great was
the bloodshed that rivulets [of blood] ran through the courtyard like water
in a heavy rain. So great was the slime of blood and entrails in the courtyard
and so great was the stench that it was both terrifying and heartrending.
Now that nearly all were fallen and dead, the Spaniards went searching for
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those who had climbed up the temple and those who had hidden among the
dead, killing all those they found alive.®®

As word spread of what was happening, Aztec soldiers appeared and
drove the Spanish into the royal quarters where they held Montezuma
prisoner. Before this event had occurred, the ruling nobles and priests had
expressed unhappiness with Montezuma’s apparent weakness when con-
fronted with these heavily armed strangers. Now, when Montezuma ap-
peared on the palace rooftop, in chains and accompanied by Spanish sol-
diers, and appealed through a spokesman for peace, the populace revolted.
According to Sahagiin: “One of them spoke out, “What is he saying, this
whore of the Spaniards?’  And a siege of the palace began. Montezuma
was killed in the ensuing battle. Two weeks or so of intermittent struggle
later, says Sahagiin, Cortés demonstrated the “courage and skill” that all
“brave captains [do] in the time of greatest need.”” He ordered a retreat
from the city under cover of night.®

In retreat, however, Cortés left behind an invisible killer that would
prevent the Aztecs from following and destroying his broken army, and
that would begin the process of wreaking his revenge: the microscopic
smallpox bacillus. Smallpox was a fearsome killer wherever it existed, but
among a people with no previous exposure to the disease it was cata-
strophic. It first had appeared in the New World in 1518 on the huge and
dying island of Hispaniola, a sort of dreadful coup de grace to that once
enchanting place’s dwindling few survivors.”® After being released among
the Aztecs, wrote Cortés’s secretary Francisco Lopez de Gomara, “it spread
from one Indian to another, and they, being so numerous and eating and
sleeping together, quickly infected the whole country. In most houses all
the occupants died, for, since it was their custom to bathe as a cure for all
diseases, they bathed for the smallpox and were struck down.” Gomara
continues:

Those who did survive, having scratched themselves, were left in such a con-
dition that they frightened the others with the many deep pits on their faces,
hands and bodies. And then came famine, not because of a want of bread,
but of meal, for the women do nothing but grind maize between two stones
and bake it. The women, then, fell sick of the smallpox, bread failed, and
many died of hunger. The corpses stank so horribly that no one would bury
them; the streets were filled with them; and it is even said that the officials,
in order to remedy this situation, pulled the houses down to cover the corpses.”!

The epidemic seems to have lasted for about two months, during which
time, and for months after, Cortés was reorganizing his defeated forces
and marching on and burning smaller towns in the region.”? Once the
disease dissipated—having devastated the city’s residents and killed off most
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of the Aztec leaders—Cortés prepared to attack again. First, he had ships
constructed that were used to intercept and cut off food supplies to the
island capital. Then he destroyed the great aqueduct that brought fresh
water to the city. Finally, the Spanish and their Indian allies laid siege to
the once brilliant white metropolis and its dwindling population of dis-
eased and starving people.

“Siege,” as Inga Clendinnen has observed, was for the Aztecs “the an-
tithesis of war.” Viewing it as cowardly and dishonorable, ““the deliberate
and systematic weakening of opposition before engagement, and the delib-
erate implication of noncombatants in the contest, had no part in their
experience.””? But it had been the European mode of battle for many cen-
turies, deriving its inspiration from the Greek invention of ferocious and
massively destructive infantry warfare.”* To the Spanish, as to all Europe-
ans when committed to battle, victory—by whatever means—was all that
mattered. On the other side, for reasons equally steeped in ancient tradi-
tion, the people of Tenochtitlin had no other option than to resist dis-
honor and defeat until the very end.

The ensuing battle was furious and horrifying, and continued on for
months. Tenochtitlan’s warriors, though immensely weakened by the deadly
bacteria that had been loosed in their midst, and at least initially hobbled
by what Clendinnen calls their “inhibition against battleground killing,”
were still too formidable an army for direct military confrontation. So
Cortés extended his martial strategy by destroying not only the Aztecs’
food and water supplies, but their very city itself. His soldiers burned mag-
nificent public buildings and marketplaces, and the aviaries with their
thousands of wondrous birds; they gutted and laid waste parks and gar-
dens and handsome boulevards. The metropolis that the Spanish had just
months earlier described as the most beautiful city on earth, so dazzling
and beguiling in its exotic and brilliant variety, became a monotonous pile
of rubble, a place of dust and flame and death.

Because of the way the city was built on canals, however, burning was
not always the most efficient means of despoliation. Often “we levelled the
houses to the ground,” recalled Bernal Diaz, “for if we set fire to them
they took too long to burn, and one house would not catch fire from
another, for each house stood in the water, and one could not pass from
one to the other without crossing bridges or going in canoes.””* Every day
the Spanish crushed houses and other buildings in the city, and piled the
debris into the canals; and each night the Aztecs dredged the canals in a
desperate effort to keep the waters running free. Some captured Indians
finally told the Spanish just how bad things were for the city’s residents.
Recalled Cortés:

We now learnt from two wretched creatures who had escaped from the city
and come to our camp by night that they were dying of hunger and used to
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come out at night to fish in the canals between the houses, and wandered
through the places we had won in search of firewood, and herbs and roots
to eat, . . . I resolved to enter the next morning shortly before dawn and
do all the harm we could. . . . and we fell upon a huge number of people.:
As these were some of the most wretched people and had come in search of
food, they were nearly all unarmed, and women and children in the main.
We did them so much harm through all the streets in the city that we could
reach, that the dead and the prisoners numbered more than eight hundred.”

With the advantage finally theirs—even if it was against “wretched . . .
unarmed . . . women and children in the main”—Cortés and the Spanish
pressed on. “That day,” wrote Cortés, “we did nothing save burn and raze
to the ground the houses on either side of that main street, which indeed
was a sad sight; but we were obliged to do it, there being no other way of
accomplishing our aims.” They moved their forces to another section of
the city where they slaughtered and captured more than twelve thousand
people. Within a day or two they had another multitude of helpless citi-
zens penned in: “They no longer had nor could find any arrows, javelins
or stones with which to attack us.” More than forty thousand were killed
in that single day, and “so loud was the wailing of the women and chil-
dren that there was not one man amongst us whose heart did not bleed at
the sound.” Indeed, because “we could no longer endure the stench of the
dead bodies that had lain in those streets for many days, which was the
most loathsome thing in all the world,” recalled Cortés, “we returned to
our camps.” 7’

But not for long. The next morning the Spanish were in the streets
again, mopping up the starving, dehydrated, and disease-wracked Indians
who remained. I intended to attack and slay them all,” said Cortés, as he
observed that:

The people of the city had to walk upon their dead while others swam or
drowned in the waters of that wide lake where they had their canoes; indeed,
so great was their suffering that it was beyond our understanding how they
could endure it. Countless numbers of men, women and children came out
toward us, and in their eagerness to escape many were pushed into the water
where they drowned amid that multitude of corpses; and it seemed that more
than fifty thousand had perished from the salt water they had drunk, their
hunger and the vile stench. . . . And so in those streets where they were we
came across such piles of the dead that we were forced to walk upon them.”®

In all their writings on the Aztecs, the Inquisition-loving Spanish—like
most Western writers who have followed them—expressed indignant hor-
ror at their enemies’ religious rituals involving human sacrifice. And in-
deed, the Aztec toll in that regard was great. Perhaps as many as 20,000
enemy warriors, captured in battle, were sacrificed each year during the
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peak of the Aztecs’ brief reign as the lords of central Mexico—although
what one conquistador said of the reports of Inca human sacrifice may
hold true here as well: “These and other things are the testimony we Span-
iards raise against these Indians,” wrote Pedro de Cieza de Leén in 1553,
“endeavoring by these things we tell of them to hide our own shortcom-
ings and justify the ill treatment they have suffered at our hands. . . . 1
am not saying that they did not make sacrifices . . . but it was not as it
was told.””® Las Casas claimed the same was true of the reports from
Mexico—*‘the estimate of brigands,” he claimed, “who wish to find an
apology for their own atrocities,”—and modern scholars have begun to
support the view that the magnitude of sacrifice was indeed greatly exag-
gerated by the New World’s conquerors, just as it was, for the same rea-
sons, by Western conquerors in other lands.®’ Even if the annual figure of
20,000 were correct, however, in the siege of Tenochtitlin the invading
Spaniards killed twice that many people in a single day—including (unlike
Aztec sacrifice) enormous numbers of innocent women, children, and the
aged. And they did it day after day after day, capping off the enterprise,
once Tenochtitlin had been razed, by strip-searching their victims for any
treasure they may have concealed before killing them. As an Aztec chron-
icler recalled: “The Christians searched all the refugees. They even opened
the women’s skirts and blouses and felt everywhere: their ears, their breasts,
their hair.”#! Lastly, they burned the precious books salvaged by surviving
Aztec priests, and then fed the priests to Spanish dogs of war.

This initial phase of the Spanish bloodbath in the region finally over,
Cortés now returned to camp where he spent three or four days “attending
to many items of business . . . . concerning myself with the good order,
government and pacification of these parts.” What this meant, first of all,
as he says in his very next sentence, was the collecting and dividing up of
the gold (“and other things, such as slaves™) that were the spoils of the
carnage. Although much had been destroyed or lost in the fury of the
battle, these valuables included “many gold bucklers,” which he promptly
melted down, “plumes, feather headdresses and things so remarkable that
they cannot be described in writing nor would they be understood unless
they were seen.” ¥

Through prior arrangement with his king, Cortés’s share of the loot
was one-fifth. In gold and jewelry and artwork, that was a fortune, prob-
ably more than $10,000,000 in 1990 American currency. In terms of slaves,
it meant at least 3000 human beings for his personal and private use, not
counting about 23,000 Indian “vassals,” even after the Crown reduced his
holdings in 1529. Immediately setting his slaves to labor in the placer mines,
he drove them until they dropped. Before long, almost all of them had
died from neglect and overwork. No matter how quickly he moved to
replenish his human capital (an individual slave cost only six or seven
pesos because they were so plentiful), Cortés killed faster than he could
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purchase or commandeer. By the time of his own death in 1547 his per-
sonal holdings in Indian slaves, despite constant infusions of new bodies
was barely one-tenth of what he started with.®?

Meanwhile, Tenochtitlan effectively was no more. About a third of a
million people dead, in a single city in a single lake in the center of Mex-
ico. And still this was just the-beginning.

Smallpox and other new diseases—new, at least to the Indians—were
now rippling out in currents of destruction across the Mexican and Cen-
tral American landscape. The microbes moved even faster than the ambi-
tious conquistadors on their horses, but the conquistadors moved as quickly
as they could. And few if any were as ambitious as Pedro de Alvarado,
who had led the temple massacre during the feast day ceremonies for the
god Huitzilopochtli. Alvarado and his compatriots headed south, seeking
gold for their coffers and flesh for their mines. Others headed north. Like
parasites feeding on the remains of whatever was left alive once the winds
of epidemic fever had passed over the native populations they encountered,
the Spanish adventurers invaded, conquered, and enslaved the peoples liv-
ing in the rest of Mexico and in what today is Guatemala, Belize, Hon-
duras, El Salvador, Nicaragua, Costa Rica, and Panama.

No one knows how many they killed, or how many died of disease
before the conquistadors got there, but Las Casas wrote that Alvarado and
his troops by themselves “advanced killing, ravaging, burning, robbing and
destroying all the country wherever he came.” In all, he said:

By other massacres and murders besides the above, they have destroyed and
devastated a kingdom more than a hundred leagues square, one of the hap-
piest in the way of fertility and population in the world. This same tyrant
wrote that it was more populous than the kingdom of Mexico; and he told
the truth. He and his brothers, together with the others, have killed more
than four or five million people in fifteen or sixteen years, from the year
1525 until 1540, and they continue to kill and destroy those who are still
left; and so they will kill the remainder.”

