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PREFACE TO
THE SECOND EDITION

hen the first edition of A Brief History of Central America was

published, peace had been established for only a few years
throughout Central America. Seven years later, that peace has endured.
Fledgling democratic institutions have survived as well. Electoral poli-
tics have replaced military coups; democratic presidents govern where
dictators once ruled. After centuries of repression, these achievements
are remarkable.

The events of these past seven years also demonstrate just how diffi-
cult it has been to maintain that peace and develop more transparent
and trusted democracies. The transition to democracy has not ended
death threats as a political tool nor has it been attended by any reduc-
tion in social inequalities, poverty, or unemployment. Lack of economic
opportunity has resulted in increased emigration to wealthier nations to
the extent that more Belizeans live outside that country than within it
and the total remittances sent back to Central American countries
almost match some national budgets.

Illegal drug transshipment from South America to the United States
and money laundering have brought violence to the isthmus and now
provide other economic alternatives to Central Americans, ones that
have corrupted the military and other officials, particularly in
Guatemala, El Salvador, and Nicaragua. In the hope of stimulating the
regional economy by more legitimate means, governments have
adopted capitalist reforms and signed new trade agreements, such as
CAFTA-DR, but many Central Americans, their expectations raised by
the promise of democracy, are becoming disillusioned by the lack of
improvement in their lives. As in other parts of Latin America, they are
demanding an end to globalization, and their votes may lead to more
populist governments, such as those already found in Brazil and
Venezuela. This second edition includes coverage of these challenges to
Central America’s peace and democracy.
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reproduction.



INTRODUCTION

Central America is a tiny region, broken into seven even smaller
nations. Yet over 5 million North Americans visit these countries
on their annual vacations, visiting Mayan ruins in Guatemala and
Belize, exploring the rain forests of Nicaragua and Costa Rica, snorkel-
ing in Honduras, and cruising through the Panama Canal. An increas-
ing number retire to the region each year, taking advantage of the tax
incentives in Panama and the low cost of living in Nicaragua. And each
year, impoverished Central Americans make their way to the United
States as both documented and undocumented immigrants. Over the
past decades, the number residing in the United States has accumulated
to almost three million, one-third of them from the smallest nation of
them all, El Salvador. Yet Central America is poorly understood and its
history is known by too few.

The isthmus has been strategically important to the United States
since the Monroe Doctrine was formulated in 1823. It became critical
to U.S. interests with the construction of the Panama Canal, the path
between the Caribbean Sea and the Pacific Ocean. With immigration
issues gaining importance in the political debate in the United States
and the so-called Chavez-Castro alignment in Latin America increas-
ingly demanding the U.S. government’s attention, there are more rea-
sons than ever to learn about the region’s history.

Central America is not much larger than Spain. Yet Central America
is home to 45 distinct indigenous groups, among them the Mayan and
Kuna Indians, that continue to follow their separate traditions and
speak their own languages. In Guatemala, a nation about the size of
Tennessee, there are 24 indigenous languages spoken. Central America
is a land where peoples have mingled, creating groups such as the
African-Indian Garifunas and Miskitos, but above all, creating an over-
whelmingly mestizo, or mixed Indian and European, population, with
definite traces of African. With the exception of Belize, Central
American nations are predominantly Catholic and Spanish speaking;
their colonial heritage results from three centuries of Spanish domina-
tion and feudalism in contrast to the more democratic and industrial-
ized British institutions brought to North America.
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Tragic misunderstandings have resulted from the cultural contrasts
between the “colossus of the North” and the slender isthmus. The
United States has interfered with, invaded, and even occupied Central
American nations, and U.S. mercenaries, such as William Walker, have
felt free to take over entire nations. And not all interventions are con-
fined to the past, as demonstrated by the United States threatening
remarks during the 2006 Nicaragua’s presidential election regarding
the leftist candidate. Not too surprisingly, slogans like “Yankee go
home!” often best summarize the resulting Central American attitude.
Yet there is a mutual dependency, and a need for a more sophisticated
understanding.

For 3 million years, the Central American isthmus has been both
barrier and bridge, separating two vast oceans and linking two immense
continents. The result has been a fabulous mosaic of landscapes, flora
and fauna, and peoples, but also a history that has often been as explo-
sive as its volcanoes. This history will be brief, but comprehensive,
beginning with the geological formation of the isthmus and the peo-
pling of the Americas, and spanning 3,000 years of civilization, from
early pre-Columbian civilizations to the most recent political and eco-
nomic challenges confronting Central America.

This history, to be brief, will focus on the seminal events and broad
cultural patterns that have shaped Central America. It will probe deeply
enough, however, to expose the regional differences that contribute to
the individuality of the seven modern nations that share the isthmus:
Belize, Costa Rica, El Salvador, Guatemala, Honduras, Nicaragua, and
Panama. Yet this history of Central America does not, and cannot,
attempt to provide a thorough history, complete with lists of presidents,
of each nation.

Despite the limits imposed by its length, this history will nonetheless
aim to be intellectually engaging. Special themes, such as the causes of
political unity and disunity in Central America, and the environmental
pressures on the land from volcanic eruptions and earthquakes to
banana plantations and ecotourism, will be developed throughout the
book. Other themes, such as the fate of the indigenous peoples and
their cultures since the Spanish conquest, will reveal the variety of
human experience on the isthmus and the great contrasts that exist
among the nations dividing it.

Accounts of political and cultural events too often give a monolithic
and dehumanized impression of society. In addition to the special
themes that will be examined in this history, close-ups of individuals,
ethnic groups, such as the Quiché (also spelled K'iché) Mayans, and
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INTRODUCTION

regional movements will be used to enrich or contrast with the main
events of that history. The book will examine, for example, the Spanish
founding of the 16th-century utopian village of Verapaz to contrast
with the brutalities of the Spanish conquest; it will compare the differ-
ent impact of the British and Spanish empires on the isthmus, as well
as spotlight such groups as the Garifuna (Black Caribs) and the semi-
autonomous Kuna Indians of Panama. Illustrations will reveal the eth-
nic and geographic complexity of the region as well as its architecture.
Quotations will add the intimacy of eyewitness reports and the texture
of sacred texts; poems will give voice to aspirations not found in offi-
cial documents.

There is, of course, no nation of Central America. Five nations—
Guatemala, El Salvador, Honduras, Nicaragua, and Costa Rica—share a
long history together. Under Spain, they were administered for several
centuries as the Kingdom of Guatemala. After independence, they
formed their own federation. And although circumstances caused them
to divide the land into five autonomous states, they have repeatedly
attempted to unite into a single sovereign state. From 1821 to 1960,
there were 25 efforts at unification, and another serious effort was ini-
tiated as recently as 1997. These five nations provide the focus of this
history. Panama and Belize, one a part of a South American country
until the 20th century and the other a British colony until two decades
ago, are now usually considered Central American nations. They, too,
will be discussed insofar as they influenced events in Central America
or shared in its history.

It is hoped that this book, however brief, will shed light on Central
America and illuminate the indomitable spirit of its people to create a
better society for themselves, often against tremendous odds.

xiii
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THE LAND AND ITS
FIRST PEOPLES

Whatever might be is simply not there; only the pooled water,
only the calm sea ... only murmurs, ripples, in the dark, in the
night. Only the Maker, Modeler alone, Sovereign Plumed
Serpent, the Bearers, Begetters are in the water, a glittering
light. And then the earth rose because of them, it was simply
their word that brought it forth. . .. For the forming of the earth
they said “Earth.” It arose suddenly, just like a cloud, like a mist,
now forming, unfolding. Then the mountains were separated
from the water; all at once the great mountains came forth. . ..
And the earth was formed first, the mountain-plain. The
channels of water were separated; their branches wound their
ways around the mountains. The waters were divided when the
great mountains appeared.

|
Popol Vuh, Book of the Quiché Mayans (Tedlock 1985, 72—75)

hree million years ago the isthmus of Central America was formed,

dividing the sea into the Atlantic and Pacific Oceans and joining
the two massive continents, of North and South America. The violent
clashing of the earth’s tectonic plates forced mountains to surface and
pushed together lands from unknown locations in the sea; the thrust-
ing and heaving of the earth’s crust melded together these separate
biosystems until, finally, in what scientists consider one of the most
important geological events in the past 60 million years, the land bridge
between the North and South American continents was complete.

The land bridge spanned 1,500 miles of sea and permitted the min-
gling of the diverse flora and fauna that had evolved during the many
millions of years of continental separation. Profound changes occurred
in both Americas in this massive exchange of species that included
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South American monkeys and ceiba trees spreading north and North
American jaguars and oaks adapting to more southern environments.
More than half of the current land mammals of South America origi-
nally came from the north and then adapted and diversified in their new
environment in what biologists call “the Great American Biotic Inter-
change.” Central America was richly endowed in this process with tem-
perate flora and fauna from the north as well as tropical species from
the Amazon basin. As a result, the isthmus has more species of birds
than exist in the United States and Canada combined.

Central America
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Modern nations and their capitals and the major topographic features of Central America. Cen-
tral America is a land of coastline: it stretches 1,500 miles along the Pacific coast and almost as

far along the Caribbean.Yet the isthmus is only |27 miles at its widest, near the Nicaraguan-
Honduran border, and a mere 29 miles wide at the Isthmus of Panama. (After map in CIA World

Factbook, 1999)
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Although only three-fourths the size of Texas, Central America
encompasses an array of landscapes worthy of a continent. A wedge
between two oceans, Central America has more coastline than land
mass, yet it boasts everything from savannas and rain forests to highland
pine and moss-laden cloud forests, from semi-arid, cactus-dominated
plateaus and dry deciduous forests on the Pacific coast to Amazonian
lushness and verdure along the Caribbean. The Nicaraguan Depression
and the swamps of Panama’s Darién barely rise above sea level while
semi-alpine peaks soar to the 13,926-foot height of Volcan Tajumulco in
western Guatemala. The dry and rainy seasons, not a change in temper-
ature, divide the year everywhere except along the southern Caribbean,
where the seasons are rainy and rainier. Temperatures vary greatly with
altitude, if not with the seasons, from the hot, tropical lowland homes of
spider monkeys and parrots to the temperate, springlike climate of oak-
and fir-covered mountains and the frosty air of glaciated peaks. In Cen-
tral America, even the oceans contrast: the vast and rough Pacific versus
the shallow Caribbean, where the shores are protected by the second
largest barrier coral reef in the world. All manner of wildlife and plants
thrive in these diverse environments: 7 percent of the world’s species are
on this isthmus that constitutes only a small fraction (about .5 percent)
of the earth’s land mass.