Alvarado, of course, was but one among many engaged in this geno-
cidal enterprise. Nufio Beltrin de Guzman was one of those who led ar-
mies to the north, torturing and burning at the stake native leaders, such
as the Tarascan king, while seizing or destroying enormous native stores
of food. Guzman later was followed by Alvar Nuiiez Cabeza de Vaca, by
Francisco Vasquez de Coronado, by Francisco de Ibarra, and countless
other conquerors and marauders. As elsewhere, disease, depredation, en-
slavement, and outright massacres combined to extinguish entire Indian
cultures in Mexico’s northwest. Among the region’s Serrano culture groups,
in barely more than a century the Tepehuén people were reduced in num-
ber by 90 percent; the Irritilla people by 93 percent; the Acaxee people by
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95 percent. It took a little longer for the various Yaqui peoples to reach
this level of devastation, but they too saw nearly 90 percent of their num-
bers perish, while for the varied Mayo peoples the collapse was 94 percent.
Scores of other examples from this enormous area followed the same deadly
pattern.®s

To the south the story was the same—and worse. By 1542 Nicaragua
alone had seen the export of as many as half a million of its people for
slave labor (in effect, a death sentence) in distant areas whose populations
had been destroyed. In Honduras about 150,000 were enslaved. In Pan-
ama, it was said, between the years of 1514 and 1530 up to 2,000,000
Indians were killed. But again, since numbers such as these are so over-
whelming, sometimes it is the smaller incident that best tells what it was
like—such as the expedition to Nicaragua in 1527 of Lopez de Salcedo,
the colonial governor of Honduras. At the start of his trip Salcedo took
with him more than 300 Indian slaves to carry his personal effects. Along
the way he killed two-thirds of them, but he also captured 2000 more
from villages that were in his path. By the time he reached his destination
in Le6n only 100 of the more than 2300 Indian slaves he had begun with
or acquired during his journey were still alive.®¢ All this was necessary to
“pacify” the natives.

As Bishop Diego de Landa (who was a brutal overlord himself) de-
scribed the process in his region of the Yucatan: “the Spaniards pacified
[the Indians of Cochua and Chetumal] in such a way, that these provinces
which were formerly the thickest settled and most populous, remained the
most desolate of all the country.” In these besieged provinces, added Fray
Lorenzo de Bienvenida, “the Indians fled from all this and did not sow
their crops, and all died of hunger. I say all, because there were pueblos
of five hundred and one thousand houses, and now one which has one
hundred is large.”*” The Spanish had a saying, recalled Alonso de Zorita,
that it was easy to find one’s way from province to province, because the
paths were marked with the bones of the dead. There are “certain birds,”
he added, “that, when an Indian falls, pick out his eyes and kill and eat
him; it is well known that these birds appear whenever the Spaniards make
an incursion or discover a mine.” *® Indeed, to this day there exist in Yu-
catian towns and villages Spanish buildings and monuments that celebrate
the sixteenth-century slaughter. One example is Montejo house in Mér-
ida—on the coast, near the sites of the ancient Maya cities of Uxmal and
Chichén Itzi—whose fagade is decorated with two proud and preening
conquistadors, each of whom has his feet planted atop the severed heads
of Indians.%’

The gratuitous killing and outright sadism that the Spanish soldiers
had carried out on Hispaniola and in central Mexico was repeated in the
long march to the south. Numerous reports, from numerous reporters, tell
of Indians being led to the mines in columns, chained together at the neck,
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and decapitated if they faltered. Of children trapped and burned alive in
their houses, or stabbed to death because they walked too slowly. Of the
routine cutting off of women’s breasts, and the tying of heavy gourds to
their feet before tossing them to drown in lakes and lagoons. Of babies
taken from their mothers’ breasts, killed, and left as roadside markers. Of
“stray” Indians dismembered and sent back to their villages with their
chopped-off hands and noses strung around their necks. Of “pregnant and
confined women, children, old men, as many as they could capture,” thrown
into pits in which stakes had been imbedded and “left stuck on the stakes,
until the pits were filled.”*® And much, much more.

One favorite sport of the conquistadors was “dogging.” Traveling as
they did with packs of armored wolfhounds and mastiffs that were raised
on a diet of human flesh and were trained to disembowel Indians, the
Spanish used the dogs to terrorize slaves and to entertain the troops. An
entire book, Dogs of the Conquest, has been published recently, detailing
the exploits of these animals as they accompanied their masters through-
out the course of the Spanish depredations. “A properly fleshed dog,” these
authors say, “could pursue a ‘savage’ as zealously and effectively as a deer
or a boar. . . . To many of the conquerors, the Indian was merely an-
other savage animal, and the dogs were trained to pursue and rip apart
their human quarry with the same zest as they felt when hunting wild
beasts.” !

Vasco Niinez de Balboa was famous for such exploits and, like others,
he had his own favorite dog—Leoncico, or “little lion,” a reddish-colored
cross between a greyhound and a mastiff—that was rewarded at the end
of a campaign for the amount of killing it had done. On one much cele-
brated occasion, Leoncico tore the head off an Indian leader in Panama
while Balboa, his men, and other dogs completed the slaughter of everyone
in a village that had the ill fortune to lie in their journey’s path. Heads of
human adults do not come off easily, so the authors of Dogs of the Con-
quest seem correct in calling this a “remarkable feat,” although Balboa’s
men usually were able to do quite well by themselves.”> As one contem-
porary description of this same massacre notes:

The Spaniards cut off the arm of one, the leg or hip of another, and from
some their heads at one stroke, like butchers cutting up beef and mutton for
market. Six hundred, including the cacique, were thus slain like brute beasts.
. . . Vasco ordered forty of them to be torn to pieces by dogs.**

Just as the Spanish soldiers seem to have particularly enjoyed testing
the sharpness of their yard-long rapier blades on the bodies of Indian chil-
dren, so their dogs seemed to find the soft bodies of infants especially
tasty, and thus the accounts of the invading conquistadors and the padres
who traveled with them are filled with detailed descriptions of young In-
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dian children routinely taken from their parents and fed to the hungry
animals. Men who could take pleasure in this sort of thing had little trou-
ble with less sensitive matters, such as the sacking and burning of entire
cities and towns, and the destruction of books and tablets containing mil-
lennia of accumulated knowledge, wisdom, and religious belief.

Even when supposedly undoing the more extreme acts of violence per-
petrated by their compatriots, the conquistadors seemed unable to restrain
themselves from one last act of savagery. For a number of years Indians
who were enslaved had their chattel status burned into their faces with
branding irons that stamped them with the initials of their owners. When
sold from one Spaniard to another, a replacement brand was made. Con-
sequently, some slaves’ faces were scarred with two or three or four brand-
ing mutilations identifying them as transferable pieces of property. Once,
however, writes William Sherman, “when a ship put in at a Nicaraguan
port loaded with illegally enslaved encomienda Indians, the governor freed
them and sent them home. But first the natives, some of whom were women
and suckling children, had their face brands canceled. Fresh letters spelling
‘libre’ were burned into their scarred faces.”%*

The treatment of Indian females is particularly revealing, in light of the
Catholic machismo ideology of the Spanish that celebrated the purity of
their own women. The tone for such treatment was set at the start, with
the first description that exists of a sexual encounter between a European
and an Indian woman. It occurred during Columbus’s second voyage and
was described by the protagonist himself, not a Spaniard in this case, but
the Italian nobleman Michele de Cuneo:

While I was in the boat I captured a very beautiful Carib woman, whom the
said Lord Admiral gave to me, and with whom, having taken her into my
cabin, she being naked according to their custom, I conceived desire to take
pleasure. I wanted to put my desire into execution but she did not want it
and treated me with her finger nails in such a manner that [ wished I had
never begun. But seeing that, (to tell you the end of it all), I took a rope and
thrashed her well, for which she raised such unheard of screams that you
would not have believed your ears. Finally we came to an agreement in such
manner that 1 can tell you she seemed to have been brought up in a school
of harlots.”®

Cuneo here expresses an attitude toward raped women that soon would
become a staple of violent pornography and male sadistic fantasy: she en-
joyed it. While still in the Caribbean, a report to the king’s minister by a
group of Dominicans provides a different, but equally vivid, example of
the other classic function and fantasy of rape—the demonstration of power
and the degradation of both the victim and her loved ones. Typically, when
an enslaved workman returned from the mines at the end of a day, the
friars reported, “not only was he beaten or whipped because he had not
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brought up enough gold, but further, most often, he was bound hand and
foot and flung under the bed like a dog, before the [Spanish] foreman lay
down, directly over him, with his wife.”%¢

These were just precursors to the open trade in enslaved women that
the Spanish delighted in as the decades wore on. Native women—or in-
dias—were gambled away in card games and traded for other objects of
small value, while stables of them were rented out to sailors who desired
sexual accompaniment during their travels up and down the coast. If an
india attempted to resist, she was whipped or tortured or burned alive.
Even when laws were passed to curb the more extreme of such atrocities,
the penalties were a joke. When, for example, an uncooperative Nicara-
guan Indian woman was burned to death in her hut by a Spaniard who
tried to rape her, he was prosecuted by the governor—and fined five pe-
s0s.””

Those women who were not valued as enslaved concubines were forced
to do back-breaking work. Writes one modern historian:

Some of the indias even as late as the 1580s were being broken physically,
their insides literally bursting in some instances from the heavy loads they
had to carry. Unable to endure more, some of them committed suicide by
hanging, starving themselves, or by eating poisonous herbs. Encomenderos
forced them to work in open fields where they tried to care for their children.
They slept outside and there gave birth to and reared their babies, who were
often bitten by poisonous insects. Mothers occasionally killed their offspring
at birth to spare them future agonies. . . . [Other] working mothers present
a poignant image when we hear of them returning home after weeks or
months of separation from their children, only to find that they had died or
had been taken away.”®

Concludes this writer: “All of those factors help explain the fact that on
tribute rolls married couples were frequently entered as having no children
at all or only one, and seldom more than two.”*’ In even the most health-
ful of environments birth rates of this level will mean zero population
growth at first, and then increasingly precipitous decline. In an environ-
ment of such enormous mortality from genocide and firestorms of disease,
as was the rule in the Americas during the Spanish conquest, birth rates
this low were a blueprint for extinction.

And that is precisely what happened in community after community.
Almost everyone was killed. There were, of course, exceptions. But overall
in central Mexico the population fell by almost 95 percent within seventy-
five years following the Europeans’ first appearance—from more than
25,000,000 people in 1519 to barely 1,300,000 in 1595. And central Mex-
ico was typical. Even using moderate estimates of the pre-1492 popula-
tion, in southeastern Mexico the number of inhabitants dropped from
1,700,000 to less than 240,000 in a century and a half. In northern Mex-
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ico, over a somewhat longer period, the native population fell from more
than 2,500,000 to less than 320,000. Wherever the invaders went, the
pattern was the same. On the island of Cozumel, off the eastern coast of
Mexico, more than 96 percent of the population had been destroyed less
than 70 years after the Spaniards’ first arrival. In the Cuchumatan High-
lands of Guatemala the population fell by 82 percent within the first half-
century following European contact, and by 94 percent—from 260,000 to
16,000—in less than a century and a half. In western Nicaragua 99 per-
cent of the people were dead (falling in number from more than 1,000,000
to less than 10,000) before sixty years had passed from the time of the
Spaniards’ initial appearance. In western and central Honduras 95 percent
of the people were exterminated in half a century. In Cérdoba, near the
Gulf of Mexico, 97 percent of the population was extinguished in little
more than a century, while simultaneously, in neighboring Jalapa, the same
lethal pattern held: 97 percent of the Jalapa population was destroyed—
falling from 180,000 people in 1520 to 5000 in 1626. With dreary regu-
larity, in countless other locales across the length and breadth of Mexico
and down into Central America, the European intrusion meant the sudden
and near total disappearance of populations that had lived and flourished
there for thousands upon thousands of years.!?

Those natives who survived remembered, however, and in poetry they
passed on to posterity the dreadful tale of what had happened. Recalled
an Aztec poet:

Broken spears lie in the roads;

we have torn our hair in grief.

The houses are roofless now, and their walls
are red with blood.

Worms are swarming in the streets and plazas,
and the walls are splattered with gore.

The water has turned red, as if it were dyed,
and when we drink it,

it has the taste of brine.

We have pounded our hands in despair
against the adobe walls,
for our inheritance, our city, is lost and dead.'”