The Ring of Fire

... there is a volcano that is the most terrifying thing ever seen,
that throws from its mouth stones as large as a house, burning
in living flames, and when they fall, they break in pieces and
cover all the mountain with fire.

|
Pedro de Alvarado, 1524 (Mackie 1972, 88)

The geological violence that created the isthmus still wreaks havoc
upon it. Shifts and thrusts and fault lines in the earth’s crust have cre-
ated a spine of more than 350 volcanoes that parallel the Pacific coast
from Guatemala into western Panama. Central America is one of the
most turbulent regions in the Ring of Fire, a volcanic rim around the
Pacific Ocean from South America into Asia that contains 75 percent
of the world’s active volcanoes. In Guatemala the volcanoes are the
highest on the isthmus and the most active, with the dreaded Fuego,
near Antigua, producing a glowing display against the night sky. The

3
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CEREN: THE POMPEII OF
THE NEW WORLD

As for me, | bring down the sky, | make an avalanche of all the
earth.

|
Popol Vuh, Book of the Quiché Mayans (Tedlock 1985, 89)

v olcanic eruptions have devastated pre-Columbian cities as well as
historic ones. In 1976, a bulldozer at a construction site in cen-
tral El Salvador accidentally uncovered part of Cerén, a pre-Columbian
Mayan settlement buried under 17 feet of volcanic ash. Although the
bulldozer destroyed some of the ancient structures, it also enabled
archaeologists to discover complete households, their contents just
where they were left at the end of the sixth century A.D. when the
owners fled from the lava bombs and ash surges of the erupting Loma
Caldera. Archaeologists can surmise the early evening hour of the erup-
tion by the pots on hearths, the tools scattered about, and the rolled-
up sleeping mats, items that together indicate a family gathering at the
end of the workday. Plaster casts of ash-entombed gardens and fields
have revealed the maturity of the fruit and maize on that fateful day, pin-
pointing August as the month of the disaster. Perishable items were so

volcanoes thrust their way along the Pacific side of Honduras, nearly
edging El Salvador into the sea. They form memorable peaks on the
islands of Lake Nicaragua and cluster into a smoking and gas-puffing
cordillera in central Costa Rica. The volcanic spine is interrupted by
the impressive granite range of the Talamanca Massif, but resumes its
course in western Panama, where Volcan Baru appears like an explo-
sive punctuation mark. From Guatemala into Panama, these threaten-
ing mountains dominate the Central American landscape.

At least 20 volcanoes are active, and another 20 may yet prove them-
selves to be so: Irazu in Costa Rica was declared extinct until it spewed
ash over the heavily populated Meseta Central in 1963, killing 73 peo-
ple and polluting the region for much of the decade. Young and unsta-
ble geologically, the Central American isthmus has been repeatedly
devastated by both volcanic eruptions and earthquakes. In 1835,
Cosiguina in northwestern Nicaragua exploded with a violence that

4
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well preserved that archaeolo-
gists have been able to recon-
struct a string of chiles that hung
from a kitchen rafter and a cord
that tied up a cornstalk almost
1,500 years ago. Cerén was
uniquely preserved, but it was
not the only pre-Columbian set-
tlement devastated by a volcanic
eruption.In El Salvador, Chalchuapa,
part of the emerging Mayan civi-
lization along the Pacific slope,
was buried in about 250 c.E. by
the llopongo volcano; the devas-
tation was so great that the "
region was not resettled for two ;55 45 erupted in 1966; it is one
centuries. Farther south, the of the more than 100 volcanoes in El
Chiriqui chiefdoms under the Saivador. (Photo National Geographic
Volcan Baru in western Panama  Magazine, February 1922)

were forced to relocate in 600

C.E. Even when these volcanoes were not erupting, they were an impos-
ing presence in the pre-Columbian world: creation myths incorporated
them into the sacred landscape and designated them the homes of the
ancestral gods.

reduced the mountain to less than half its original height, from 6,600 to
2,660 feet. Fuego in Guatemala, Central America’s most active volcano,
has erupted over 60 times since the Spanish conquest; in 1971, it filled
the ravines at its base with 66 feet of glowing lava and embers. Poas in
Costa Rica spewed ash more than half a mile into the air in 1989; Are-
nal in Costa Rica approached the millennium with nightly fireworks;
and Ilamatepec in El Salvador erupted for the first time in a century in
2005, forcing the evacuation of thousands from their homes. All are
reminders of the explosive potential of Central America’s volcanoes.
Earthquakes have damaged many Central American cities, and left
them bereft of their architectural history—San Salvador has been
rebuilt nine times since 1528. Antigua, Guatemala, the once magnifi-
cent regional capital of the Spanish empire, never was rebuilt after its
destruction by earthquake in 1773; instead the capital relocated to
Guatemala City, and Antigua was left to survive as a quiet town, its

5
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ruined churches eloquent testaments of the colonial past. The
Nicaraguan city of Leon, abandoned in 1610, was first destroyed by
earthquake and subsequently buried under layers of ash from repeated
eruptions of Momotombo Volcano; Leén Viejo (“old Ledn”), as the for-
mer capital is called, has been reduced to an archaeological site. Under-
lying such monumental devastation is the reality of human suffering: In
1976, an earthquake killed 25,000 Guatemalans and left 25 percent of
the population homeless, and in 2001 an earthquake in El Salvador
destroyed more than 100,000 homes.

Volcanism does have its benefits, however. Obsidian, or volcanic glass,
provided cutting tools for the pre-Columbians, and volcanic ash the tem-
per for making ceramics. Important lakes, such as Lago Atitlan in Guate-
mala, have formed 5,000 feet above the sea in collapsed volcanic cones.
Fertile valleys below the isthmian volcanoes, repeatedly enriched by new
deposits of ash and lava, have been among the most populous and pros-
perous regions throughout the millennia of human occupation. In recent
decades, minor volcanic eruptions probably saved Costa Rica’s central
valley from economic collapse by renewing soils depleted from too many
decades of coffee production and overpopulation.

The First Americans

I shall write the stories of our first fathers and grandfathers, one
of whom was called Gagavitz [“Volcano”], the other Zactecauh
[“Snow Mountain”], the stories they told to us; that from the
other side of the sea we came to the place called Tuldn, where
we were begotten and given birth by our mothers and our
fathers, oh, our sons!

The Annals of the Cakchiquels, Book of the Cakchiquel Mayans
(Recinos and Goetz 1967, 43)

The first humans in the New World were immigrants. The question of
their origin has titillated the human imagination since Christopher
Columbus’s voyage in 1492 brought him to what he thought were the East
Indies and the Indian people. Once the Europeans realized that entirely
new continents had been encountered, they wondered who these descen-
dants of Adam and Eve could possibly be. Speculation over the course of
the centuries has identified the “Indians” as descendants of everything
from the Lost Tribes of Israel to extraterrestrials. Scientists, using evidence

6
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from archaeology, tooth morphology, linguistics, and, most recently, DNA
analysis, have been able to narrow the field considerably: They believe the
first Americans were Asians. The exact reconstruction of how and when
these Asians migrated to the New World is still a matter of lively discus-
sion, but there is basic agreement that they first arrived in the Americas
during the late Ice Age (40,000 to 10,000 B.C.E.), and that they crossed
into the North American continent by way of Siberia.

The formation of the Central American isthmus was itself critical to
the peopling of the Americas. This newly formed barrier between the
seas created trade winds that eventually ushered in the Pleistocene, or
late Ice Age, around 40,000 B.C.E. Pleistocene glaciers reduced the sea
level in the Bering Strait, creating another land bridge, this one only 55
miles long but as wide as 1,000 miles in places, between North Amer-
ica and northern Asia. The landscape was therefore set for humans to
cross into North America on foot and, perhaps, in coast-hugging boats,
and to make their way south into the Americas. In Central America an
ancient lava flow near Lake Nicaragua preserves the footprints of these
early humans along with their prey, the bison. Fluted stone projectile
points, similar to 11 500-year-old Clovis points found in New Mexico,
date the arrival of these hunters in Central America.

Until 1997 it was accepted scientific opinion that humans did not
arrive in the Americas before Clovis, and that bison, mastodons, and
other big game enticed these hunters, most likely Mongolians, into the
New World. The ice-free corridors and sustaining vegetation necessary
for human migrations, or that of their prey, into the interior of North
America simply weren’t available before then. Although some paleon-
tologists have long argued for much earlier dates for the peopling of the
Americas, convincing evidence for their claims has been difficult to
obtain given the erosion of the fossil record and the fact that the most
obvious places to look for the hunting camps and human remains were
submerged under the sea after the Pleistocene. A few archaeologists had
discovered sites that they thought dated to several thousand years ear-
lier than the Clovis culture—fingerprints in a cave in New Mexico,
stone tools in a cave along the Amazon Basin—but their findings,
which went against the grain of accepted theory, were hotly disputed.

In 1997 a scientific upheaval occurred, forcing the most conservative
scientists to agree that the arrival of the first humans predated Clovis
by at least 1,000 years. Incontrovertible evidence from the site of Monte
Verde in Chile, more than 10,000 miles south of the Bering Strait,
proved that humans had settled into a routine existence in the Ameri-
cas at least 12,500 years ago. In order to have traveled so far south and

7



A BRIEF HISTORY OF CENTRAL AMERICA

to have adapted to new environments along the way, the humans must
have arrived in the Americas even earlier, and probably before any ice-
free interior corridor existed. Some believe these Americans must have
traveled by shore-hugging boats along a now submerged portion of the
west coast of North America, and they probably supported their fami-
lies by fishing as well as hunting; the presence of massive glaciers and
harsh climatic conditions would have made such journeys perilous.
When an ice-free corridor opened the interior around 12,000 years ago,
it is argued, the early Americans and their prey could make their way
by land along the edge of the Rocky Mountains as well.

The new theory explaining an earlier arrival of humans will certainly
be further elaborated, and debated, as evidence from new techniques,
such as DNA analysis and the comparative analyses of Asian and Native
American languages, challenge the traditional dating. Some scientists
have already argued for an arrival of humans some 20,000 years ago—
and a few have proposed an even more controversial 40,000 years ago.

Peopling of the Americas
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The inland and sea routes the first peoples probably followed to arrive on the American continents.
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THE EARLIEST KNOWN
AMERICANS

istinguished as the oldest known human site in the Americas,

Monte Verde, Chile, preserves an unusually revealing amount of
information from 12,500 years ago;a ground cover of damp peat moss
prevented the oxidation process that normally would have destroyed
the Paleolithic remains. These remains are so old that the Monte Ver-
dians may predate the development of racial characteristics in humans,
although no such genetic evidence is available yet from the site. DNA
tests have identified material preserved in a bog as mastodon meat, but
Monte Verde proved that these big-game hunters also gathered berries,
seeds, potatoes, and mushrooms, and they harvested shellfish from the
Pacific Ocean, 30 miles away. Twenty or so people lived next to a creek
at Monte Verde and shared a tentlike shelter roofed with animal hides;
they had grinding stones and digging sticks, stone tools and ivory ones.
Although no human bones were recovered from Monte Verde, a child’s
fossilized footprint was found beside a hearth.

Some also believe their analyses prove different waves of migration dur-
ing the Pleistocene from various parts of Asia, not just Mongolia.
Scientists are confident, however, that millennia before Atlantis disap-
peared or before the Lost Tribes of Israel were lost, human beings arrived
on the American continents through Siberia. They may have arrived in
different waves of migrations from various parts of Asia, and they may
have first reached South America more quickly than once thought by trav-
eling along a coastal route. But around 10,000 B.C.E., they were cut off
from the rest of the world when climatic changes caused the polar ice caps
to melt and submerged the Bering land bridge and its coastal harbors. The
Americans were left to evolve their own cultures and civilization.

The First Settlements

... at that time the people had no corn or crops. They and the
animals lived on fruits, also roots that they found in the forest.
However, there was corn in the world. It was hidden . ..

|
Mopan Mayan myth (Bierhorst 1990, 86)

9
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Millennia would pass before the Americans settled into permanent vil-
lages. With the end of the Ice Age, the hairy mammoths, the
mastodons, and giant bisons that had originally sustained many of the
first Americans became extinct due to a combination of drastically
changed climate and overhunting through mass kills. As the grasslands
changed to forests, the seminomadic Americans hunted small game,
such as deer and peccary, and gathered seasonal seeds and fruits that,
in Central America, included pineapples and pejibaye palm on the
Caribbean coast and coconuts along parts of the Pacific. Those living in
coastal regions added shrimp and other mollusks to their diet; and
small bands of Central Americans—much like the contemporary and
only partially sedentary Miskito Indians of eastern Honduras and
northeastern Nicaragua—found the Caribbean an especially good
provider, with its spiny lobsters and conch, green turtles and fish thriv-
ing in the shallow reefs and mangroves.

Not until domesticated crops supplemented the varied fare of the
early bands of hunters and gatherers did permanent villages and more
complex societies evolve in Central America. The isthmus, bridging the
American continents, benefited from its neighbors: cultivated food-
stuffs arrived from both the south and the north—and peoples, too.
Most languages spoken in lower Central America, from the famous
Kunas of Panama’s San Blas region to the Miskitos of Honduras, derive
from Chibchan, a language also found in northern South America. By
5000 B.C.E., tubers from the south, such as sweet potatoes, yams, and
sweet manioc, were cultivated in Central America, where they would
remain an important part of the diet throughout history, especially in
the lower part of the isthmus. These root crops supplemented wild
foods, but could not fully replace them.

Maize, or corn, a much more adequate food than tubers, arrived in
northern Central America from Mexico around 2000 B.C.E. Archaeologists
once thought that maize was first domesticated in the Pacific littoral and
highlands of Guatemala and Chiapas, Mexico, because this small region
has more varieties of maize than the entire United States. Although maize
now is believed to have been first domesticated in central Mexico, its cul-
tivation took root in such a way that it sustained the most sophisticated
pre-Columbian civilization of Central America, that of the Mayans.

Maize, ground with limestone or shell, prevents rickets; eaten with
its nutritional complements of chile, beans, and squash, it provides an
unusually healthy but simple diet. Maize production permitted the pro-
liferation of settlements in areas formerly uninhabited, from the Petén
lowlands in Guatemala and Belize to the Pacific slope of Panama. Some

10
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regions, such as the cloud forests and rainiest sections of the Caribbean
coast, were too wet year-round for productive maize farming; other
areas, such as the savannas in the Petén rain forest, were too difficult to
clear with Stone Age tools. In southern Central America, maize agri-
culture found a niche around 1000 B.C.E., eventually producing small
sedentary villages along the most fertile Pacific slopes and valleys.
Despite the prolonged dry season from November to May, much of Cen-
tral America could produce enough crops in the rainy season to sustain
permanent villages.

Corn basically defined the cultural areas of Central America. The
north, where the land was intensively cultivated with irrigation canals,
raised fields, and various other water collecting techniques, partici-
pated in the great Mesoamerican civilization of the Mayan region and
Mexico; there, sophisticated agricultural techniques sustained city-
states and, occasionally, empires. The south, where simple slash-and-
burn agriculture prevailed, evolved into small, dispersed chiefdoms
along the Pacific slope. The Mosquitia, on the Caribbean coast, where
rains prevented farming from replacing foraging and fishing, supported
seminomadic tribes. Although other factors, such as trade and cultural
interaction, certainly contributed to these political and social varia-
tions, adaptability to maize agriculture brought with it the nucleated
settlements and denser populations required for the development of
complex societies and civilization.

The Rise of Pre-Columbian Civilization

In the Mayan region, which was to advance most precociously compared
to the rest of Central America, the Pacific plain of Guatemala and Chia-
pas, Mexico developed first. This unusually fertile corridor from
Soconusco down into El Salvador would, centuries later, provide the
Aztecs and Spaniards with the cacao beans used for New World currency
as well as frothy chocolate drinks fit for emperors. Not only had millen-
nia of volcanic ash and lava enriched the coastal soils, but seasonal lakes
permitted an extra crop of maize annually. The food surpluses increased
wealth and leisure time, and helped to sustain larger populations. Out of
this environment evolved the Ocos culture, a complex culture that
evolved centuries before the southern isthmus even began settling down
into scattered hamlets of fewer than 200 people. By 1700 B.C.E., the Ocos
culture produced some of the earliest pottery in Central America and
Mexico; by 1500 B.C.E. it had also developed a political hierarchy with a
capital of 1,000 inhabitants ruling over small villages. Judging from elite
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THE PEOPLE OF MAIZE

he young maize god was

the Mayan symbol of
world creation and renewal. In
ancient myths, the fearsome
gods of the Mesoamerican
underworld decapitate the
maize god, who is subsequently
reborn at the dawning of this
world. This theme of sacrifice
and resurrection is integral to
the pre-Columbian world view.
This stone metate from the
Talamanca Massif is a monu-
mental version of Mesoameri-
can grinding stones for maize.
Some of these metates, clearly
ceremonial in function, are
almost 7 feet long and weigh

more than 200 pounds. An eighth-century c.e. Mayan stucco
Although some archaeologists sculpture of the young maize god from
have thought these stone sculp- the pre-Columbian city of Copdn in Hon-

tures, found in Costa Rica and duras. (Photo Alfred P. Maudslay, 1889)
parts of Panama, might have

functioned as thrones, they were associated at the site of Barriles with
monumental stone pestles, one of which depicted a decapitated figure

A monumental stone metate from Barriles (400-600 c.E.) and now in the Museo
del Hombre de Panama. (Photo Thomas A. Joyce, 1916)
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at each end.Archaeologists and art historians, among them Mark Miller
Graham (1996, 247), now believe the skulls and other motifs that adorn
the grinding stones indicate that their ancient function was human sac-
rifice: a kind of reenactment of the creation of humans from the sacri-
fice of the maize god.

When they made man, they fashioned him of earth, and they
fed him with wood, they fed him with leaves . .. But he did not
talk, he did not walk, he had neither blood nor flesh, so our early
fathers and grandfathers told us, oh, my sons! But at length they
found whereof to make it ... corn was discovered [and] brought
from out of the sea the blood of the tapir and the serpent, and
with it maize was kneaded. With this dough the flesh of man
was made by the Creator and Maker.

The Annals of the Cakchiquels, Book of the Cakchiquel Mayans
(Recinos and Goetz: 1953, 46)

What rice is to Asians and what wheat is to Europeans, maize is to
Mexico and Central America—and has been since pre-Columbian
times. Corn not only sustained the first villagers and first empires,
but it nourished the earliest beliefs about the creation of the world
and the origins of humans.According to the Popol Vuh, the bible of the
Quiché Mayans, the young maize god was central to the birth of the
sun and world creation. After the maize god’s sacrifice by decapita-
tion (harvesting) and subsequent rebirth (sprouting), his mother, the
“grandmother of day, grandmother of light,” ground corn and mixed
it with water to make the first humans. From the ancient hieroglyphic
writings of the Mayans to the 20th-century oral traditions of the
Bribri in the remote Talamanca Massif in Costa Rica, it is known that
pre-Columbians believed the first humans were shaped from sacred
cornmeal. In more recent times, Indians fought wars only to abandon
them when the time came to prepare their milpas, or cornfields. In
most indigenous regions today, maize tortillas and tamales continue
to be the staff of life, and the cultivation of maize follows ancient rit-
uals. Mayans cooked maize on three hearthstones in pre-Columbian
times, and they continue to do so today, recalling the three-cornered
stone where the maize god was reborn. Cornfields are laid out with
great ceremony as cosmograms of the sacred world of maize. Since
the beginning of civilization in the Americas, corn has been both holy
and essential.
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Northern Central America was an integral part of what archaeologists call Mesoamerican civi-
lization. Mesoamerica did not coincide with any modern nation or single people, but rather
encompassed most of Mexico, all of Guatemala, Belize, El Salvador and parts of Honduras,
Nicaragua, and Costa Rica.

burials discovered in the capital village, sophisticated religious practices
and social stratification developed in the Soconusco as well: archaeolo-
gists have found skeletons rubbed with red cinnabar and accompanied
by polished stone mirrors that are known to be symbols of shamans and,
in later Mayan civilization, rulers.

The Ocds culture was not unique in 1500 B.C.E. Throughout Mexico,
densely populated and socially complex villages laid the foundation for
the rise of civilization. And many of these villages were trading with
each other in ideas as well as goods, just as they would until the Span-
ish conquest. Given the ruggedness of the Central American terrain—
the near impenetrability of some areas of the Caribbean coast and the
Darién in Panama, the ravines and high sierra that would isolate most
regions of Central America throughout history—it comes as something
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of a surprise to learn about the connections the early village societies
had with their far-flung counterparts. In the case of the Ocos culture,
some archaeologists suspect that their pottery-making techniques may
have diffused from farther south, from Ecuador, where pottery is
known to date from before 3000 B.C.E., or from Panama, where cruder
ceramics appear at one site as early as 2100 B.C.E. But what is most
important for the Mayans is the similarity between Océds pottery and
that excavated under San Lorenzo, an Olmec village near the Gulf coast
of Veracruz, Mexico. San Lorenzo grew in complexity and laid the foun-
dation for Mesoamerican culture. The exchange between the Olmecs
and the cultures of the Pacific corridor would lead to the rise of Mayan
civilization in both Central America and Mexico.

The Olmecs and Mesoamerican Civilization

In the fertile, riverine environment of the Olmec heartland, the first
monumental cities were constructed without metal tools, pack animals,
or even wheeled vehicles. San Lorenzo sat on a natural salt dome mod-
ified by humans into a huge platform that was 2,000 by 3,000 feet in
area. A few centuries later, the first American pyramid, 100 feet high,
rose at La Venta, another Olmec city. Colossal sculptures, 20-ton por-
trait heads of shaman rulers, were carved from basalt transported from
the volcanic Tuxtla Mountains, 30 miles from San Lorenzo and 80 miles
from La Venta. Olmec rulers accumulated great wealth, and some found
its way into elaborate offerings buried beneath the plazas and buildings:
one offering contained 50 tons of polished green serpentine blocks.

The cost of such enormous human endeavor was subsidized by trade.
The Olmecs probably exported surplus maize, but they also exported
cacao, or chocolate beans, and exotic items such as jaguar hides and
caiman skins for the elite. The trade was not solely in one direction. The
Olmecs imported obsidian as well as precious and exotic materials, such
as serpentine and jade. They polished the jade and carved it into works
of art—portable items of prestige that, based on their wide distribution,
other regions were eager to obtain. Never before had Mexico and Central
America witnessed such wealth and concentrated power.