The Maya book of Chilam Balam adds “what the white lords did when
they came to our land”:

They taught fear and they withered the flowers. So that their flower should
live, they maimed and destroyed the flower of others. . . . Marauders by
day, offenders by night, murderers of the world.'%
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Then the Spanish, joined now by other European adventurers and their
military escorts, pushed on into South America.

vV

Peru and Chile, home of the Incas and one of the wealthiest and largest
empires anywhere, covering virtually the entire western coast of the South
American continent, had contained at least 9,000,000 people only a few
years before the Europeans arrived, possibly as many as 14,000,000 or
more. As elsewhere, the conquistadors’ diseases preceded them—smallpox,
and probably other epidemics swept down through Mexico and across the
Andes in the early 1520s, even before Pizarro’s first foray into the region—
but also as elsewhere the soldiers and settlers who followed wreaked ter-
rible havoc and destruction themselves. Long before the close of the cen-
tury, barely 1,000,000 Peruvians remained alive. A few years more and
that fragment was halved again. At least 94 percent of the population was
gone—somewhere between 8,500,000 and 13,500,000 people had been
destroyed.!®

Here, as in the Caribbean and Mexico and Central America, one could
fill volumes with reports of murderous European cruelties, reports derived
from the Europeans’ own writings. As in those other locales, Indians were
flogged, hanged, drowned, dismembered, and set upon by dogs of war as
the Spanish and others demanded more gold and silver than the natives
were able to supply. One ingenious European technique for getting what
they wanted involved burying Indian leaders in earth up to their waists
after they had given the Spanish all the goods that they possessed. In that
helpless position they then were beaten with whips and ordered to reveal
the whereabouts of the rest of their treasure. When they could not comply,
because they had no more valuable possessions, more earth was piled about
them and the whippings were continued. Then more earth. And more beat-
ing. At last, says the Spanish informant on this particular matter, *“‘they
covered them to the shoulders and finally to the mouths.”” He then adds
as an afterthought: “I even believe that a great number of natives were
burned to death,”1%4

Pedro de Cieza de Ledn, in what is justly regarded as the best first-
hand account of the conquest of the Incas, describes in page after page the
beautiful valleys and fields of this part of the world, the marvelous cities,
the kind and generous native people—and the wholesale slaughter of them
by the Spanish *‘as though a fire had gone, destroying everything in its
path.”1% Cieza de Leén was himself a conquistador, a man who believed
in the right of the Spaniards to seize Indians and set them to forced labor,
but only, he wrote, “when it is done in moderation.” He explains:
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I would not condemn the employment of Indian carriers . . . but if a man
had need of one pig, he killed twenty; if four Indians were wanted, he took
a dozen . . . and there were many Spaniards who made the poor Indians
carry their whores in hammocks borne on their shoulders. Were one ordered
to enumerate the great evils, injuries, robberies, oppression, and ill treatment
inflicted on the natives during these operations . . . there would be no end
of it . . . for they thought no more of killing Indians than if they were
useless beasts.'%

But, like many others, Cieza de Leén’s point is better made in incidentals
of detail than with grand pronouncements—as in the offhand reference,
in his immediately succeeding sentence, to “a Portuguese named Roque
Martin, who had the quarters of Indians hanging on a porch to feed his
dogs with, as if they were wild beasts.”

Despite all the savage face-to-face cruelties, however, it was enslave-
ment on the Spaniards’ plantations and in their silver mines, in addition
to the introduced diseases and starvation, that killed the most Indians di-
rectly. Immediately upon entering this region, the conquistadors laid waste
the Incas’ roads and bridges, agricultural terraces, and canals. They looted
heavily stocked storehouses and granaries, and gratuitously slaughtered
llamas by the thousands. “It is said,” wrote one later Spanish official, “that
[the soldiers] killed great numbers of llamas simply to eat the marrow-fat,
and the rest [of the meat] was wasted.” Others described the Spaniards’
almost unbelievable destruction of agriculture and animal life, and “in this
way,” wrote one, “all the food, the vegetables, llamas and alpacas that
were in that valley and district were totally consumed.” Added Pascual de
Andagoya as early as 1539: “The Indians are being totally destroyed and
lost. . . . They [beg] with a cross to be’given food for the love of God.
. . . [The soldiers are] killing all the llamas they want for no greater need
than to make tallow candles. . . . The Indians are left with nothing to
plant, and since they have no cattle and can never obtain any, they cannot
fail to die of hunger.” %’

Believing that El Dorados existed in the Amazon, the conquistadors
drove thousands of natives before them in their desperate searches for gold
mines in the jungles. “Some two or three hundred Spaniards go on these
expeditions,” wrote Domingo de Santo Tomas, but “they take two or three
thousand Indians to serve them and carry their food and fodder. . . . Few
or no Indians survive, because of lack of food, the immense hardships of
the long journeys through wastelands, and from the loads themselves.”
Added Diego de Almagro—in an account that was typical of countless
others—Hernando Pizarro would “take Indians in chains to carry what
[the conquistadors] had pillaged. . . . When the Indians grew exhausted,
they cut off their heads without untying them from the chains, leaving the
roads full of dead bodies, with the utmost cruelty.” Entire towns and prov-
inces were wiped out by these and similar practices.'%®
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Those who did survive the Spanish gifts of plague and famine and mas-
sacre, and who were not force-marched into jungles as the conquistadors’
enslaved beasts of burden, were subject to being herded together and driven
from their highland residences in the Andes to coca plantations on the
sweltering peripheries of low-lying tropical rain forests. There, their lungs—
long adapted to the cool, thin air of mountain altitudes—were assaulted
by a barrage of still more strange, debilitating, and murderous diseases,
including uta or mal de los Andes, which ate away at noses, mouths, and
throats before bringing on terrifyingly painful death. So many were suc-
cumbing at such a rapid rate, in fact, that even the Spanish Crown began
worrying about the long-term success of their enterprise should too many
Indians be destroyed. Because “an infinite number of Indians perish,” ob-
served King Philip himself in a belated imperial decree, *“and others emerge
so sick and weak that they never recuperate,” the coca trade, he urged,
must be moderated or discouraged. The Spanish on the scene, trying for
more precision than their king regarding the matter of Indian mortality,
estimated that “between a third and half of the annual quota of coca workers
died as a result of their five month service” in the fields. And those who
did survive, and the fewer still who lived out the remainder of the year,
had only the next round of lethal work to face in the coming season ahead.
Still, despite the urgings of the Crown, the trade in coca grew—because,
as Hernando de Santillan put it, “down there [in the coca plantations]
there is one disease worse than all the rest: the unrestrained greed of the
Spaniards.” 1%

Work in the silver mines, if anything, was worse. Dropped down a
shaft bored as far as 750 feet into the earth, taking with them only “some
bags of roasted maize for their sustenance,” observed Rodrigo de Loaisa,
the miners remained below ground for a week at a time. There, in addition
to the dangers of falling rocks, poor ventilation, and the violence of brutal
overseers, as the Indian laborers chipped away at the rock faces of the
mines they released and inhaled the poisonous vapors of cinnabar, arsenic,
arsenic anhydride, and mercury. “If twenty healthy Indians enter [a mine]
on Monday,” wrote Loaisa, “half may emerge crippled on Saturday.”
Crippled, if they were lucky. To enter a mine, wrote Santo Tomds, was to
enter “a mouth of hell.” !1°

For as long as there appeared to be an unending supply of brute labor
it was cheaper to work an Indian to death, and then replace him or her
with another native, than it was to feed and care for either of them prop-
erly. It is probable, in fact, that the life expectancy of an Indian engaged
in forced labor in a mine or on a plantation during these early years of
Spanish terror in Peru was not much more than three or four months—
about the same as that of someone working at slave labor in the synthetic
rubber manufacturing plant at Auschwitz in the 1940s.'!!

So immense was the indigenous population of the Andes that the Span-
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ish seemed to think at first that the supply of labor was infinite and inex-
haustible. Whole valleys, once filled with thriving villages and hundreds of
thousands of native people, were picked clean of human life. But at last
the friars and some settlers began writing to their king in Spain, asking
him to use his influence to moderate the holocaust, lest the absence of any
Indians—a prospect that was beginning to seem imminent—serve to shut
their enterprises down.!?

The Crown consented. On Christmas Day in 1551, the king decreed
that henceforth all Indian labor in the mines must be voluntary. The mine
owners countered by using forced Indian laborers to carry supplies to the
remote and isolated mining regions (that form of involuntary servitude
was unaffected by the king’s decree) and then trying to coax those laborers
into working “voluntarily” in the mines. Others “rented out” Indian workers
from Spanish labor overlords. But still the supply of workers, along with
all the native people, continued to disappear.

Finally, in the 1560s, the Spanish viceroy on the scene countermanded
the royal decree and declared that “for the good of the realm” one-seventh
of the native tributary population living within approximately 150 miles
of a mine would be drafted to labor in the mine pits. After four months
that group would be replaced by another collection of conscripts from the
same area. Although such draftees were treated better than the eatlier slaves,
and were allowed to spend each night above ground rather than in the
mines—they were, after all, now a much scarcer and thus more valuable
commodity—conditions during the day below ground were as bad as they
had always been. Indeed, even the trek up the mountains to reach the
mines remained a murderous journey. One Spaniard described a march he
witnessed of “more than seven thousand souls” from the province of Chu-
quito to the “silver mountain™ of Potosi. It covered a *“‘distance of about
one hundred leagues [and] takes two months” he wrote, because the cattle
which were driven up the mountain alongside the people “cannot travel
quicker, nor [can] their children of five and six years whom they take with
them.” He continues:

Of all this mankind and common wealth which they take away from Chu-
quito, no more than two thousand souls ever return, and the remainder,
about five thousand, in part, they die, and in part they remain in Potosi.
. . . And for this, and the work, so excessive that, of six months, four in
the mines, working twelve hours a day, going down four hundred and twenty
and at times seven hundred feet, down to where night is perpetual, for it is
always necessary to work by candlelight, the air thick and ill-smelling being
enclosed in the entrails of the earth, the going up and down most dangerous,
for they come up loaded with their small sack of metal tied up to their backs,
taking quite four to five hours, step by step, and if they make the slightest
false step they may fall seven hundred feet; and when they arrive at the top
out of breath, find as shelter a mineowner who scolds them because they did



PESTILENCE AND GENOCIDE 91

not come quickly enough or because they did not bring enough load, and
for the slightest reason makes them go down again.!'?

These were the “improved’ conditions in the Spaniards’ Andean silver
mines, where still two-thirds of those who ascended the mountains soon
died or withered away. Even the initial survivors’ lives were brief, how-
ever, since most of them soon developed mal de la mina, or mine sickness,
which—before it killed—began with ulcers on the gums and soon pro-
gressed to rotting and destruction of the mouth and jaw, while its victims
coughed up sputum mixed with mercury and blood. Understandably, be-
fore too long, likely draftees started moving out of the conscription zones
around the mining regions, which only heightened the Spaniards’ need for
more recruits—recruits whose terms of labor then also necessarily grew
longer, which in turn drove still more of them to migrate from the area.
As Felipe Guaman Poma de Ayala explained:

Some absent themselves from their communities to avoid going to the mines
where they would suffer agony and martyrdom, and in order to avoid ex-
periencing such hell, hardship and torment of the devils, others flee the mines,
and still others take to the roads to avoid the mines and would rather chance
dying suddenly than to suffer a slow death. They say that they reach such a
state because contracting mercury sickness one dries up as a stick and has
asthma, and cannot live day or night. It goes on in this manner a year or
two and they die.!*

But by moving away from the reach of the Spanish mine recruiters,
Indians had to break up their families and communities and move down
to the lowlands where the Europeans’ epidemic diseases—such as measles,
mumps, typhus, influenza, diphtheria, scarlet fever, and hemorrhagic
smallpox, to mention only those diseases that are known to have broken
out here during these years—spread more easily in the warm and muggy
air. The would-be conscripts, therefore, were trapped: they could either be
drafted and destroyed in the torture of the mines, or they could move
down to a hot and humid seething pesthouse—where, recent research has
shown, the population was disintegrating at about twice the speed that it
was even in the mining regions.'??

Whether or not to migrate from the highland regions, then, was an
agonizing individual and family decision. For Andean society as a whole,
however, no alternatives were afforded. Within a century following their
first encounter with the Spanish, 94 to 96 percent of their once-enormous
population had been exterminated; along their 2000 miles of coastline,
where once 6,500,000 people had lived, everyone was dead.

And then there was Brazil. Here, the Englishman Anthony Knivet once had
said, you could travel from the Atlantic coast across the continent to Po-
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tosi in the Andes “and all the way as you go, you shall have great townes
of Indians. . . . You shall have five hundred of these Indians by the way
as you travell readie with Nets [hammocks] to carry you.” So thick with
a vast variety of cultures and peoples were Brazil’s coastal and riverine
areas that the first Portuguese governor of the region, Tomé de Sousa,
declared that it was impossible for there ever to be a lack of natives, “even
if we were to cut them up in slaughterhouses.” 11 It was one of those rare
statements that was both prescient and wrong: the effect of European con-
quest in Brazil was indeed as damaging as if the people had been cut up
in slaughterhouses; but the number of natives was not inexhaustible.