The Olmec civilization, dating from 1200 B.C.E., and perhaps earlier,
and continuing until 400 B.C.E. is often said to be the mother culture of
Mesoamerica. Mesoamerica traditionally has been defined as the pre-
Columbian region that encompasses most of Mexico and reaches south
through the Mayan area along the Pacific coast of Central America and,
on occasion, dips into Costa Rica. It would almost be accurate to say
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THE FIRST BALL GAME

... the Indians’ games were extremely subtle, clever, cunning,
and highly refined. [It is a pity] that so much heathenism and
idolatry was mixed up with them!

Fray Diego Durdn, |6th century
(Horacasitas and Heyden 1975, 313)

The world’s first bouncing balls were made from rubber tapped

duced the first bouncing, rubber ball to the Old World.

from the tropical Castilla elastica tree found in the Olmec
region, and the Olmecs exported these balls and, probably, a religious
ceremony that was performed with them in a specially constructed
court. This pre-Columbian ball game later figured prominently in
Mayan creation mythology, in which ball-playing hero twins outwit
and defeat the evil gods of the underworld in preparation for the
dawning of the world and the rebirth of the maize god.The ball game
endured as a Mesoamerican ritual for thousands of years. In the cre-
ation myth of the |6th-century Aztecs, the sun god slew the forces
of night in a ball court. The Olmecs not only exported rubber balls,
they also certainly performed a version of this ball game and may
have invented the game itself. At San Lorenzo, archaeologists have
excavated an earthen ball court as well as pottery painted with rep-
resentations of ballplayers; and they retrieved waterlogged latex balls
from an Olmec swamp. The ball game spread quickly into Central
America: An early ball court has been found as far south as El Sal-
vador, and another early site, this one located in the Soconusco
region, had a 260-foot-long playing field flanked by mounds and
benches. Unlike contemporary sporting events, the pre-Columbian
“game” was a ceremony of state and played in the sacred precincts
of cities. A match was a reenactment of creation and ended in the
decapitation of the loser, just as the maize god was decapitated in the
underworld. At the time of the Spanish conquest, the Aztecs
demanded thousands of rubber balls each year as tribute from the
Gulf Coast region. The Spaniards, fascinated by the athleticism of the
ballplayers, who were permitted to hit the ball only with their hips
and knees, took a team of players to Europe with them, and intro-
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that Mesoamerica is the geographical region involved in the exchange
of goods and ideas with the Olmecs, although the borders contracted
and expanded slightly over time. From central Mexico, where the
Aztecs would later base their empire, and from the Guatemala high-
lands, the Olmecs obtained obsidian, or the volcanic glass that was used
by Mesoamericans to make the finest cutting tools. From Chiapas and
Oaxaca, the Olmecs obtained magnetite for shamans’ mirrors, and from
various parts of the Mayan world, they traded for quetzal feathers and
jade—the most precious items desired by Mesoamerican nobles.
Throughout Mesoamerica, Olmec jades were placed in the graves of the
privileged; Olmec boulder sculptures were carved from central Mexico
to El Salvador. Olmec symbols of fire serpents and half human “were-
jaguars” evolved into the gods of Mesoamerica; jade celts were hoarded
as heirlooms by the Mayans and found as far south as Costa Rica.

This long-distance exchange stimulated the growth of cities and
stratified societies beyond the Olmec region. Monumental architecture
developed in a number of Mayan cities in Belize and the Guatemalan
jungle of the Petén; by 750 B.C.E. 60-foot-high buildings covered what
had formerly been a simple village at Nakbé. Olmec jades trace the
influence of the mother culture to what would become the great Mayan
city of Copan in Honduras and Seibal in the Petén. The Pacific region,
in contact with the Olmecs since at least Ocos times, boasted numerous
sophisticated cities, some from as early as 600 B.C.E., from Izapa in
Mexico, La Blanca in Guatemala and Chalchuapa in El Salvador to
Kaminaljuyt in the highlands, near what is now Guatemala City. By
400 B.C.E. hieroglyphic writing evolved and appeared in the art of the
Oaxaca region of southern Mexico and in the former Olmec areas of
Veracruz and Chiapas as well as in Mayan Guatemala. In central Mex-
ico, Cuicuilco, which would be destroyed by a volcanic eruption, had a
75-foot-high stone pyramid. Well before 250 B.C.E., civilization was
well established throughout Mesoamerica.

Mesoamerican Civilization

Their works were all good, all perfect, all wonderful, all

marvelous; their houses beautiful, tiled in mosaics, smoothed,

stuccoed, very marvelous . .. [They] were very wise, they were

thinkers, for they originated the year count, the day count; they

established the way in which the night, the day, would work . ..
|

Fray Bernardino de Sahagtin (1950-82, Book 10), I 6th century
17
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Olmec civilization disappeared for reasons still not understood. But
Mesoamerican civilization flourished for 2,000 more years, evolving
and transforming itself until the Spanish conquest in 1519. Mesoamer-
icans prided themselves on their great cities, their arts in mosaic and
stone, their understanding of the stars and the seasons, and their
priestly prophecies based on a sacred calendar, or day count. Through
the millennia, Mesoamerican cities traded and exchanged ideas. Some-

SHAMANISM AND RULERSHIP

... thou [an Aztec emperor] speakest in a strange tongue to the
god, the lord of the near, of the high . .. he is within thee; he
speaketh forth from thy mouth. Thou art his lips . ..

|
Fray Bernandino de Sahagtn (1950-82, Book 10), |6th century

The captain flew like an eagle, he was a great nobleman and a
great sorcerer . ..

Quiché Mayan document, | 6th century
(Burkhart and Gasco 1996, 151)

ased on studies of Olmec art, archaeologists believe the earliest

Mesoamerican rulers achieved their authority not just by controlling
trade and rich agricultural lands, but also by claiming supernatural powers.
Like shamans throughout the world, these individuals were thought to be
able to magically call up invisible forces in mirrors and induce trances that
would enable them to communicate with ancestral spirits and deities.
Through self-sacrificial bloodletting rituals, dancing, and hallucinogens—
pure tobacco is just one of many such plants that could have been used in
the New World—shamans were believed to transform into their animal
alter egos and travel to the supernatural world in order to mediate for the
good of the community. Mesoamericans elevated the shaman to a sacred
ruler who not only spoke with the gods, but also descended from them.
Mesoamerican shaman-rulers can be found depicted in Olmec art with a
combination of human characteristics and jaguar features, an animal
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times they warred with each other, other times they formed alliances
and intermarried. Throughout the shifting relationships, some regions
rose into prominence while others declined. The Aztecs, the best
known of all Mesoamericans, probably because they were flourishing at
the time of the Spanish conquest, would be the final manifestation of
this civilization (SEE chronology, appendix 8). They, like the Mesoamer-
icans who preceded them, traded far and wide. They demanded, and

attribute that all Mesoamerican
rulers would later take as their
insignia. Later rulers can be seen
communicating with ancestral
deities in Classic-period Mayan
carvings, and they are described
as oracles in Aztec times, when the
emperor;,or tlatoani (‘‘spokesman”),
was said to be the lips of the gods.
Shamanistic authority seems to
have been prevalent during pre-
Columbian times in lower Cen-
tral America, too, where large
ceramic vessels of women, many
with jaguar traits, were found in
elaborate Nicoyan burials wor-
thy of chiefs. These ceramic fig-
ures may very well represent the
earliest known women rulers in
the Americas—and they would
not be the last: female rulers can
also be identified 500 years later,
in the Mayan region. The same
items found in these Preclassic
tombs from Costa Rica and
Nicaragua—shaman stools, suck-
ing tubes, smoothed stones, and
incense burners—are used to-
day by the shamans of the few
surviving Bribri and Cabecares
of Costa Rica, whose clans are
matrilineal.

)C>l
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The earliest woman chief? Nicoya-style
ceramic (300 B.c.E—300 c.E.) from
Ometepe Island, Lake Nicaragua, of a
seated and tattooed woman in a trance.

A number of these ceramic effigies of
female shamans have been excavated
from unusually wealthy tombs in the
Nicoya region; archaeologists speculate
whether these prehistoric women,
accompanied in death with precious
carved jades, were the rulers of their tribes.
(Drawing published by Thomas A. Joyce, 1916)
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received, tribute from most regions outside their own capital of
Tenochtitlan, located where Mexico City is today, yet they never domi-
nated the region of the Mayans. They, like earlier cultures, received
trade items from beyond Mesoamerica, including turquoise from what
is now the southwestern United States and gold and copper, cacao and
cotton, from Central America.

Many Cultures

Evolving for centuries and adapting to many different environments,
Mesoamerican cities varied enormously. In Mexico alone, some
10,000 ruined Mesoamerican cities have been identified; in
Guatemala, an additional 1,400. They did not all exist simultaneously,
some endured for just a few hundred years, such as the Aztec capital,
and others for almost a millennium, such as the Mayan city of Tikal
in Guatemala and the Mexican highland city of Teotihuacan. Large,
semi-arid highland basins encouraged massive states, such as the
Aztec empire that dominated most of Mesoamerica; forested, lowland
territories, where mahogany trees soared 150 feet high and rivers
formed natural boundaries, encouraged many city-states instead of
single empires, such as those created by the Mayans—although even
Mayan cities ruled over smaller, subsidiary ones. Some cities were
walled or protected by hilltop locations; others seem to have been eas-
ily accessible. Major cities, depending on their location, varied in
population from 10,000 to 250,000, and they varied in social com-
plexity, with the largest ones accommodating a royal family and many
other noble dynasties as well as enclaves of artisans, merchants, farm-
ers, and, probably, slaves. At the time of the Spanish conquest, with a
population surpassing 30 million, Mesoamerica was the most densely
occupied region of the New World.

Cultural differences also marked these American cities, whose mod-
ern descendants speak 80 distinct languages. The artistic diversity is
just as remarkable: highland Mexican cities preferred geometric and
powerfully expressive representations of gods in contrast to the deli-
cate realism and human scale of most Mayan art. (SEE maize god photo
on page 12.) Long texts in hieroglyphic writing were the hallmark of
Mayan civilization, but such texts were surprisingly rare in the monu-
mental art of central Mexico. Early Mayan buildings were covered with
immense stucco images of deities, while the Mixtecs in Oaxaca cov-
ered their buildings in abstract mosaics made from thousands of small
cut stones.
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One Worldview

Although they varied greatly, Mesoamerican cultures also shared
many characteristics. They were the only indigenous American cul-
tures to compose books—books of folded bark paper, most often writ-
ten in pictographs rather than the truer writing system of the Mayans.
They had divine rulers chosen from noble dynasties; they practiced
ancestor worship, a tradition that continues in a modified form today
in Day of the Dead ceremonies. The cities, so impressive that the con-
quering Spaniards said they were grander than those in Europe—in
fact, the Aztec capital was five times more populous than London—
had temples built atop stepped pyramidal platforms and reached by
steep stairways. Rooms, whether in residences or temples, were usu-
ally small, but the temples and palace structures were arranged
around vast public plazas where rituals of state and religion were per-
formed. Building facades were finished in stone or stucco. Sculptures
of rulers and murals of battle scenes and religious rituals proclaimed
the power and importance of each city-state. All these enormous
human undertakings were accomplished with only Stone Age tools
and human carriers for overland transport. Mesoamericans also
shared a worldview expressed in their creation myths, their sacred
calendar and astronomical tables for eclipses and the movements of
Venus, and in their belief that human sacrifice was necessary to
appease the gods.

Human Sacrifice

The practice of human sacrifice received considerable attention from
the conquering Spaniards and in subsequent assessments of Mesoamer-
ican civilization. The Spaniards reported that 20,000 war captives were
sacrificed to dedicate a single temple to the Aztec’s patron deity; time-
motion computer simulations have cast serious doubt on the number of
sacrifices reported. And 16th-century ethnohistoric documents, com-
piled by Spanish missionaries, indicate that fewer human sacrifices
were associated with religious festivals than originally reported. Such
considerations put the numbers into a more realistic perspective, yet
they cannot dispel the simple truth that Mesoamericans practiced ritual
human sacrifice and they did so with considerable invention: child sac-
rifice, decapitation, heart extraction, and disembowelment are only a
few of the methods used.

Human sacrifice has been known throughout civilization from ancient
China to ancient Roman gladiators. Even in Renaissance Florence, by
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STONE AGE TECHNOLOGY

M esoamericans built stone cities large enough for 250,000 inhab-
itants and constructed hulking pyramids, a few of which match
or exceed the Great Pyramid of Giza in volume, if not in height. They
had elaborate drainage systems and canals; aqueducts brought fresh
water to the island capital of the Aztecs, and landfill projects, called chi-
nampas, converted swamps into rich agricultural lands in the Petén.
They built elevated, stucco-paved causeways—one was 62 miles long.
They felled trees, hollowed logs for canoes, and carved and polished
hard stones, such as jade, into exquisite figures. All this they did with
Stone Age technology. Obsidian is sharp—sharp enough to be used for
surgical tools in the 20th century—but its use is so limited that some
have argued that the absence of bronze or steel in the Americas is alone
proof that civilization developed without Old World contact. The prin-
ciple of the wheel was known, as toys such as the one pictured demon-
strate. In 2 mountainous land without draft animals, however, wheeled
vehicles may have been more cumbersome than useful. The Mesoamer-
icans overcame these shortcomings by relying on river and sea traffic
when they could,and managing overland communication with relay run-
ners and human carriers. The Spaniards themselves relied on the
Mesoamerican system of tlalmenes, or human carriers, for well over a
century, and complained that their horses were useless in the more
rugged regions. In 1524, the conquistador Hernan Cortés, after losing
his horse in the middle of the Petén jungle, was told by the Mayans that
he should have used a canoe instead.

some accounts the epitome of Western civilization, feuding parties were
known to play soccer occasionally with the severed head of an enemy. In
Mesoamerica, human sacrifice was cloaked in religious fatalism. The cre-
ator gods, according to this pre-Columbian worldview, had destroyed
previous creations when the people failed to honor them properly. To
avoid the destruction of this world order, the world of maize, the creator
gods required sacrifice. From death and sacrifice, the sun would be
reborn each day and the world rejuvenated. Only the most valuable sac-
rifice, that of human beings, would properly honor the gods. The
Mesoamerican belief in such a grim reality led to human sacrifices, par-
ticularly of war captives, as well as to painful acts of self-sacrifice—some
Aztec priests could barely speak because their tongues were so swollen
from piercing them with thorns.
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In contrast to such brutal practices, the poetry and songs of the
Mesoamericans express another side of their humanity:

My heart finally understands;
for | now hear a song,

| wonder at a flower

which will not wilt.

Nezahualcoyotl, King of Texcoco, | 5th century
(after Leon-Portilla 1969, 88)

All'is joyful at dawn.
Let only happiness, only songs,
enter our thoughts!

Book of the Mayan Songs of Dzibalché
(after Ledn-Portilla 1969, 92)
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THE MAYANS AND
THEIR NEIGHBORS

There had been five changes and five generations of people
since the origin of light, the origin of continuity, the origin of life
and humankind. And they built many houses. . . . And they also
built houses for the gods, putting these in the center of the
highest part of the citadel. They came and they stayed.

|
Popol Vuh, Book of the Quiché Mayans (Tedlock 1985, 208)

M ayan civilization is the single most important culture of ancient
Central America. Mayan city-states ruled northern Central
America in what is now Belize, Guatemala, western Honduras, and much
of El Salvador while countless small chiefdoms fragmented the southern
part of the isthmus into a kaleidoscope of cultures. Mayan civilization not
only dominated the region in pre-Columbian times, but also it has capti-
vated world attention more than a thousand years after its collapse.

The soaring white temples of ruined Mayan cities, rising amid the
tropical verdure of the rain forest, create unforgettable images for
today’s travelers. The naturalism and soft, curving lines of ruler por-
traits and palace scenes make Mayan art readily accessible and easily
admired; and the Mayan painting and calligraphic traditions have been
judged among the finest in the world by art historians. The decipher-
ment of Mayan hieroglyphs in recent decades has also generated con-
siderable attention by revealing the first written histories of the
Americas and giving voice to long forgotten rulers. The Mayans con-
structed hundreds of stone cities from the seventh century B.C.E. until
the Spanish conquest. Ravaged by time, eroded by rain and sun,
shrouded by vines and trees, these ruined cities have nonetheless sur-
vived as an extraordinary legacy from the pre-Columbian world.
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An Enduring Culture (1000 B.C.E. to present)

The defining, or “Classic,” period of Mayan civilization occurred
between 250 C.E. and 900 C.E., when Mayan accomplishments in writ-
ing, astronomy, architecture, and art proliferated from one city-state to
the next throughout the lowlands of the Petén and Yucatan. Yet Mayan
civilization endured much longer than its Classic period. It first evolved
along the Pacific coast and in the Guatemalan highlands during the
period of Olmec civilization (SEE chapter 1), and by the seventh century
B.C.E. monumental buildings were constructed in the Petén heartland
and in Belize. The Mayans flourished after the Classic period, too, a fact
often overlooked when considering the “mysterious” collapse of the
Classic period Mayan world. But the collapse resulted in the abandon-
ment of some Mayan cities, not the disappearance of the Mayans them-
selves. The Mayans never disappeared. Although most of the lowland
cities in the Petén ceased to be occupied during the ninth century, other
cities flourished during the Postclassic period (900 C.E. to the Spanish
conquest) in northern Yucatdn and the highlands of Guatemala.

Not only did Mayan civilization continue until the Spanish conquest,
but more than 10 million Mayans live in the same regions today that
their ancestors occupied centuries ago—a significant number consider-
ing there are only 2.5 million self-identified Native Americans in the
entire United States. In Guatemala, Honduras, Belize, and in the
Mexican regions of Chiapas and the Yucatan, many Mayans share tra-
ditions established more than 2,000 years ago, even though they now
speak 24 distinct Mayan languages among them, such as Yucatec and
Quiché. Some communities are still governed by ancient ritual calen-
dars; others practice an oral tradition that previously was inspired by
hieroglyphic books; a surprising number engage in festivals that reen-
act pre-Hispanic creation myths under a contemporary veneer of
Catholicism. With the recent decoding of the ancient glyphic texts,
Mayans are learning the writing system of their ancestors for the first
time since the Spanish conquest.

The Mayans have endured. And the ancient Mayan civilization has
survived in crumbling and once-buried cities, in eroded texts carved
into plaster walls and stone sculptures as well as painted onto bark paper
in the few surviving screen-fold books. From these scraps of evidence,
archaeologists have reconstructed their cities and social institutions; art
historians and ethnohistorians have identified the rulers and gods; and
epigraphers, specialists in writing, have decoded their hieroglyphs and
revealed the official histories of the city-states—the oldest written histo-
ries in the New World.
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MAYAN CITIES

lassic period Mayan buildings, such as Tikal, were most often con-

structed of limestone, which was plentiful in the lowlands, and plas-
tered. Time has eroded the paint that may have covered the buildings,
although traces left at the ruins of Palenque in Chiapas, Mexico, indicate
red—the Mayan color symbolizing the east, the rising sun, and rebirth—
was often the color of choice. The Mayans invented the corbeled arch, a
technique that gave height to rooms, a mansard shape to the roofs and
an unusual gracefulness to their architecture. At cities like Uxmal, a kind
of concrete was used, too, enabling the architects to create even more
ample interior spaces, and at Chichén Itza covered colonnades provided
another form of interior space. The Mayans also distinguished themselves
by planning their cities to conform to the natural setting rather than the
more typical Mexican grid. Standing stone relief sculptures, called stelae,
were erected in the main plazas and carved with ruler portraits accom-
panied by hieroglyphic texts boasting of their achievements. Stucco sculp-
tures decorated building facades and murals frequently covered interior
walls. Most Mayan cities had at least one ball court integrated into the
ceremonial center of the city as well as architectural features for astro-
nomical observations. Ritual complexes and ancestral shrines, plazas, and
sweat baths could be found throughout every city, from the central plaza
and lineage compounds for scribes and other members of the nobility, to
the thatch-and-adobe or thatch-and-stick complexes of commoners.
Private household orchards and gardens included avocado, papaya, and
guava trees, medicinal and dye plants, agaves for rope making, and chiles
for condiments. Many of the neighborhoods were connected to the cen-
ter by paved causeways. More humble family compounds were found on
the outskirts of the city, near the farmlands, which often were irrigated
and fed by artificial reservoirs. Canals and reservoirs could also provide
the cities with freshwater fish and mollusks. Beyond the city itself were
provincial towns and hamlets under its dominion, all separated by forests
where the residents might hunt.

The central plazas most often were devoted to dynastic authority;
some probably functioned as markets.The city centers were the religious
heart of the city, too, and constructed as sacred cosmograms; pyramids
recreated sacred mountains, temples symbolized cave entrances to the
underworld, and ball courts permitted the reenactment of the creation
of the Mayan universe. Many royal tombs, filled with precious offerings of
jade, painted pottery, obsidian, and shell, have been excavated from inside
the base of “ancestor mountains”—actually steep pyramids, usually of
nine stepped levels to represent the layers of the Mayan underworld.
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Top: Temple | and the ceremonial plaza at the pre-Columbian city of Tikal,
Guatemala (200 B.c.—~900 c.E.). Located in the Petén jungle, Tikal had more than
3,000 buildings in a six-square-mile area.The heart of the city was this ceremonial
plaza surrounded by two acropolises (one included residences for the royal family)
and two of the city’s five soaring temples—one 145 feet in height. On the plaza are
stone monuments carved with rulers’ portraits. Temple | (727 c.E.) is a nine-tiered
funerary monument dedicated to Jasaw-Chan-K’awil, the 27th ruler of the city.
Jasaw-Chan-K’awil’s tomb has been excavated from inside the pyramid base.
Below: A model of downtown Copdn, an ancient city in Honduras. (Photo by

Alfred P. Maudslay, 1889)
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Classic Period Mayan Achievements

Although the Mayans created unique culture, they were an integral part
of Mesoamerica and also actively traded goods and ideas with their
neighbors to the south in Central America. An examination of their cal-
endrical calculations, astronomy, and writing demonstrates the Mayans’
distinctive genius and their essentially Mesoamerican character. The
Mayans, more than the cultures in the central highland regions of
Mexico, continued the tradition of Olmec naturalistic art and portrait
sculptures and Olmec jade carving. Through their trade, the Mayans,
like the Olmecs before them, exchanged these symbols of prestige with
their isthmian neighbors to the south; in return, they received the art of
metallurgy and, perhaps, the art of polychrome and pictorial ceramics,
a tradition that is often considered a hallmark of Mayan civilization.