The Portuguese governorship of Brazil was established with Sousa’s
arrival in the Bay of Bahia in March of 1549. Within just twenty years—
when, in 1570, King Sebastido emptily declared that natives should not be
enslaved unless they were captured in “just wars”—the native peoples of
Brazil already were well along the road to extinction. From the first days
of the colony, in 1549 and on into the 1550s, as Pero de Magalhies Gan-
davo wrote at the time, “‘the governors and captains of the land destroyed
[the natives] little by little and killed many, and others fled into the inte-
rior.” In 1552, and again in 1554, and again in 1556, and again in 1559
through 1561, epidemic diseases brought by the Europeans swept the coasts
and countryside, preying heavily on the weakened bodies of enslaved In-
dians whose ancestors had never encountered such pestilences. In 1552,
wrote Francisco Pires, of those natives who came down with the fever
“almost none of these has survived.” In 1554 an epidemic of “bloody
fluxes,” reported Simio de Vasconcellos, “‘struck with such violence that
as soon as it appeared it laid them low, unconscious, and within three or
four days it carried them to the grave.” In 1556 another epidemic de-
stroyed ““an infinite number of savages,” recalled André Thevet. And for
two years, from 1559 to 1561, horrifying hemorrhagic fevers, dysentery,
and influenza or whooping cough, raked the populace that remained. The
natives everywhere “were terrified and almost stunned by what was hap-
pening to them,” wrote Antonio Blasques: “They no longer performed
their songs and dances. Everything was grief. . . . there was nothing to
be heard but weeping and groaning by the dying.” 1!’

In the midst of all this the enslavement and forced labor continued.
King Jodo IIl had earlier divided the 2500 miles of the Indians’ Brazilian
coastline into fourteen so-called “captaincies,” or private grants of land,
each one extending inland from a coastal strip that might be anywhere
from 100 to 400 miles long.''® In the captaincy with the best existing
records, the Bahia captaincy, at least 40,000 Indians toiled in forced plan-
tation labor as the decade of the 1560s began. Other captaincies had sim-
ilar numbers of Indian slaves.

Meanwhile, in Europe, bubonic plague and smallpox both were raging
once again. With case mortality rates as high as 60 percent and more for
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either of the scourges by itself—and with most deaths occurring within a
week of first infection, even among people with centuries of exposure and
thus a measure of resistance—the Continent was reeling.''” About 40,000
people died in Lisbon alone from this single epidemic. People with no his-
tory of the maladies, of course, would succumb at an even greater rate.
The 100,000 natives who had died in the Rio de la Plata two years earlier
were mute testament to that. And so, in January of 1563, the plague and
smallpox left a ship that was anchored off the coast and accompanied their
human hosts onto the mainland of Brazil.

The resulting carnage beggared all description. The plague was first. It
seemed as though everyone was infected. At least everyone who was a
native. As is common when a contagion invades a people with no previous
exposure to it, the first generation of symptoms are like nothing anyone,
even anyone with long experience with the infection, has ever seen: “The
disease began with serious pains inside the intestines,” wrote Simao de
Vasconcellos, “which made the liver and the lungs rot. It then turned into
pox that were so rotten and poisonous that the flesh fell off them in pieces
full of evil-smelling beasties.” Thousands died in a matter of days, at least
30,000 within three months. Then, among the plague’s survivors, the
smallpox was discovered. Wrote Leonardo do Vale:

When this tribulation was past and they wanted to raise their heads a little,
another illness engulfed them, far worse than the other. This was a form of
smallpox or pox so loathsome and evil-smelling that none could stand the
great stench that emerged from them. For this reason many died untended,
consumed by the worms that grew in the wounds of the pox and were en-
gendered in their bodies in such abundance and of such great size that they
caused horror and shock to any who saw them.!??

As had been the case in the Caribbean and Mexico and Central America
and Peru before, the secondary consequences of the epidemic were as bad
or worse than the monstrous diseases themselves. With no one healthy
enough to prepare food or to draw water or even to comfort the others,
multitudes starved to death, died of dehydration, or of outright despair,
even before the infection could run its deadly course. Children were the
worst afflicted. “In the end,” recalled Vale, “the thing grew so bad that
there was no one to make graves and some were buried in dunghills and
around the huts, but so badly that the pigs routed them up.” !

If enslavement had weakened the Indians, increasing their susceptibility
to the fatal microbes, the destruction of their ways of life by armadas of
disease in turn made them more susceptible to enslavement. For many,
whose crops now were gone, because there was no one strong enough to
tend them while the epidemic raged, giving themselves over to servitude
became the only way they could even hope to eat. They approached plan-
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tation masters and begged to be taken in. “There are some who were not
even wanted as slaves,” wrote Vale, so they “had themselves shackled so
that they would be taken: it seemed less likely that they would be rejected
if already in irons.” Added Vasconcellos: “One man surrendered his lib-
erty for only one gourd of flour to save his life. Others hired themselves
out to work all or part of their lives, others sold their own children.”
Within three decades at least 90 percent of the region’s native people had
been destroyed.!?*

This was, of course, far from the last of it. An unending rhythm of
attack from slaving parties, punctuated by furious epidemic disease epi-
sodes brought by those same slavers, as well as by missionaries, and then
military assault again, became the norm of Brazilian Indian life for most
of the next two centuries. Even when nominally free, the natives were
being systematically destroyed. Thus, for example, by the 1630s those In-
dians still living in the municipal council of Salvador who were able to
work for wages earned on average between one-eighth and one-sixteenth
of what black slaves were paid—and often such “wages™ were doled out
in flour, cloth, and alcohol, if they were paid at all. Frequently they were
not. Even if paid, however, and paid in hard currency, such earnings were
far from sufficient for survival.'2 If there is anything that now seems sur-
prising in light of all this, it is the extraordinary level of resistance the
natives continued to mount even as they watched their own populations
falling rapidly toward non-existence. The story of Ajuricaba, heroic
eighteenth-century chief of the powerful Manau tribe, who fought fero-
ciously to preserve his people from abduction and enslavement—and who
leapt to his own death rather than be captured—is still remembered today
among Brazilians who care about such things. But, in fact, Ajuricaba was
only one of many.

From the very beginning—from at least that day in 1493 when a “very
beautiful Carib woman” fought off the violent advances of Michele de
Cuneo, before being thrashed with a rope and then raped by him—the
people of the Americas resisted. None did so more successfully than the
Maya, who combined retreats into the deep jungle cover of the Yucatin
lowlands—where, as one historian puts it, the pursuing conquistadors “soon
found themselves adrift in a green expanse of forest without food to eat,
souls to convert, or labor to exploit”—with relentless military counterat-
tacks that finally led to temporary expulsion of the Spanish in 1638124
And neither did any people resist with more symbolism than the Maya,
who made a practice of destroying not only Spanish soldiers but whatever
foreign things the Spanish had brought with them—horses, cattle, cats,
dogs, trees, and plants.’?’ In the end, however, the Maya too lost 95 of
every 100 of their people—a price for their resistance that most outsiders,
if they know of it, can hardly hope to comprehend.!2¢
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By the time the sixteenth century had ended perhaps 200,000 Span-
iards had moved their lives to the Indies, to Mexico, to Central America,
and points further to the south. In contrast, by that time, somewhere be-
tween 60,000,000 and 80,000,000 natives from those lands were dead.

Even then, the carnage was not over.'?’



N THE AREA around the town of Barquicimeto, in the lowlands near the
northern coast of Venezuela, a mysterious fire like a will o’ the wisp
sometimes seems to be burning in the marshes. It is, tradition has it,

the “soul of the traitor Lope de Aguirre [who] wanders in the savannahs,
like a flame that flies the approach of men.”!

Aguirre’s 1561 expedition from Peru, across the Andes and down to
the Venezuelan seacoast, has become “a byword for sensational horror,”
writes one historian, adding that “no pirates who infested the Caribbean
before or since proved more rapacious and merciless,” and no military
campaign was more ‘“‘notorious for its atrocities” than the one driven by
“Aguirre’s mad rage.”? In fact, Aguirre’s rampage through South America
was a good deal less destructive than those of any number of long-forgotten
conquistadors. What has made it so memorable, so worthy of evocation
in books and poems and films, was Aguirre’s propensity for killing Span-
iards as well as Indians. This is what made him “the traitor Aguirre”—a
traitor to nothing less than his race.

For this reason there never has been any doubt that Aguirre was an
evil man. For this reason also, when he was captured, Aguirre’s fellow
Spaniards cut off his head and placed it on display in an iron cage. Beyond
Aguirre, however, debate has gone on almost non-stop for four centuries
about the behavior of other conquistadors—about what in some quarters
has come to be called the “Black Legend.” Proponents of this idea hold
that the Spanish have been unduly and unfairly criticized for their behavior
in the New World. They base this contention on two general principles:
first, that the stories of Spanish cruelties toward the Indians, almost en-
tirely traceable, it is said, to the writings of Bartolomé de Las Casas, are
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untrue, or at least are exaggerations; and, second, that the cruelties of
other European nations against the native peoples of the Americas were
just as condemnable.?

The first of these charges has now largely fallen into disuse as historian
after historian has shown not only that Las Casas’s reports were remark-
ably accurate (and often, in quantitative terms, even underestimates) but
that they were supported by a host of other independent observers who,
like Las Casas, spent a good deal of time in the Caribbean, Mexico, and
Central and South America during the sixteenth century.* It is the second
of the complaints by Black Legend advocates that remains worthy of con-
sideration—that is, as one supporter of this view puts it, that “the Span-
iards were no more and no less human, and no more and no less humane”
than were other Europeans at that time.> Of particular concern to those
who hold this position is the behavior of the British and, later, the Amer-
icans. To be sure, on occasion this line of Spanish defense has been stretched
to the point of absurdity. One historian, for example, has suggested quite
seriously that—apart from their murderous treatment of the Indians—the
Spaniards’ public torture and burning of Jews and other alleged heretics
and heathens was simply “pageantry,” comparable, albeit on a different
level, to American Fourth of July celebrations.® But the larger argument
that the Spanish were not unique in their murderous depredations—that
others of European ancestry were of equally genocidal temperament—is,
we shall see, both responsible and correct.

II

During the latter half of the sixteenth century, while the Spanish and Por-
tuguese were busy “pacifying” the indigenous peoples in Mexico and on
to the south (with additional forays up into Florida and Virginia), the
English were preoccupied with their own pacification of the Irish. From
the vantage point of the present it may seem absurd that the English of
this time were accusing anyone of savagery or barbarism. After all, this
was a society in which a third of the people lived at the bare margin of
subsistence, a society in which conditions of health and sanitation were so
appalling that it was rare for an individual to survive into his or her mid-
thirties.” As for the superior qualities of the English cast of mind, in the
closing years of the sixteenth century (the era that British historians of
philosophy call the dawn of the Age of Reason) the courts of Essex County
alone brought in about 650 indictments for more than 1500 witchcraft-
related crimes. And this, says the historian who has studied the subject
most closely, “was only the projecting surface of far more widespread sus-
picions.”®

Still, Britain’s people considered themselves the most civilized on earth,
and before long they would nod approvingly as Oliver Cromwell declared
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God to be an Englishman. It is not surprising, then, that English tracts and
official minutes during this time described the “wild Irish” as “naked ro-
gues in woods and bogs [whose] ordinary food is a kind of grass.” Less
ordinary food for the Irish, some reported, was the flesh of other people,
sometimes their own mothers—which, perhaps, was only fair, since still
other tall tales had it that Irish mothers ate their children. The Irish were,
in sum, “unreasonable beasts,” said William Thomas, beasts who “lived
without any knowledge of God or good manners, in common of their
goods, cattle, women, children and every other thing.”’

Such brutishness was beyond the English capacity for tolerance. Espe-
cially when the vulgarians in question occupied such lovely lands. So, as
they had for centuries, the English waged wars to pacify and civilize the
Irish. One of the more successful English soldiers in the Irish wars was the
Oxford-educated half-brother of Sir Walter Raleigh, one Humphrey Gil-
bert—himself later knighted for his service to the Crown. Gilbert devised
a particularly imaginative way of bringing the Irish to heel. He ordered
that

the heddes of all those (of what sort soever thei were) which were killed in
the daie, should be cutte off from their bodies and brought to the place
where he incamped at night, and should there bee laied on the ground by
eche side of the waie ledyng into his owne tente so that none could come
into his tente for any cause but commonly he muste passe through a lane of
heddes which he used ad terrorem.'®

Needless to say, this “lane of heddes” leading to Gilbert’s tent did indeed
cause “‘greate terrour to the people when thei sawe the heddes of their
dedde fathers, brothers, children, kinsfolke, and freinds” laid out “on the
grounde before their faces.” !! Lest anyone think to quibble over such ex-
treme methods of persuasion, however, the British frequently justified their
treatment of the Irish by referring to the Spanish precedent for dealing
with unruly natives.!2

In the meantime, a few English expeditions had gone forth to explore
the lands of the New World, but they concentrated on areas far to the
north of where the Spanish were engaged in their exploits. The first serious
attempt by the English to set up a colony in America was on Baffin Island,
where they thought they had discovered gold. As it turned out, the mineral
they discovered was fool’s gold and the colony was abandoned, but not
before the leader of the expedition, Martin Frobisher, had captured and
kidnapped a handful of the “sundry tokens of people”” he found there.