Astronomy

Then the face of the sun was eaten; then the face of the sun
was darkened; then its face was extinguished. They were
terrified on high, when it burned at the word of their priest . . .

The Chilam Balam of Chumayel, a Yucatec Mayan book
(Roys 1967,76)

The Mayans were superb astronomers. They could calculate the 500-
year cycle of Venus with only a two-hour margin of error. They predicted
eclipses, such as the one described above by the priest of Chumayel, and
they predicted equinoxes and solstices, the rise and set of Pleiades, and
much more. Their solar calendar—indeed the calendar used by all
Mesoamericans—was more accurate than that of the Spanish conquista-
dores. Without telescopes, but with carefully positioned window slats
and specially aligned buildings, the Mayans exploited naked-eye astron-
omy to its limits. They recorded their impressive knowledge in carefully
codified books, a few of which survive today.

The most fundamental use of such intense stargazing must have
been to create a kind of farmer’s almanac, or seasonal calendar for
farming; in fact, some of the painted books predicted which periods
would be propitious for planting maize, which would be periods of
drought, and the like, and often just such knowledge, entered in an
attempt to control the uncontrollable, is found in the few surviving
Mayan books. Mesoamerican astronomers were astrologers who also
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read the sky to predict the fate of entire empires. For them, the myths
of creation, called the “dawning” of this world, were interwoven with
the sun and other celestial bodies that represented gods. Trained
priests could see not just the movement of the stars, but also the activ-
ities of the gods themselves. Assisted by their books, the most learned
priests interpreted the meaning of celestial events, advising rulers of
the outcome. Most priestly advice and interpretation has been lost
with the passage of time, but it is known that as the ships of the
Spanish conquistadores approached Mexico, the Aztec ruler
Moctezuma sent his court astronomers to read the omens in the sky,
and they were not good. Even more routine royal decisions—the
appropriate day to designate an heir apparent or to perform self-sacri-
ficial bloodletting in honor of the gods—were determined only after
consultation with the court astrologers.

Calendars and Computations

They measured to find the good hours; they measured to find
the good days ...They measured to observe the rulership of the
good stars, all the good years.

|
Book of Chilam Balam of Chumayel (Restall 1998, 137)

Mayan astronomy went hand-in-hand with Mayan mathematics. In addi-
tion to recording their observations, the astronomers developed cyclical
tables on the movements of planets and stars, and with their mathemat-
ics they could predict celestial events far into the future as well as
describe mythic events thousands of years into the past. The Mayans
were among the first in the world to develop the concept of zero; at a time
when the ancient Romans were struggling with their awkward numerical
system, the Mayans used a positional-based mathematics much like ours,
only theirs was a vigesimal, based on 20, not a decimal, based on 10.
Just as their astronomy was motivated by supernatural concerns, so
Mayan numbers were far from mere abstractions. Numbers had patron
gods, and certain combinations, such as 13 and 20, were infused with
sacred meaning. The ritual 260-day calendar, shared by all Mesoame-
ricans, was a combination of 20 named days rotating with the numbers
1 through 13. Some of the very first known examples of American
writing are these sacred calendar dates recorded around 400 B.C.E. The
approximately nine-month measure may have originated from such
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elemental cycles as the duration of human gestation and the tropical
agricultural season. Both rulers and farmers governed their lives by the
prognostications of the sacred calendar. The sacred calendar, so essen-
tial to the pre-Columbian world order, has not yet lost its authority: in
Quiché Mayan towns, such as Momostenango in Guatemala, venerated
“daykeepers” divine the future and determine religious festivities
based on the 260-day count.

Studying the movements of the heavens, the Mayans were fascinated
by cycles, and especially overlapping cycles. For example, they delighted
in noting that the eclipse tables equaled 46 rounds of the 260-day cal-
endar. The most important overlapping cycle, however, was the
Calendar Round that occurred every 52 years when the ritual 260-day
calendar and the 365-day solar calendar ended on the same day. This 52-
year cycle was the Mesoamerican equivalent of the century. Much like
modern apocalyptic visions of the 2000 millennium, Mesoamericans
feared the end of the world upon the completion of the Calendar Round.
They believed the gods had destroyed previous worlds in the mythic
past, and feared they would do so again if rituals honoring them were
not properly performed. To keep the world on its course,
Mesoamericans offered the sacrificial blood they believed the gods
demanded. The sincerity of their belief is revealed in the self-inflicted
wounds of rulers, who pierced their genitals with stingray spines and
pulled thorns through their tongues in order to make blood offerings.
Humans, usually war captives from enemy states, were sacrificed in a
variety of gruesome ways, including heart excision and decapitation.

The 52-year cycle was a limited measure of time that made no dis-
tinction between one “century” and the next, in much the same way that
the date 55 does not distinguish between 1855 and 1955. The Mayans,
and a few other lowland cultures, supplemented the Mesoamerican
“century” with the more sophisticated calendrical system of the Long
Count. The Long Count began counting days at 13.0.0.0.0 4 Ahau 8
Cumku, a zero point in the past that happens to correlate with August
12,3114 B.C.E. in our calendar and, according to Mayan creation myths,
the dawning of the world of the maize people. From this starting point,
the counting method could continue for 5,000 years without repetition.
In contrast to the 52-year limit of the Calendar Round, the Long Count
was an extraordinary advance. Not only did it enable the ancient Mayans
to date events without confusion, but the Long Count also has enabled
archaeologists to reconstruct the history of ancient Mayan civilization
with unusual exactitude for the Classic Mayan civilization when such
dates were routinely recorded from 292 c.E. until 909 C.E.
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Hieroglyphic Writing

These [Mayan] people also made use of certain characters or
letters, with which they wrote in their books their ancient
matters and their sciences, and by these . . . drawings, they
understood their affairs and made others understand them and
taught them.We found a large number of these books in these
characters and, as they contained nothing in which there were
not to be seen superstition and the lies of the devil, we burned
them all, which they regretted to an amazing degree, and which
caused them much dffliction.

Bishop Diego de Landa, | 6th century
(Tozzer 1941, 169)

The Mayans embraced the written word like no other culture before
them, even the Olmecs or the Zapotecs, who may have invented writ-
ing. The Mayans painted books on bark paper, works that deteriorated
and disappeared, but fortunately for modern historians they also wrote
on their pottery and carved texts into stone monuments, small jades,
and other precious items. Artisans at Copan, Honduras, patiently
carved 2,200 glyph blocks into stone to create a dynastic history on a
pyramidal staircase. Mayan hieroglyphs represented “true writing,” a
primarily phonetic symbol system unlike the pictographs found in
most of Mesoamerica. And the Mayan scribes clearly took pleasure in
writing, choosing between various styles in the way a calligrapher
might choose capitals over small letters, or Gothic script versus Roman.

Although the calendrical hieroglyphs were decoded by the early 20th
century, the content of other texts was a mystery until recent decades.
Understanding only the numbers, early Mayanists developed a dis-
torted, and very idealized, interpretation of the ancient culture, believ-
ing it to have been a peaceful society ruled by mathematical wizards
and priests. The decipherment of the hieroglyphs, however, has
revealed the ancient Mayans to be only too human. Far from peaceful,
the Petén city-states literally fought one another continuously in the
closing century of the Classic period. And far from contemplating mat-
ters removed from earthly concerns, Mayan rulers built great palaces,
accumulated considerable wealth for themselves, and not only claimed
their divine right to rule, but also their personal divinity.

The ongoing decipherments have opened an unexpected window onto
the ancient Mayan world. Writings on public monuments declare the
names of rulers, such as K'inch-Janab-Pakal (or “Great-Sun-Shield”), and
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Sak Kuk (“White-Quetzal”), his mother who ruled before him at
Palenque and one of several female rulers now identified in Mayan poli-
tics. Rulers described their royal lineage in great length, and often
claimed to be descendants of the creator gods, dating their lineages back
t0 13.0.0.0.0 4 Ahau 8 Cumku. We now know from their own statements
that these divine rulers ordered court architects to construct temples,
married into the nobility of other city-states in order to forge political
alliances, feasted and visited rulers from other cities, and appointed
administrators in subordinate towns. They conducted wars, usually after
checking that Venus was propitiously aligned, and captured enemy
noblemen and if they could, enemy kings. They led their polities in reli-
gious rituals—in ball playing, dancing, burning incense, commemorating
the cycles of time by erecting monuments, and sacrificing their own
blood to nourish the gods, a painful procedure, but one believed to
induce shamanistic visions and communication with the spirit world.

There is much these royal proclamations fail to mention—such as
royal failures and natural disasters like hurricanes and drought.
Devoted to the main dynastic events in the lives of kings and queens,
these texts say little about the social fabric of the community, although
they do mention scribes and sculptors, wives and princes. Otherwise,
the nature of the lives of the people they ruled is omitted. The official
histories have left such matters to archaeologists to reconstruct from
fragments of pottery and bone.

The four surviving pre-Columbian Mayan books record not dynastic
histories, but rather astronomical tables and their accompanying astro-
logical prognostications. A few of them also describe mythic events and
ceremonies that reenact the creation of time. Whether they represent
the only kinds of books the Mayans wrote or are actually a distorted
sample is hard to say. Many books have been lost—many burned by
zealous Catholic friars, others disintegrated from age. Some manu-
scripts have been discovered in tombs, reduced to pulp by humidity
and time. A few books continued to be used after the conquest, even-
tually becoming part of an oral tradition or rewritten in Latin script, an
easier form of writing than the hieroglyphs with their hundreds of sym-
bols. These books, among them the Quiché Mayan Popol Vuh, survive,
corrupted by the centuries of cultural change, but nonetheless consis-
tent with the myths of creation and political founding, with the sacred
cycles of time and divinations that are found in Classic period hiero-
glyphs and art. Despite the cultural disruption that followed the
Spanish conquest, Mayan respect for the word has survived here and
there, among people who for centuries were kept basically illiterate. It
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Lintel 24 from Yaxchilan, Chiapas, Mexico. The hieroglyphic text relates that the Mayan ruler of
Yaxchilan, Lord Shield Jaguar, and his wife, Lady Xoc, engaged in autosacrifice on October 28,
709 c.E. In this scene, only Lady Xoc is seen providing blood for the gods by pulling a rope with
thorns through her tongue. (Drawing by H. Chapuis, 1883)
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Mayan vase with mythological bird (700-800 c.E.) from the Popol Vuh Museum, University

of Francisco Marroquin, Guatemala City. Mayan cylindrical vases were painted in a variety of
styles and some depicted palace scenes or mythological ones.The artists/scribes who painted
the pottery sometimes signed their works in a glyph band at the top. These realistically painted
vases were so valued that they were buried with their owners. Recent chemical analyses (as
well as decipherments of some of the glyph bands around the rim) indicate that the owners
used them as drinking vessels, often as chocolate mugs. Sometimes the chocolate was
fermented, sweetened with honey, or mixed with corn gruel. Given that cacao beans were used
as Mesoamerican currency, drinking chocolate was the height of conspicuous consumption.
The Aztecs are known to have restricted consumption of the beverage to rulers—Moctezuma
liked his laced with vanilla—and other members of the nobility. In | 6th-century Nicaragua,
Fray Ferndndez de Oviedo y Valdés noted (Reents-Budet 1994, 77) ... only the great and
those who can dfford it consumed it”” (Photo courtesy Lawrence Foster)
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survives today in Yucatdn, where a village elder records his inherited
wisdom in a tatty spiral notebook; it survives in the sacred calendar still
interpreted by diviners in the highlands of Guatemala.