On his first trip to the area Frobisher seized a native man who ap-
proached his ship in a kayak and returned with him and his kayak to
England. The man soon died, however, so on his next voyage Frobisher
took on board an old woman and a young woman with her child—this,
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after he and his men had “disposed ourselves, contrary to our inclination,
something to be cruel,” and destroyed an entire native village. After strip-
ping the old woman naked “to see if she were cloven footed,” they sent
her on her way, but kept the young woman and child, along with a man
they also had captured in a separate raid.’> They then brought the man
and woman together, with the crew assembled “to beholde the manner of
their meeting and entertainment,” as though they were two animals. The
crew was disappointed, however, for instead of behaving in bestial fash-
ion, the captive Indians showed themselves to be more restrained and dig-
nified and sensitive than their captors.

At theyr first encountering, they behelde eache the other very wistly a good
space, withoute speeche or worde uttered, with greate change of coloure and
countenance, as though it seemed the greefe and disdeyne of their captivitie
had taken away the use of their tongues and utterance: the woman of the
first verie suddaynely, as though she disdeyned or regarded not the man,
turned away and beganne to sing, as though she minded another matter: but
being agayne broughte togyther, the man brake up the silence first, and with
sterne and stayed countenance beganne to tell a long solemne tale to the
woman, whereunto she gave good hearing, and interrupted him nothing till
he had finished, and, afterwards being growen into more familiar acquain-
tance by speech, were turned togither, so that (I think) the one would hardly
have lived without the comfort of the other.'

Much to the surprise of the inquiring English, however, the captive Indians
maintained their sexual distance. Although they frequently comforted one
another, reported a member of the crew, “‘only I thinke it worth the noting
the continencie of them both; for the man would never shifte himselfe,
except he had first caused the woman to depart out of his cabin, and they
both were most shamefast least anye of their privie parts should be discov-
ered, eyther of themselves or any other body.” 1’

Upon their arrival in England the kidnapped man unsurprisingly dis-
played “an Anglophobia,” reported one observer who disapproved. And
when it was discovered that he was seriously ill from broken ribs that had
punctured a lung, the presiding physician recommended blood-letting, but
“the foolish, and only too uncivilised, timidity of this uncivilised man for-
bade it.” He died soon thereafter, as had the man they captured on their
previous expedition. This was very upsetting to all concerned. As the phy-
sician in charge recalled: “I was bitterly grieved and saddened, not so much
by the death of the man himself as because the great hope of seeing him
which our most gracious Queen had entertained had now slipped through
her fingers, as it were, for a second time.” '® His body was dissected and
buried, by which time the native woman had also fallen ill. Before long,
she was dead as well, and her child followed soon thereafter.

If the fate of Indians captured by the English for display and viewing
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in London was routinely the same as that suffered by natives in Spanish
captivity, there also was a similarity in the fate of those Indians, north and
south, who remained at home. By the time the English announced the
settlement of Jamestown in Virginia (marking their dominion, as did the
Spanish, with a cross), the lands the Spanish and Portuguese had con-
quered already were an immense and bone-strewn graveyard. Indians in
the many tens of millions had died horribly from the blades and germs of
their Iberian invaders. As far north as Florida and southern Georgia, for
every ten Timucuan Indians who were alive in 1515 only one was alive in
1607. And by 1617, a short decade later, that number was halved again.
According to the most detailed population analysis of this region that ever
has been done, in 1520 the number of Timucuan people in the area totaled
over 720,000; following a century of European contact they numbered
barely 36,000. Two-thirds of a million native people—95 percent of the
enormous and ancient Timucuan society—had been obliterated by the vi-
olence of sword and plague.'”

But the Spanish didn’t stop at Florida and Georgia. As early as the
summer of 1521, while Cortés and his army were still completing the de-
struction of Tenochtitlan, Spanish ships under the command of Pedro de
Quejo and Francisco Gordillo landed on the coast of what is now South
Carolina, near Winyah Bay, north of Charleston. Each man independently
claimed possession of the land for his particular employer—and each one
also denounced the other for doing so. But on one thing, at least, they
agreed. Their mission was to find and capture as many Indians as possible
and to bring them back to labor in the Bahamas, whose millions of native
people by then—less than 30 years after Columbus’s first voyage—had
largely been exterminated. They did their job well. After two weeks of
friendly contact with the Indians living around Winyah Bay, Quejo and
Gordillo invited them to visit their ships. Once the natives were on board,
however, the two captains raised anchor and set sail for Santo Domingo.

There is some dispute as to how many Indians were captured that day
by the Spanish—somewhere between 60 and 130—but there is no dis-
agreement about what happened next. Upon their arrival in Santo Dom-
ingo the natives were enslaved and put to work on plantations, though for
food they had to fend for themselves. They were reduced to scavenging
through decaying garbage and eating dead and decomposing dogs and
donkeys. By 1526, four years after their capture, only one of them was
still alive.!8

It was a fitting start for all that was to follow. For the next half-century
and beyond, the Spanish and French and English plied the waters off the
coast of Florida, Georgia, the Carolinas, and Virginia—with raiding par-
ties marching inland to capture slaves and spread disease and depredation.
Before the last of the slaves from the Quejo-Gordillo expedition had been
killed, Giovanni de Verrazzano was leading a fleet of French ships into the
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area, followed by Jacques Cartier in 1534, and numerous others after him.
Their impact on the lives of the native peoples they encountered varied, as
did their specific intentions. But for most, their intentions were clear in
what they brought with them. Thus, in 1539, Hernando de Soto landed
with a force of 600 armed men, more than 200 horses, hundreds of
wolfhounds, mastiffs, and greyhounds, a huge supply of neck chains for
the slaves they planned to capture, and a portable forge in case that supply
proved inadequate.!’

By the 1560s and 1570s European militiamen were traveling through-
out the southeast, spreading disease and bloody massacre everywhere they
went. Still, in the early 1570s—even after a series of devastating European
diseases had attacked the Virginia Indians for more than half a decade—
the Jesuit Juan Rogel, generally regarded as the most reliable of all the
early Spanish commentators on this region, wrote of coastal Virginia: “There
are more people here than in any of the other lands I have seen so far
along the coast explored. It seemed to me that the natives are more settled
than in other regions I have been.”?® And Father Rogel previously had
lived in densely populated Florida. Twenty-five years later, when the Brit-
ish colonizing troops arrived at Jamestown, they found “a lande,” wrote
one of them, “that promises more than the Lande of promisse: In steed of
mylke we fynde pearl. / & golde Inn steede of honye.” But by now the
people they found were greatly reduced in number from what they had
been before the coming of the earlier Europeans. The signs of the previous
invaders’ calling cards could not be missed, “for the great diseaze reignes
in the [native] men generally,” noted an anonymous correspondent, “full
fraught with noodes botches and pulpable appearances in their for-
heades.”?!

A decade earlier, in 1596, an epidemic of measles—or possibly bubonic
plague—had swept through Florida, killing many native people. It may
have made its way to Virginia as well, since on previous occasions the two
locales had been nearly simultaneous recipients of European pestilence: in
1586, for instance, Thomas Hariot’s English troops left disease and death
throughout Virginia at the same time that Francis Drake had loosed some
“very foul and frightful diseases” (at least one of which appears to have
been typhus) among the Indians at St. Augustine; and in 1564, a six-year
siege of disease and starvation began that reduced Virginia’s population
drastically, at the same time that a devastating plague of some sort was
killing large numbers of Florida’s Timucuan people.??

Invariably, in the New World as in the Old, massive epidemics brought
starvation in their wake, because the reduced and debilitated populations
were unable to tend their crops. As one Jesuit wrote of Virginia in the fall
of 1570:

We find the land of Don Luis [the Spanish name given an Indian aboard ship
who had been taken from Virginia to Spain some years earlier] in quite an-
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other condition than expected, not because he was at fault in his description
of it, but because Our Lord has chastised it with six years of famine and
death, which has brought it about that there is much less population than
usual. Since many have died and many also have moved to other regions to
ease their hunger [and unwittingly spread disease inland] there remain but
few of the tribe, whose leaders say that they wish to die where their fathers
have died. . . . They seemed to think that Don Luis had risen from the dead
and come down from heaven, and since all who remained are his relatives,
they are greatly consoled in him. . . . Thus we have felt the good will which
this tribe is showing. On the other hand, as I have said, they are so famished
that all believe they will perish of hunger and cold this winter.?

It was not likely an exaggeration, then, when the British settlers in James-
town were told in 1608, by the elderly leader of the Indians whose land
they were there to take, that he had witnessed “the death of all my people
thrice, and not one living of those 3 generations, but my selfe.”?* En-
gland’s formal contribution to this holocaust was next.

Despite the horrors they had endured in recent decades, the Indians’
continuing abilities to produce enormous amounts of food impressed and
even awed many of the earliest British explorers. Beans, pumpkins, and
many other vegetables, especially corn, which was greatly superior in its
yield (about double that of wheat) and in its variety of uses to anything
Europeans had ever seen, were grown in fields tended with such care that
they looked more like huge gardens, it was said, than farmlands. So too
did at least some British, despite their general disdain for the Indians, ini-
tially praise their technologlcal ingenuity, marveling as well at their smooth-
functioning but complex machineries of government—government that was
commonly under the control of democratic councils, but that also pro-
duced individual leaders of dignity and civility. As one historian has noted,
the contrast in regal manner between the Indian and British leaders was
especially extreme at the time of the British settlement of Virginia, because
England was then ruled by King James 1 who was notorious for his per-
sonal filthiness, his excessive and slobbering ways of eating and drinking,
and his vulgar and boorish style of speech and overall behavior.?

Admiration of Indian ways of living—particularly their peacefulness,
generosity, trustworthiness, and egalitarianism, all of which were conspic-
uously absent from English social relations of the time—led to some elo-
quent early praise of Virginia’s native people, albeit from a distinct minor-
ity of British observers. But if those who spoke with their pens are sometimes
regarded skeptically, those who voted with their feet cannot be. And it is
especially telling that throughout the seventeenth and on into the eigh-
teenth and nineteenth centuries, while almost no Indians voluntarily lived
among the colonists, the number of whites who ran off to live with the
Indians was a problem often remarked upon. After a century and a half of
permanent British settlement in North America, Benjamin Franklin joined
numerous earlier commentators in lamenting that
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When an Indian child has been brought up among us, taught our language
and habituated to our Customs, yet if he goes to see his relations and make
one Indian Ramble with them, there is no perswading him ever to return.
[But] when white persons of either sex have been taken prisoners young by
the Indians, and lived a while among them, tho’ ransomed by their Friends,
and treated with all imaginable tenderness to prevail with them to stay among
the English, yet in a Short time they become disgusted with our manner of
life, and the care and pains that are necessary to support it, and take the first
good Opportunity of escaping again into the Woods, from whence there is
no reclaiming them.?¢

Children brought up among the Indians were not the only problem.
Adult men and women also turned their backs on Western culture, leading
J. Hector St. John de Crévecoeur to exclaim: “Thousands of Europeans
are Indians, and we have no examples of even one of these Aborigines
having from choice become Europeans!”?” After surveying and analyzing
this literature and the narratives of those Europeans who wrote about their
experiences with the Indians, James Axtell has concluded that the whites
who chose to remain among the natives

stayed because they found Indian life to possess a strong sense of commu-
nity, abundant love, and uncommon integrity—values that the European col-
onists also honored, if less successfully. But Indian life was attractive for
other values—for social equality, mobility, adventure, and, as two adult con-
verts acknowledged, ““the most perfect freedom, the ease of living, [and] the
absence of those cares and corroding solicitudes which so often prevail with
us.” 28

The first colonial leaders, however, would have none of this. Most of
them were military men, trained in the Irish wars. Whatever they thought
of the Indian way of life, they never failed to regard the Indians themselves
as peoples fated for conquest. As a counterweight to that relative handful
of writers who were praising the native peoples and their governments,
these British equivalents of the conquistadors viewed the Indians as, in
John Smith’s words, “craftie, timerous, quicke of apprehension, and very
ingenuous. Some,” he added, “are of disposition fearefull, some bold, most
cautelous [deceitful], all Savage. . . . Their chiefe God they worship is the
Divell”%® For men like Smith, having learned how to deal with what they
regarded as the savage people of Ireland was a lesson of importance when
they turned their attention to the Indians; as Howard Mumford Jones once
put it, the “English experience with one wild race conditioned their expec-
tation of experience with another.”3®

And so, based on that experience, founding colonial leaders like Smith
and Ralph Lane routinely carried out a policy of intimidation as the best
means of garnering their hosts’ cooperation. Observing the closeness of
Indian parents and children, for example, and the extraordinary grief suf-
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fered by Indian mothers and fathers when separated from their offspring,
Smith and Lane made it a practice to kidnap and hold hostage Indian
children whenever they approached a native town.?! As for those English-
men among them who might be tempted to run off and live with the In-
dians, the colonial governors made it clear that such behavior would not
be tolerated. For example, when in the spring of 1612, some young En-
glish settlers in Jamestown “‘being idell . . . did runne away unto the In-
dyans,” Governor Thomas Dale had them hunted down and executed:
“Some he apointed to be hanged Some burned Some to be broken upon
wheles, others to be staked and some to be shott to deathe.”3?

This was the treatment for those who wished to act like Indians. For
those who had no choice in the matter, because they were the native peo-
ple of Virginia, the tone had been set decades earlier in the “lost colony”
of Roanoke. There, when an Indian was accused by an Englishman of
stealing a cup and failing to return it, the English response was to attack
the natives in force, burning the entire community and the fields of corn
surrounding it.3?

Such disproportionate responses to supposed affronts was to mark En-
glish dealings with the Indians throughout the seventeenth century. Thus,
in Jamestown in the summer of 1610, Governor Thomas West De la Warr
requested of the Indian chief Powhatan (Wahunsonacock) that he return
some runaway Englishmen—presumably to be hanged, burned, “broken
upon wheles,” staked, and shot to death—whom De la Warr thought Po-
whatan was harboring. Powhatan responded in a way that De la Warr
considered unsatisfactory, giving “noe other than prowde and disdaynefull
Answers.” So De la Warr launched a military campaign against Powhatan
headed by George Percy, the brother of the Earl of Northumberland and
De la Warr’s second in command. Here is Percy’s own description of what
he did:

Draweinge my sowldiers into Battalio placeinge a Capteyne or Leftenante att
every fyle we marched towards the [Indians’] Towne. . . . And then we fell
in upon them putt some fiftene or sixtene to the Sworde and Almost all the
reste to flyghte. . . . My Lieftenantt bringeinge with him the Quene and her
Children and one Indyann prisoners for the Which I taxed him becawse he
had Spared them his Answer was thatt haveinge them now in my Custodie I
might doe with them whatt I pleased. Upon the same I cawsed the Indians
head to be cutt of. And then dispersed my fyles Apointeinge my Sowldiers
to burne their howses and to cutt downe their Corne groweinge aboutt the
Towne.>*

With the Indians thus dead or dispersed, their village destroyed, and their
food supplies laid waste, Percy sent out another raiding party to do the
same to another Indian town and then marched back to his boats with the
Indian “queen” and her children in tow. There, however, his soldiers “did
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begin to murmur becawse the quene and her Children weare spared.” This
seemed a reasonable complaint to Percy, so he called a council together
and ““it was Agreed upon to putt the Children to deathe the which was
effected by Throweinge them overboard shoteinge owtt their Braynes in
the water.” Upon his return to Jamestown, however, Percy was informed
that Governor De la Warr was unhappy with him because he had not yet
killed the queen. Advised by his chief lieutenant that it would be best to
burn her alive, Percy decided instead to end his day of ‘“‘so mutche Blood-
shedd™ with a final act of mercy: instead of burning her, he had the queen
quickly killed by stabbing her to death.’

From this point on there would be no peace in Virginia. Indians who
came to the English settlements with food for the British (who seemed
never able to feed themselves) were captured, accused of being spies, and
executed. On other occasions Indians were enticed into visiting the settle-
ments on the pretence of peace and the sharing of entertainment, where-
upon they were attacked by the English and killed. Peace treaties were
signed with every intention to violate them: when the Indians “grow se-
cure uppon the treatie,” advised the Council of State in Virginia, “we shall
have the better Advantage both to surprise them, & cutt downe theire
Corne.” And when at last the Indians retaliated strongly, killing more than
three hundred settlers, the attack, writes Edmund S. Morgan, “released all
restraints that the company had hitherto imposed on those who thirsted
for the destruction or enslavement of the Indians.”* Not that the re-
straints had ever been particularly confining, but from now on the only
controversy was over whether it was preferable to kill all the native peo-
ples or to enslave them. Either way, the point was to seize upon the “right
of Warre [and] invade the Country and destroy them who sought to de-
stroy us,” wrote a rejoicing Edward Waterhouse at the time, “whereby
wee shall enjoy their cultivated places . . . [and] their cleared grounds in
all their villages (which are situate in the fruitfullest places of the land)
shall be inhabited by us.” 3’

Hundreds of Indians were killed in skirmish after skirmish. Other
hundreds were killed in successful plots of mass poisoning. They were hunted
down by dogs, “blood-Hounds to draw after them, and Mastives to seaze
them.” Their canoes and fishing weirs were smashed, their villages and
agricultural fields burned to the ground. Indian peace offers were accepted
by the English only until their prisoners were returned; then, having lulled
the natives into false security, the colonists returned to the attack. It was
the colonists’ expressed desire that the Indians be exterminated, rooted
“out from being longer a people uppon the face of the earth.” In a single
raid the settlers destroyed corn sufficient to feed four thousand people for
a year, Starvation and the massacre of non-combatants was becoming the
preferred British approach to dealing with the natives. By the end of the
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winter of 1623 the Indians acknowledged that in the past year alone as
many of their number had been killed as had died since the first arrival of
the British a decade and a half earlier.*®

The slaughter continued. In 1624—in a single battle—sixty heavily armed
Englishmen cut down 800 defenseless Indian men, women, and children
in their own village. And, of course, as elsewhere, British diseases were
helping to thin out whatever resistance the Indians could hope to muster.
Long before the middle of the century was reached the region’s largest and
most powerful Indian confederation, known to historians retrospectively
as Powhatan’s Empire, was “‘so rowted, slayne and dispersed,” wrote one
British colonist, “that they are no longer a nation,” At the end, Powha-
tan’s successor chief, Opechancanough, was captured. An old man now,
“grown so decrepit that he was not able to walk alone . . . his Flesh all
macerated, his Sinews slacken’d, and his Eye-lids become so heavy that he
could not see,” Opechancanough was thrown into a cell in Jamestown and
displayed like the captive beast that the colonists thought he was. But not
for long. Within two weeks a British soldier shot him in the back and
killed him.**

When the first 104 English settlers arrived at Jamestown in April of
1607, the number of Indians under Powhatan’s control was probably up-
wards of 14,000—a fraction of what it had been just a few decades earlier,
because of English, French, and Spanish depredations and disease. (Esti-
mates of the region’s native population prior to European contact extend
upwards of 100,000.) By the time the seventeenth century had passed,
those 104 settlers had grown to more than 60,000 English men and women
who were living in and harvesting Virginia's bounty, while Powhatan’s
people had been reduced to about 600, maybe less.*® More than 95 per-
cent of Powhatan’s people had been exterminated—beginning from a pop-
ulation base in 1607 that already had been drastically reduced, perhaps by
75 percent or more, as a result of prior European incursions in the region.

Powhatan’s Empire was not the only Indian nation in Virginia, of course,
but his people’s fate was representative of that of the area’s other indige-
nous societies. In 1697 Virginia’s Lieutenant Governor Andros put the
number of Indian warriors in the entire colony at just over 360, which
suggests a total Indian population of less than 1500, while John Lawson,
in his New Voyage to Carolina, claimed that more than 80 percent of the
colony’s native people had been killed off during the previous fifty years
alone. In time, a combination plan of genocide and enslavement, as ini-
tially proposed by the colony’s Governor William Berkeley, appeared to
quiet what had become a lingering controversy over whether it was best
to kill all the Indians or to capture them and put them to forced labor:
Berkeley’s plan was to slaughter all the adult Indian males in a particular
locale, “but to spare the women and children and sell them,” says Edmund
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Morgan. This way the war of extermination “would pay for itself,” since
it was likely that a sufficient number of female and child slaves would be
captured “to defray the whole cost.”*!

By the time this clever enterprise was under way in Virginia, the British
had opened colonies in New England as well. As usual, earlier visits by
Europeans already had spread among the Indians a host of deadly plagues.
The Patuxet peoples, for example, were effectively exterminated by some
of these diseases, while other tribes disappeared before they were even seen
by any white men. Others were more fortunate, suffering death rates of
50 and 60 percent—a good deal greater than the proportion of Europeans
killed by the Black Death pandemic of the fourteenth century, but still far
short of total liquidation. These were rates, however, for any given single
epidemic, and in New England’s sixteenth and seventeenth centuries few
epidemics traveled by themselves.*? The extant descriptions of what life
and death were like at times like these are rare, but the accounts we do
have of the viral and bacteriological assaults are sobering indeed, reminis-
cent of the earlier Spanish and Portuguese accounts from Mesoamerica
and Brazil. Wrote Plymouth Colony’s Governor William Bradford, for in-
stance, of a smallpox epidemic from which huge numbers of Indians “died
most miserably”:

For want of bedding and linen and other helps they fall into a lamentable
condition as they lie on their hard marts, the pox breaking and mattering and
running one into another, their skin cleaving by reason thereof to the mats
they lie on. When they turn them, a whole side will flay off at once as it
were, and they will be all of a gore blood, most fearful to behold. And then
being very sore, what with cold and other distempers, they die like rotten
sheep. The condition of this people was so lamentable and they fell down so
generally of this disease as they were in the end not able to help one another,
no not to make a fire nor to fetch a little water to drink, nor any to bury
the dead. But would strive as long as they could, and when they could pro-
cure no other means to make fire, they would burn the wooden trays and
dishes they ate their meat in, and their very bows and arrows. And some
would crawl ourt on all fours to get a little water, and sometimes die by the
way and not be able to get in again.®

While “very few” of the Indians escaped this scourge, including “the
chief sachem . . . and almost all his friends and kindred,” Bradford re-
ported, “by the marvelous goodness and providence of God, not one of
the English was so much as sick or in the least measure tainted with this
disease.” Time and again Old World epidemics such as this coursed through
the veins of the native peoples of the North Atlantic coast, even before the
arrival of the first great waves of British settlers, leaving in their wake so
many dead that they could not be buried, so many piles of skeletal remains
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that one early colonist referred to the land as “a new found Golgotha.”**
But it was a Golgotha the Puritans delighted in discovering, not only be-
cause the diseases they brought with them from England left the Puritans
themselves virtually unaffected, but because the destruction of the Indians
by these plagues was considered an unambiguous sign of divine approval
for the colonial endeavor. As the first governor of the Massachusetts Bay
Colony wrote in 1634, the Puritan settlers, numbering at the time “in all
about four thousand souls and upward,” were in remarkably good health:
“through the Lord’s special providence . . . there hath not died above two
or three grown persons and about so many children all the last year, it
being very rare to hear of any sick of agues or other diseases.” But, he
noted in passing, as “for the natives, they are near all dead of the small-
pox, so as the Lord hath cleared our title to what we possess.”**

God, however, was not enough. At some point the settlers would have
to take things into their own hands. For, terribly destructive though the
Old World diseases were, some Indians remained alive. The danger posed
by these straggling few natives was greatly exaggerated by the English (as
it remains exaggerated in most history textbooks today), not only because
their numbers had been so drastically reduced, but because their attitudes
toward the colonists and their very means of warfare were so compara-
tively benign.

We have seen in an earlier chapter that the native peoples of this region
(as elsewhere) combined in their everyday lives a sense of individual auton-
omy and communal generosity that the earliest Europeans commented on
continuously. This was a great cultural strength, so long as the people they
were dealing with shared those values and accepted the array of culturally
correct reciprocal responses to them. However, just as their isolation from
Old World diseases made the Indians an exceptionally healthy people as
long as they were not contacted by disease-bearing outsiders, once Euro-
peans invaded their lands with nothing but disdain for the native regime
of mutual respect and reciprocity, the end result was doomed to spell di-
saster.