This is the beginning of the Ancient Word,

here in this place called Quiché. Here we shall inscribe,
we shall implant the Ancient Word, the potential and
source for everything done in the citadel of Quiché,

in the nation of Quiché people.

Popol Vuh, Book of the Quiché Mayans
(Tedlock 1985, 71)

Classic Period Collapse

Beginning in 810 C.E., one Mayan city after another was abandoned.
Stone monuments with Long Count dates were no longer carved after
909 C.E., when the last known royal pronouncement was recorded. This
collapse of the Petén cities, which happened incrementally over a
period of at least 100 years, has baffled archaeologists for most of the
20th century. War, natural catastrophes, and overpopulation have been
suggested as causes, and recent studies indicate that all three may have
been factors in the collapse. Tropical forests are fragile environments
when shorn of trees, and the Mayan city-states, many with populations
of 50,000 or more, certainly must have strained the agricultural
resources of the thin soil. Deforestation was a terrible reality of the
ancient Mayan world: trees were felled to clear fields for farming, to
make charcoal for cooking, to hollow out canoes, to fire pottery kilns,
and to burn limestone for thousands of stucco-covered buildings—
approximately 20 trees produced only a small pile of stucco. Add to this
environmental degradation, the severe drought that is known to have
occurred around this time, and it is not surprising that skeletal remains
at some sites indicate malnutrition among commoners.

Not much more is needed as an explanation of the abandonment of
the region than soil erosion, overpopulation, and drought. Yet archae-
ologists have also uncovered evidence of moated and fortified cities,
and recent glyphic decipherments tell the tragic story of nearly contin-
uous warfare as the greatest cities attempted to create empires at the
expense of one another. The Petén was driven into decline, its majestic
cities abandoned, and the region depopulated. When the conquistador
Hernan Cortés crossed the Petén in 1524, he called it a wilderness.
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The Postclassic Mayans (900-1524 c.E.)

After the Petén collapse, power and trade shifted to other regions.
Mayans flourished in cities in northern Yucatdan and highland
Guatemala; they dotted the coasts of Belize and Honduras. These
Mayans were literate, too, but they carved fewer texts into stone for
later archaeologists to discover. Although the early Postclassic period
boasts some very impressive cities, such as Chichén Itza, the cities
became less monumental and less finely constructed. In this period,
politics seems less devoted to the cult of dynastic rulership and, as a
result, the art is less focused on portraiture than that of the Classic
period. Although Mayan style persists, it incorporates characteristics
found elsewhere in Mesoamerica. In fact, this period throughout
Mesoamerica shows an increasing intermingling of art styles, perhaps
as a statement of new trade alliances brought about after the collapse of
the Classic period Petén. Archaeologists argue that these trade and
political alliances ushered in a new, more commercial era for the
Mayans.

The later pre-Columbian Mayans did write books; however, only
four survive in their original hieroglyphic form. Each book is proof of
their continued devotion to astronomy and the calendar. Other books
did survive, but they were gradually transformed by the conquest; the
remaining copies are written in Mayan languages, but in Latin script
rather than hieroglyphs, and they are infused with Christian symbolism
and other post-Conquest events. These works, such as the Popol Vuh,
The Annals of the Cakchiquels, and the various Books of the Chilam
Balam, provide archaeologists and ethnohistorians with a wealth of
material for understanding the ancient Mayan world.

When the Spaniards arrived, they found many Mayan cities in both
Yucatdn and highland Guatemala, cities built of stone and more densely
populated than those they knew in Europe. These Mayans, like their
Classic period cousins, were great traders and dominated much of
Central American trade, especially its sea trade.

Long-Distance Trade in Central America

The Mayans engaged in long-distance trade from the time of the
Olmecs until the Spanish conquest. Waterborne trade certainly con-
tributed to their success as merchants. Archaeologists have identified
an artificial river harbor at Lamanai in Belize from the seventh cen-
tury B.C.E., as well as a massive masonry port in Yucatan, constructed
2,000 years later, that belonged to the inland Mayan city of Chichén
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Itza. A Mayan trading canoe off the coast of Honduras so impressed
Christopher Columbus in 1502 that he talked about the wealth it
promised for a voyage to the “unknown” land of Yucatan. The Mayans
traded among and with the rest of Mesoamerica as well as with their
neighbors in southern Central America. After the conquest, trade con-
tinued along the old routes until the Spanish economy developed
enough in the 17th century to replace the last vestiges of the pre-
Columbian system.

For several thousand years, the Mayans sold quetzal feathers from
the cloud forests in Mexico and elsewhere, jade from western
Guatemala, and jaguar pelts from the lowland rain forests. They pro-
duced honey and the finest quality of salt on the Yucatan Peninsula,
they grew cotton and wove it into valued textiles throughout the
lowlands, and they nurtured cacao in the fertile coastal plains along
the Gulf of Mexico, the Pacific, and the Caribbean. They had access
to obsidian from the Guatemalan highlands and chert (similar to
flint), both essential for tools and weapons. At the time of the con-
quest, the Mayans also traded in slaves from other parts of Central
America.

The Mayans produced some of the most valued goods in
Mesoamerica for trade with the great cities of Mexico. In addition, they
also exploited their strategic middle position to control trade between
southern Central America and the rest of Mexico. The southern
periphery of the Mayan world in Honduras and El Salvador produced
cacao and cotton to supplement that grown in the Mayan heartland.
These local elites participated in Mesoamerican culture by building
cities of stone, carving stone portraits of rulers (but often with non-
Mayan motifs and no accompanying text), and performing the ritual
ball game.

The Nicoya Peninsula, at the crossroads to regions farther to the
south, was also important to the Mesoamerican world. Nicaraguan
and Costa Rican chiefdoms probably served as intermediaries in
trade with the south—a considerable amount of imported gold has
been found at Nicaraguan sites in the lakes region and imported
carved jade has been excavated in Costa Rica. Pearls from the Gulf of
Nicoya and cacao from the fertile coast added to the region’s attrac-
tion as a trade center. The lower isthmus, more aloof from
Mesoamerica than its northern counterparts, had many highly valued
commodities: gold, pendants of semiprecious stones, such as agate
and opal, and spondylus shells harvested from the bottom of the
Caribbean Sea by divers.
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Trade Routes

As a result of the isthmus’s valuable resources, many separate trade
routes developed there. One of the most important routes, first
exploited by the Olmec, was along the Pacific coast. Another, most
important during the Classic period of the Mayans in the Petén, cut
across the center of the lowland jungle to the eastern edge of the Mayan
realm where the cities of Copan and Quirigua were established. And a
sea route united the Gulf of Mexico with the Caribbean coast of Central
America at trading ports on the Bay of Honduras. Various other routes
linked the Caribbean, particularly at the Bay of Honduras, with the
highlands and the Pacific.

Competition for isthmian goods must have been intense.
Archaeological evidence indicates that during various periods central
Mexican merchants gained a foothold in the region along some of
these routes, especially along the Pacific coast, and the great Mexican
city of Teotihuacan left its imprint on the Mayan city of Kaminaljuyu
in highland Guatemala. Also, enclaves of peoples speaking central
Mexican languages apparently occupied the Pacific region of both
Nicaragua and Costa Rica, according to the earliest Spanish reports;
some archaeologists believe these peoples may have been in the
region as early as the ninth century c.E. The southern Central
Americans were merchants, too, and may have tried to bypass north-
ern intermediaries in Costa Rica and Nicaragua: at the time of the
Spanish conquest, the Coclé in Panama sailed rigged canoes along the
Pacific, perhaps as far as Mexico, exporting salt, hammocks, cotton,
gold dust, and slaves.

Southern Isthmus

From these Indians ... we learned that up country there were
many caciques [chiefs] who had heaps of gold, and people
armed like ourselves.

|
Ferdinand Colén, 1503 (Morison 1963, 344)

Although Mayan civilization was an integral part of Mesoamerica, the
lower isthmus had no such close relationship with its northern neigh-
bors. The Mesoamerican border is difficult to define with any exacti-
tude, but it most definitely incorporated the western parts of El
Salvador and Honduras within the Mayan realm. Mesoamerica’s reach
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Nicoya Jaguar Vessel (1000—1500 c.t.) from Costa Rica.This polychrome vessel demonstrates
the sophistication of ancient isthmian ceramics. (Drawing by Cherra Wyllie)
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also fluctuated over time, extending south to touch Costa Rica and
Nicaragua in Olmec times and again in the centuries before the con-
quest when peoples from central Mexico may have moved into the
Nicoya region. However ill-defined the borders, many archaeologists
refer to the lower isthmian cultures, along with what are now Colombia
and Ecuador, as the Intermediate Area, after their location between the
more complex civilizations of Andean South America and
Mesoamerica. Stone cities were not constructed in the Intermediate
Area, but peoples in the Nicoya region of Nicaragua and Costa Rica
built earthen mound platforms to support temples and houses of the
elite, arranging them around a central plaza in a manner reminiscent of
Mesoamerican cities. Also, the first Spaniards to encounter them
observed that they had books as well as stone sculptures of rulers, two
other traits typical of Mesoamerica.

In Panama and the Talamanca region of Costa Rica, dispersed vil-
lages, some of them defensively palisaded and all smaller than 1,500 in
population, showed none of the monumentality of the more northern
regions of the isthmus. Self-sustaining chiefdoms, not complex states,
ruled the Pacific slopes of the southern isthmus. These autonomous
societies remained small and scattered, perhaps because the rugged ter-
rain allowed little room for expansion. The chiefdoms never required
complex administrative structures or architecture, although slab-lined
tombs filled with well-crafted items were quite common.

Lacking impressive monumental cities or any surviving written
records of their accomplishments, these chiefdoms have not always
attracted the attention they deserve. Some areas, such as the Atlantic
watershed of Nicaragua and Honduras, are practically unexplored; oth-
ers, on the Pacific side of Costa Rica and Panama, have been heavily
looted for gold. Even those sites that have been excavated have often
failed to provide enough information to date them with any precision,
or to clearly define their interrelationships with other regions. What is
certain is that there were many distinctive and independent cultures.