This probably is seen most dramatically in the comparative Indian and
European attitudes toward warfare. We already have observed one conse-
quence of the differing rituals that were conventional to Europe and the
Americas in Montezuma’s welcoming Cortés into Tenochtitldn in part be-
cause Cortés claimed he was on a mission of peace; and one inviolable
code of Mesoamerican warfare was that it was announced, with its causes
enumerated, in advance. Cortés’s declared intentions of peace, therefore,
were supposed by Montezuma to be his true intentions. A similar attitude
held among Indians in much of what is now the United States. Thus, as a
seventeenth-century Lenape Indian explained in a discussion with a British
colonist:
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We are minded to live at Peace: If we intend at any time to make War upon
you, we will let you know of it, and the Reasons why we make War with
you; and if you make us satisfaction for the Injury done us, for which the
War is intended, then we will not make War on you. And if you intend at
any time to make War on us, we would have you let us know of it, and the
Reasons for which you make War on us, and then if we do not make satis-
faction for the Injury done unto you, then you may make War on us, oth-
erwise you ought not to do it.*¢

The simplicity of this seems naive and even quaint to modern observ-
ers, as it did to seventeenth-century Britishers, but it made perfect sense to
native peoples who simply did not wage war for the same reasons that
Europeans did. “Given ample land and a system of values by and large
indifferent to material accumulation,” writes a scholar of military law,
“the New England tribes rarely harbored the economic and political am-
bitions that fueled European warfare.” Instead, an Indian war usually was
a response to personal insults or to individual acts of inter-tribal violence.
As such, it could be avoided by “making satisfaction for the injury done”
(as noted in the quotation above), but even when carried out *“‘native hos-
tilities generally aimed at symbolic ascendancy, a status conveyed by small
payments of tribute to the victors, rather than the dominion normally as-
sociated with European-style conquest.” Moreover, given the relative lack
of power that Indian leaders had over their highly autonomous followers,
Indian warriors might choose not to join in battle for this or that cause,
and it was even common for an Indian war party on the march to “melt
away as individual warriors had second thoughts and returned home.”*’

Prior to the European assaults on their lands, Indians throughout the
continent held similar attitudes toward the proper conduct of war. The
idea of large-scale battle, wrote Ruth Benedict more than half a century
ago, was “alien” to all these peoples. Of the California Indians, even long
after they had almost been exterminated by white malevolence, Benedict
wrote: “Their misunderstanding of warfare was abysmal. They did not
have the basis in their own culture upon which the idea could exist.”*® As
for the Indians of the Plains, who have been turned into the very portrait
of aggression and ferocity by purveyors of American popular culture (and
by far too many serious historians as well), wrote George Bird Grinnell:

Among the plains tribes with which I am well acquainted—and the same is
true of all the others of which I know anything at all—coming in actual
personal contact with the enemy by touching him with something held in the
hand or with a part of the person was the bravest act that could be per-
formed . . . [This was known as] to count coup on—to touch or strike—a
living unhurt man and to leave him alive, and this was frequently done. . . .
It was regarded as an evidence of bravery for a man to go into battle carry-
ing no weapon that would do any harm at a distance. It was more creditable
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to carry a lance than a bow and arrows; more creditable to carry a hatchet
or war club than a lance; and the bravest thing of all was to go into a fight
with nothing more than a whip, or a long twig—sometimes called a coup
stick. I have never heard a stone-headed war club called coup stick.*®

Commenting on this passage, and on the generality of its application
to indigenous warfare, anthropologist Stanley Diamond has noted that to
people such as the American Indians “taking a life was an occasion,” whereas
warfare of the type described “is a kind of play. No matter what the oc-
casion for hostility, it is particularized, personalized, ritualized.” In con-
trast, by the time of the invasion of the Americas, European warfare had
long since been made over into what Diamond describes as “an abstract,
ideological compulsion” resulting in “indiscriminate, casual, unceremon-
ious killing.”°

Not surprisingly, then, the highly disciplined and ideologically moti-
vated British expressed contempt for what Captain John Mason called the
Indians’ “feeble manner . . . [that] did hardly deserve the name of fight-
ing.” Warfare among the native peoples had no “dissipline” about it, com-
plained Captain Henry Spelman, so that when Indians fought there was
no great “slawter of nether side”; instead, once “having shott away most
of their arrows,” both sides commonly “weare glad to retier.” Indeed, so
comparatively harmless was inter-tribal fighting, noted John Underhill, that
“they might fight seven yeares and not kill seven men.”*! Added Roger
Williams: “Their Warres are farre lesse bloudy, and devouring than the
cruell Warres of Europe; and seldome twenty slain in a pitcht field. . . .
When they fight in a plaine, they fight with leaping and dancing, that sel-
dome an Arrow hits, and when a man is wounded, unlesse he that shot
followes upon the wounded, they soone retire and save the wounded.” In
addition, the Indians’ code of honor “ordinarily spared the women and
children of their adversaries.”

In contrast, needless to say, the British did very little in the way of
“leaping and dancing” on the field of battle, and more often than not
Indian women and children were consumed along with everyone and
everything else in the conflagrations that routinely accompanied the colo-
nists’ assaults. Their purpose, after all, was rarely to avenge an insult to
honor—although that might be the stipulated rationale for a battle—but
rather, when the war was over, to be able to say what John Mason de-
clared at the conclusion of one especially bloody combat: that “the Lord
was pleased to smite our Enemies in the hinder Parts, and to give us their
Land for an Inberitance.”>* Because of his readers’ assumed knowledge of
the Old Testament, it was unnecessary for Mason to remind them that this
last phrase is derived from Deuteronomy, nor did he need to quote the
words that immediately follow in that biblical passage: “Thou shalt save
alive nothing that breatheth. . . . But thou shalt utterly destroy them.”
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The brutish and genocidal encounter to which Mason was referring
was the Pequot War. Its first rumblings began to be heard in July of 1636—
two years after a smallpox epidemic had devastated the New England na-
tives “‘as far as any Indian plantation was known to the west,” said John
Winthrop—when the body of a man named John Oldham was found, ap-
parently killed by Narragansett Indians on Block Island, off the Rhode
Island coast.** Although he held positions of some importance, Oldham
was not held in high regard by many of the English settlers—he had been
banished from Plymouth Colony and described by its Governor Bradford
as “more like a furious beast than a man”—and those whites who found
his body had proceeded to murder more than a dozen Indians who were
found at the scene of the crime, whether or not they were individually
responsible.’® Even in light of the colonists® grossly disproportionate sense
of retribution when one of their own had been killed by Indians, this should
have been sufficient revenge, but it was not. The colonists simply wanted
to kill Indians. Despite the pledge of the Narragansetts’ chief to mete out
punishment to Oldham’s murderers—a pledge he began to fulfill by send-
ing 200 warriors to Block Island in search of the culprits—New England’s
Puritan leaders wanted more.

Led by Captain John Endicott, a heavily armed and armored party of
about a hundred Massachusetts militiamen soon attacked the Block Island
Indians. Their plan was to kill the island’s adult males and make off with
the women and children; as with Governor Berkeley’s later scheme in Vir-
ginia, the venture would pay for itself since, as Francis Jennings puts it,
“the captured women and children of Block Island would fetch a tidy sum
in the West Indies slave markets.” *® The Indians scattered, however, real-
izing they had no hope against the colonists’ weapons and armor, so the
frustrated soldiers, able to kill only an odd few Narragansetts here and
there, had to content themselves with the destruction of deserted villages.
“We burnt and spoiled both houses and corn in great abundance,” recalled
one participant.’’

From Block Island the troops headed back to the mainland where, fol-
lowing the directions of their colony’s governor, they sought out a con-
frontation with some Pequot Indians. The Pequots, of course, had nothing
to do with Oldham’s death (the excuse for going after them was the alle-
gation that, two years earlier, some among them may have killed two
quarrelsome Englishmen, one of whom had himself tried to murder the
Governor of Plymouth Colony), so when the soldiers first appeared along
the Pequots’ coastline the Indians ran out to greet them. As Underhill re-
called: “The Indians spying of us came running in multitudes along the
water side, crying, what cheere, Englishmen, what cheere, what doe you
come for: They not thinking we intended warre, went on cheerefully untill
they come to Pequeat river.”*® It soon became evident to the Pequots what
the soldiers had come for, even if the cause of their coming remained a
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mystery, so after some protracted efforts at negotiation, the Pequots melted
back into the forest to avoid a battle. As they had on Block Island, the
troops then went on a destructive rampage, looting and burning the Indi-
ans’ villages and fields of corn.

Once the Massachusetts troops left the field and returned to Boston,
the Pequots came out of the woods, made a few retaliatory raids in the
countryside, and then attacked nearby Fort Saybrook. Casualties were
minimal in all of this, as was normal in Indian warfare, and at one point—
presumably feeling that their honor had been restored—the Pequots fell
back and asked the fort’s commander if he felt he had “fought enough.”
The commander, Lieutenant Lion Gardiner, made an evasive reply, but its
meaning was clear: from that day forward there would be no peace. Next,
the Pequots asked if the English planned to kill Indian women and chil-
dren. Gardiner’s reply was that “they should see that hereafter.”®

For a time small troubles continued in the field, while in Hartford the
Connecticut General Court met and declared war against the Pequots. John
Mason was appointed commander of the Connecticut troops. Rather than
attack frontally, as the Massachusetts militia had, Mason led his forces
and some accompanying Narragansetts (who long had been at odds with
the Pequots) in a clandestine assault on the main Pequot village just before
dawn. Upon realizing that Mason was planning nothing less than a whole-
sale massacre, the Narragansetts dissented and withdrew to the rear. Ma-
son regarded them with contempt, saying that they could ‘“‘stand at what
distance they pleased, and see whether English Men would now fight ‘or
not.” Dividing his forces in half, Mason at the head of one party, Under-
hill leading the other, under cover of darkness they attacked the unsus-
pecting Indians from two directions at once. The Pequots, Mason said,
were taken entirely by surprise, their “being in a dead indeed their last
Sleep.”¢°

The British swarmed into the Indian encampment, slashing and shoot-
ing at anything that moved. Caught off guard, and with apparently few
warriors in the village at the time, some of the Pequots fled, “others crept
under their Beds,” while still others fought back “most courageously,” but
this only drove Mason and his men to greater heights of fury. “We must
burn them,” Mason later recalled himself shouting, whereupon he “brought
out a Fire Brand, and putting it into the Matts with which they were cov-
ered, set the Wigwams on Fire.” ¢! At this, Mason says, “the Indians ran
as Men most dreadfully Amazed”:

And indeed such a dreadful Terror did the Almighty let fall upon their Spir-
its, that they would fly from us and run into the very Flames, where many
of them perished. . . . [And] God was above them, who laughed his Ene-
mies and the Enemies of his People to Scorn, making them as a fiery Oven:
Thus were the Stout Hearted spoiled, having slept their last Sleep, and none
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of their Men could find their Hands: Thus did the Lord judge among the
Heathen, filling the Place with dead Bodies!®?

It was a ghastly sight—especially since we now know, as Francis Jen-
nings reminds us, that most of those who were dying in the fires, and who
were “crawling under beds and fleeing from Mason’s dripping sword were
women, children, and feeble old men.”%* Underhill, who had set fire to
the other side of the village “with a traine of Powder” intended to meet
Mason’s blaze in the center, recalled how “great and doleful was the bloudy
sight to the view of young soldiers that never had been in war, to see so
many souls lie gasping on the ground, so thick, in some places, that you
could hardly pass along.” Yet, distressing though it may have been for the
youthful murderers to carry out their task, Underhill reassured his readers
that “sometimes the Scripture declareth women and children must perish
with their parents.”%* Just because they were weak and helpless and un-
armed, in short, did not make their deaths any less a delight to the Puri-
tan’s God. For as William Bradford described the British reaction to the
scene:

It was a fearful sight to see them thus frying in the fire and the streams of
blood quenching the same, and horrible was the stink and scent thereof; but
the victory seemed a sweet sacrifice, and they gave the praise thereof to God,
who had wrought so wonderfully for them, thus to enclose their enemies in
their hands and give them so speedy a victory over so proud and insulting
an enemy.5

Added the Puritan divine Cotton Mather, as he celebrated the event many
years later in his Magnalia Christi Americana: “In a little more than one
hour, five or six hundred of these barbarians were dismissed from a world
that was burdened with them.” Mason himself counted the Pequot dead
at six or seven hundred, with only seven taken captive and seven escaped.
It was, he said joyfully, “the just Judgment of God.” ¢

The Narragansetts who had accompanied the Puritans on their march
did not share the Englishmen’s joy. This indiscriminate carnage was not
the way warfare was to be carried out. “Mach it, mach it,” Underhill
reports their shouting; “that is,” he translates, “It is naught, it is naught,
because it is too furious, and slays too many men.”®” Too many Indians,
that was. Only two of the English died in the slaughter.

From then on the surviving Pequots were hunted into near-extermination.
Other villages were found and burned. Small groups of warriors were in-
tercepted and killed. Pockets of starving women and children were located,
captured, and sold into slavery. If they were fortunate. Others were bound
hand and foot and thrown into the ocean just beyond the harbor. And still
more were buried where they were found, such as one group of three
hundred or so who tried to escape through a swampland, but could make
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“little haste, by reason of their Children, and want of Provision,” said
Mason. When caught, as Richard Drinnon puts it, they “were literally run
to ground,” murdered, and then “tramped into the mud or buried in swamp
mire.” 68

The comparative handful of Pequots who were left, once this series of
massacres finally ended, were parceled out to live in servitude. John Endi-
cott and his pastor, for example, wrote to the governor asking for “a share”
of the captives, specifically “a yong woman or girle and a boy if you thinke
good.”®® The last of them, fifteen boys and two women, were shipped to
the West Indies for sale as slaves, the ship captain who carried them there
returning the next year with what he had received in exchange: some cot-
ton, some salt, some tobacco, “and Negroes, etc.” The word “Pequot”
was then removed from New England’s maps: the river of that name was
changed to the Thames and the town of that name became New London.”®
Having virtually eradicated an entire people, it now was necessary to ex-
punge from historical memory any recollection of their past existence.””

Some, however, remembered all too well. John Mason rode the honor
of his butchery to the position of Major General of Connecticut’s armed
forces. And Underhill, as Drinnon notes, “put his experience to good use”
in selling his military prowess to the Dutch. On one subsequent occasion
“with his company of Dutch troops Underhill surrounded an Indian village
outside Stamford, set fire to the wigwams, drove back in with saber thrusts
and shots those who sought to escape, and in all burned and shot five
hundred with relative ease, allowing only about eight to escape—statistics
comparable to those from the Pequot fort.” 72

Meanwhile, the Narragansetts, who had been the Pequots’ rivals, but
who were horrified at this inhuman carnage, quietly acknowledged the
English domination of the Pequots’ lands—their “widowed lands,” to bor-
row a phrase from Jennings. That would not, however, prove sufficient.
The English towns continued to multiply, the colonists continued to press
out into the surrounding fields and valleys. The Narragansetts’ land, and
that of other tribes, was next.

To recount in detail the story of the destruction of the Narragansetts
and such others as the Wampanoags, in what has come to be known as
King Philip’s War of 1675 and 1676, is unnecessary here. Thousands of
native people were killed, their villages and crops burned to the ground.
In a single early massacre 600 Indians were destroyed. It was, says the
recent account of two historians, “a seventeenth-century My Lai” in which
the English soldiers “ran amok, killing the wounded men, women, and
children indiscriminately, firing the camp, burning the Indians alive or dead
in their huts.” A delighted Cotton Mather, revered pastor of the Second
Church in Boston, later referred to the slaughter as a “barbeque.””® More
butchery was to follow. Of these, one bloodbath alongside the Connecticut
River was typical. It is described by an eyewitness:
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Qur souldiers got thither after an hard March just about break of day, took
most of the Indians fast asleep, and put their guns even into their Wigwams,
and poured in their shot among them, whereupon the Indians that durst and
were able did get out of their Wigwams and did fight a little (in which fight
one Englishman only was slain) others of the Indians did enter the River to
swim over from the English, but many of them were shot dead in the waters,
others wounded were therein drowned, many got into Canoes to paddle away,
but the paddlers being shot, the Canoes over-set with all therein, and the
stream of the River being very violent and swift in the place near the great
Falls, most that fell over board were born by the strong current of that River,
and carryed upon the Falls of Water from those exceeding high and steep
Rocks, and from thence tumbling down were broken in pieces; the English
did afterwards find of their bodies, some in the River and some cast a-shore,
above two hundred.”

The pattern was familiar, the only exception being that by the latter
seventeenth century the Indians had learned that self-defense required an
understanding of some English ideas about war, namely, in Francis Jen-
nings’s words: “that the Englishmen’s most solemn pledge would be bro-
ken whenever obligation conflicted with advantage; that the English way
of war had no limit of scruple or mercy; and that weapons of Indian mak-
ing were almost useless against weapons of European manufacture. These
lessons the Indians took to heart,” so for once the casualties were high on
both sides.” There was no doubt who would win, however, and when
raging epidemics swept the countryside during the peak months of con-
frontation it only hastened the end.

Once the leader of the Indian forces, “a doleful, great, naked, dirty
beast,” the English called him, was captured—and cut in pieces—the rest
was just a mop-up operation. As one modern celebrant of the English puts
it: “Hunting redskins became for the time being a popular sport in New
England, especially since prisoners were worth good money, and the per-
sonal danger to the hunters was now very slight.””7¢ Report after report
came in of the killing of hundreds of Indians, “with the losse only of one
man of ours,” to quote a common refrain. Equally common were accounts
such as that of the capture of “about 26 Indians, most Women and Chil-
dren brought in by our Scouts, as they were ranging the Woods about
Dedham, almost starved.” All this, of course, was “God’s Will,” says the
British reporter of these events, “which will at last give us cause to say,
How Great is his Goodness! and how great is his Beauty!””” As another
writer of the time expressed the shared refrain, “thus doth the Lord Jesus
make them to bow before him, and to lick the Dust.” 78

Typical of those being made to bow and lick the dust by this time was
“a very decrepit and harmless Indian,” too old and too weak to walk, who
was captured by the Puritan troops. For a time, says the eyewitness ac-
count of John Easton, the soldiers contented themselves with merely “tor-
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menting” the old man. Finally, however, they decided to kill him: *““some
would have had him devoured by dogs,” wrote Easton, “but the tender-
ness of some of them prevailed to cut off his head.””

The only major question remaining as King Philip’s war drew to its
inevitable close was how to deal with the few natives who still were alive.
So many Indians had been “consumed . . . by the Sword & by Famine
and by Sickness,” wrote Cotton Mather’s father Increase, “it being no
unusual thing for those that traverse the woods to find dead Indians up
and down . . . there hath been none to bury them,” that there now were
“not above an hundred men left of them who last year were the greatest
body of Indians in New England.”®" As to what to do with that handful
of survivors, only two choices—as always—enjoyed any support among
the English colonists: annihilation or enslavement. Both approaches were
tried. Allegedly dangerous Indians (that is, adult males) were systemati-
cally executed, while women and children were either shipped off to the
slave markets of Spain or the West Indies, or were kept as servants of the
colonists themselves. The terms of captured child slaves within Connecti-
cut were to end once they reached the age of twenty-six. But few saw their
day of liberation. Either they died before reaching their twenty-sixth birth-
day, or they escaped. And those who escaped and were caught usually then
were sold into foreign slavery, with the blessing of the Connecticut Gen-
eral Court that had passed specific postwar legislation with this end in
mind.

One final bit of business that required clearing up concerned the fates
of those scattered Indians who had been able to hide out on islands in
Narragansett Bay that were under the colonial jurisdiction of Rhode Is-
land. Rhode Island had remained neutral during the war, and both the
Indians and the leaders of the other colonies knew there was less likeli-
hood of homicidal or other barbarous treatment for native refugees found
in Rhode Island’s domain. This infuriated the colonists in Connecticut,
Massachusetts, and Plymouth, not only because of their continuing blood
lust, but because the Rhode Islanders were themselves reducing escaped
Indians to servitude, even if they were not methodically executing them.
The other colonies, “mindful of the cash value of prisoners,” writes Doug-
las Edward Leach, felt that the Rhode Islanders were thus unfairly “now
reaping the benefits which others had sowed in blood and treasure.” Rhode
Island’s response was that the number of Indians within their territory was
greatly exaggerated. And it appears that they were right, so successful had
been the extermination campaign against the native people.?!

By the beginning of the eighteenth century the indigenous inhabitants
of New England, and of most other northeastern Indian lands, had been
reduced to a small fraction of their former number and were living in
isolated, squalid enclaves. Cotton Mather called these defeated and scat-
tered people “tawny pagans” whose ““inaccessible” homes were now noth-
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ing more than “kennels.”% And Mather’s views, on this at least, were
widely shared among the colonists. The once-proud native peoples, who
had shown the English how to plant and live in the difficult environs of
New England, were now regarded as animals, or at most, to quote one
Englishwoman who traveled from Boston to New York in 1704, as “the
most salvage of all the salvages of that kind that I have ever Seen.” 3

It had started with the English plagues and ended with the sword and
musket. The culmination, throughout the larger region, has been called the
Great Dispersal. Before the arrival of the English—to choose an example
further north from the area we have been discussing—the population of
the western Abenaki people in New Hampshire and Vermont had stood at
about 12,000. Less than half a century later approximately 250 of these
people remained alive, a destruction rate of 98 percent. Other examples
from this area tell the same dreary tale: by the middle of the seventeenth
century, the Mahican people—92 percent destroyed; the Mohawk peo-
ple—75 percent destroyed; the eastern Abenaki people—78 percent de-
stroyed; the Maliseet-Passamaquoddy people—67 percent destroyed. And
on, and on. Prior to European contact the Pocumtuck people had num-
bered more than 18,000; fifty years later they were down to 920—95 per-
cent destroyed. The Quiripi-Unquachog people had numbered about 30,000;
fifty years later they were down to 1500—95 percent destroyed. The Mas-
sachusett people had numbered at least 44,000; fifty years later they were
down to barely 6000—81 percent destroyed.?

This was by mid-century. King Philip’s War had not yet begun. Neither
had the smallpox epidemics of 1677 and 1678 occurred yet. The devasta-
tion had only started. Other wars and other scourges followed. By 1690,
according to one count, the population of Norridgewock men was down
to about 100; by 1726 it was down to 25. The same count showed the
number of Androscoggin men in 1690 reduced to 160; by 1726 they were
down to 10. And finally, the Pigwacket people: by 1690 only 100 men
were left; by 1726 there were 7. These were the last ones, those who had
fled to Canada to escape the English terrors. Once hostilities died down
they were allowed to return to the fragments of their homelands that they
still could say were theirs. But they hesitated “and expressed concern,”
reports a recent history of the region, “lest the English fall upon them
while they were hunting near the Connecticut and Kennebec Rivers.”*
The English—who earlier had decorated the seal of the Massachusetts Bay
Colony with an image of a naked Indian plaintively urging the colonists
to “Come over and help us”—had taught the natives well.

11

The European habit of indiscriminately killing women and children when
engaged in hostilities with the natives of the Americas was more than an
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atrocity. It was flatly and intentionally genocidal. For no population can
survive if its women and children are destroyed.

Consider the impact of some of the worst instances of modern warfare.
In July of 1916, at the start of the First World War, General Douglas Haig
sent his British troops into combat with the Germans at the Battle of the
Somme. He lost about 60,000 men the very first day—21,000 in just the
first hour—including half his officers. By the time that battle finally ended,
Haig had lost 420,000 men.?® And the war continued for two more years.
This truly was, far and away, the worst war in Britain’s history. To make
matters worse, since the start of the decade England had been experiencing
significant out-migration, and at the end of the decade it was assaulted by
a deadly influenza pandemic. Yet, between 1911 and 1921, Britain’s pop-
ulation increased by about two million people.?”

Or take Japan. Between 1940 and 1950, despite the frenzy of war in
the Pacific, capped by the nuclear destruction of Hiroshima and Nagasaki,
the population of Japan increased by almost 14 percent. Or take Southeast
Asia. Between 1960 and 1970, while B-52s were raining destruction from
the sky and a horrific ground war was spilling across every national
boundary in the region, Southeast Asia’s population increased at an aver-
age rate of almost 2.5 percent each year.?®

The reason these populations were able to increase, despite massive
military damage, was that a greatly disproportionate ratio of men to women
and children was being killed. This, however, is not what happened to the
indigenous people in the Caribbean, in Mesoamerica, in South America,
or in what are now the United States and Canada during the European
assault against them. Neither was this slaughter of innocents anything but
intentional in design, nor did it end with the close of the colonial era.

As Richard Drinnon has shown, in his book Facing West: The Meta-
physics of Indian-Hating and Empire-Building, America’s revered found-
ing fathers were themselves activists in the anti-Indian genocide. George
Washington, in 1779, instructed Major General John Sullivan to attack
the Iroquois and “lay waste all the settlements around . . . that the coun-
try may not be merely overrun but destroyed,” urging the general not to
“listen to any overture of peace before the total ruin of their settlements is
effected.” Sullivan did as instructed, he reported back, “destroy[ing] every-
thing that contributes to their support” and turning “the whole of that
beautiful region,” wrote one early account, “from the character of a gar-
den to a scene of drear and sickening desolation.” The Indians, this writer
said, “were hunted like wild beasts” in a “war of extermination,” some-
thing Washington approved of since, as he was to say in 1783, the Indians,
after all, were little different from wolves, “both being beasts of prey, tho’
they differ in shape.”?®

And since the Indians were mere beasts, it followe