Chiefdoms
However great the variety of cultures in Central America, trade united
the isthmus. From 500 to 1100 C.E., the height of Mayan civilization,
the southern chiefdoms increased in size and wealth under the stimulus
of trade in luxury items of jade and gold as well as magnificent poly-
chrome pottery. The chiefs who controlled this trade, which certainly
included trade with Colombia—where some of the metallurgical tech-
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niques originated—became rich and powerful. The chiefs, according to
the first Spanish explorers, also led their people in war (archaeologists
have found weapons accompanying them in burials) and were the
supreme religious authorities, much like the shaman rulers in
Mesoamerica. After 800 C.E., and at the time of the collapse of many
lowland Mayan city-states, some of these chiefdoms reached their high-
est level of complexity and wealth. During this period, southern Central
American gold was traded to Mesoamerica in quantity for the first time.
Prestige befitting a chief required rituals and social stratification that
often echoed the practices of the civilizations to the north and south.
Chiefs commonly ordered their portraits carved into stone. In
Nicaragua, the rulers were depicted wearing animal-spirit headdresses;
in the Chiriqui region of Panama and Costa Rica, they were portrayed
riding on the shoulders of a naked commoner or slave. At numerous
Costa Rican sites, great granite spheres, the largest 7 feet in diameter and
weighing 15,000 tons, were carefully worked and lined up in what may
have been a cosmological or astronomical arrangement, just as buildings
in Mesoamerica were aligned to measure and commemorate such
events. Monumental grinding stones decorated with trophy heads were
apparently used in maize rituals of human sacrifice (see Maize close-up,
Chapter 1). The richest Coclé and Veraguas graves in Panama included
sacrificed retainers as well as ornaments of semiprecious stones and
hammered and cast gold jewelry. Linea Vieja graves in northern Costa
Rica demonstrate not only wealth, but also an amazing diversity of for-
eign contacts, not just from Central America but also from Peru and the
West Indies, from Mesoamerica and northern South America. Even in
areas where gold was not mined, such as the Talamanca Massif of the
Chiriqui culture, sculptures depict rulers wearing gold ornaments.

Cultural Exchange
Some archaeologists argue that the southern chiefdoms should be stud-
ied independently of the civilizations to the north and south. The isth-
mian cultures achieved self-sufficient societies of great stability and
duration, and they produced exquisitely skilled work in both gold,
semiprecious stones, and ceramics. Yet there seems little doubt that, as
scattered and independent as the southern chiefdoms were, they were
not isolated from the civilizations to the north and south. They gave the
gift of metallurgy to Mesoamerica, where isthmian gold is found north
of Mexico City and south to the Yucatan Peninsula. Most of the extra-
ordinary gold work dredged from the famous sacred well of the Mayan
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AMERICAN GOLD

M etallurgy in the New World was practiced for 2,000 years before
the voyage of Christopher Columbus. The technology traveled
slowly from Andean South America into southern Central America and,
eventually, into Mesoamerica. Despite pre-Columbian expertise in metal-
lurgy, few practical objects were made from any metal. Chert and obsid-
ian were the primary materials for tools, although tweezers, fish hooks,
and axes were sometimes made of copper during the late Postclassic
period (1250-1519 c.e.). Gold was reserved for ornaments and ritual
objects—animal pendants, hammered burial helmets, settings for emer-
alds and other jewelry, and bells for dance rattles and adornments as well
as masks and offerings for reli-
gious ceremonies. Although
copper and tin were mined as
was silver, gold was the preem-
inent pre-Columbian metal. Its
brilliance and color associated
it with the sun god cult: in fact,
a 36-pound gold Aztec sun disk
was taken by the conquista-
dores to the Spanish court and
marveled upon by European
artists, among them Albrecht
Diirer.

Gold  objects, usually

Diquis cast gold frog pendant (800—1500 strengthened with copper,

C.t.) from Costa Rica, with a bifurcated were produced with a great
tongue ending in mythological serpent variety of metallurgical tech-
heads. In the Collection of the Banco Central  niques, including lost-wax
de Costa Rica. (Drawing by Cherra Wyllie) castings, hammering, anneal-

city of Chichén Itza (800-1000 c.E.) was made in the lower isthmus.
And metallurgical techniques were copied in various parts of Mexico
and resulted in that country’s finest gold work: the lost-wax pendants
of Oaxaca.

The lower Central American chiefdoms participated in and shared
much of the culture of their neighbors in both northern South America
and Mesoamerica. Bark cloth, hammocks, the Talamancan sculptural
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ing, soldering, and welding. The technology appeared around 400 B.C.E.,
and perhaps much earlier; in Peru and Colombia. It took a millennium
for metallurgy to reach Panama and Costa Rica, a surprisingly long time
given that Colombia and Panama share a border. Once adopted, gold
swept the isthmus. By 600 C.E., it had replaced jade in elite Costa Rican
burials, and substituted for spondylus shell jewelry in Panama. At Sitio
Conte (700-900 c.t.), a Coclé site in central Panama with one of the
richest tombs yet discovered, gold distinguished a chief from his
retainers in a mass burial: a hammered gold helmet covered his head,
an elaborate pectoral his chest, and other ornaments adorned his
wrists, ears, and nose. Traditions associated with gold endured well
beyond the Spanish conquest, and as late as the [8th century,
Franciscan friars observed gold figurines being buried with the dead in
the Talamanca region.

Mesoamerica, despite its accomplishments in many areas, was a true
latecomer in metallurgy. Not until the eighth century C.E. did the Mayans
begin importing significant amounts of gold from the lower isthmus. Soon
thereafter; extraordinary repoussé gold disks and copper and gold bells
were thrown as offerings into the sacred well of Chichén Itza. Many of
the gold items retrieved by archaeologists from the well were from
Costa Rica; quite a number were clearly made in Mesoamerican designs
for export, rather than for local isthmian use. Other items employed
isthmian gold and technology, but in a Mayan style so fluid as to suggest
that they may have been made in the Yucatan, perhaps by a traveling isth-
mian goldsmith or by a Mayan apprentice to such a goldsmith. Apparently
Mesoamerica quickly learned to value gold, creating its own goldsmiths
and commerce in the precious metal.Although Nicaragua and Costa Rica
continued to trade gold to Mesoamerica until the |6th century, Mexican
metallurgists, especially those from Oaxaca, produced exceptional gold
jewelry. By the time of the Spanish conquest, the Aztec emperor
Moctezuma was receiving two tons of gold in tribute each year.

style, and exquisite gold objects speak to this region’s affinities with
Andean cultures. Ruler-shamans attired in quetzal-feathered head-
dresses and depicted with jaguar features indicate the acceptance of
Mesoamerica’s most potent political symbols; sacrificial grinding stones
and contemporary oral traditions tell of a shared Mesoamerican world-
view that included ancestor worship and creation myths centered on
maize and human sacrifice.
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Pre-Columbian Legacy

The Central American isthmus during the millennia of pre-Columbian
civilization witnessed a diversity of cultural responses, from the literate
and complex Mayan civilization and the exquisite artistry of the simpler
Pacific coast chiefdoms to the more isolated tribal societies along parts
of the Caribbean. These people, despite their different languages, var-
ied art styles, and contrasts in social complexity, traversed rugged
mountains, sailed through rough waters, and penetrated tropical jun-
gles to trade with one another and exchange exotic rituals of ruler pres-
tige as well as stories of world creation.

The legacy of ancient civilization in Central America did not end with
the Spanish conquest. More than 20 percent of Central Americans live
within the cultural framework and oral traditions of their native American
ancestors. Their heritage includes the monumental ruined cities of Mayan
civilization that have been reclaimed by archaeologists from the jungles
and highland basins of northern Central America, and the Panamanian
and Costa Rican gold pendants seen in museums throughout the world.
Their ancestors participated in the most dramatic moments of Central
American history: they battled the conquering Spaniards and suffered
defeat and enslavement; some, such as the Miskito and rebel Mayans,
allied themselves with English pirates and profiteers against Spain. The
indigenous peoples have survived, sometimes at the forefront of history
and sometimes in closed or remote societies that preserved ancient tradi-
tions. They have also survived through intermarriage, creating the mestizo
population, part Indian and part European, which accounts for 62 percent
of Central Americans. Today every isthmian nation’s character is influ-
enced by its indigenous culture, or its absence, from Costa Rica, where the
native peoples have been practically extinct since the Spanish conquest, to
Guatemala, where Mayans constitute approximately half the population.
Central American history, and the diverse profiles of its various modern
states, cannot be separated from the story of these Americans.
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THE SPANISH CONQUEST
(1492-1541)

I'l Ahau was the katun . .. at the arrival of the foreigners.

Red were the beards of the sons of the sun,

The bearded ones who came from the east

When they arrived here near this land

As foreigners to the land . ..

Thus we were made to weep for their coming, their
arrival . . .

|
Book of Chilam Balam of Chumayel (Edmonson 1986, | 15—-17)

Everything that has happened since the marvellous discovery of
the Americas . .. [seems] to overshadow all the deeds of famous
men past, no matter how heroic, and to silence all talk of other
wonders of the world. Prominent amid the aspects of this story
which have caught the imagination are the massacres of
innocent peoples . ..

|
Friar Bartolomé de Las Casas, 1542 (1992, 3)

he Spanish conquest is a compelling story about the clash of two

worlds, each previously unknown to the other. It encompasses the
destruction of the Aztec and Incan Empires by conquistadores who
numbered only in the hundreds, and it includes the prolonged struggle
to subjugate the diverse peoples of Central America. Within decades of
their arrival in the Caribbean in 1492, the Spaniards had destroyed the
urban civilizations of the Americas and proclaimed themselves sover-
eign over a territory 40 times the size of Spain.
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Central America was invaded from both the north and south, just as
it had been since the isthmus was first formed. The isthmus, on the way
to everywhere, was the gateway to both Mesoamerica and the Andes.
The Spaniards arrived from Mexico and Panama as well as by sea—
especially the Caribbean Sea, where they had established themselves on
nearby islands. Crossing Panama, the Spanish found the Pacific Ocean
and, subsequently, the Incan civilization; entering the Bay of Honduras,
they encountered sophisticated Mayan traders from whom they learned
about the land of Yucatan. The isthmus promised gold, access to new
lands and, perhaps, a passage to India. Barraged from every angle,
Central America was nonetheless not easily subdued. It would take
more than four decades before the Spanish Crown could institute effec-
tive governmental controls, and even then, half the isthmus remained
unexplored and unconquered.

Spain and the Conquistadores

... kingdoms granted and entrusted by God and His church to
the Spanish Crown . ..

|
Friar Bartolomé de Las Casas (1992, 6)

In 1502 Christopher Columbus sailed into the Bay of Honduras and
claimed the surrounding land for Spain. A decade had passed since
he first stumbled upon the New World while looking for a route to
Asia, the land of silk and ivory, cinnamon and cloves, porcelain and
jade. Thinking that only a vast ocean separated Europe from the
Orient, Columbus believed he had found the coast of Asia. On his
fourth and final expedition, he explored the Caribbean coast of
Central America, still seeking a passage to India. He found neither a
strait to India nor the Pacific Ocean. In making the fateful decision
to travel eastward from Honduras, he encountered dispersed thatch-
and-cane houses along the undeveloped Mosquitia coast and peoples
attired in little more than tattoos; had he moved in the opposite
direction, he would have found Mesoamerican stone cities and the
cotton-clad Mayans of Yucatan. Columbus returned to Spain a failed
and forgotten man, leaving America to bestow its gifts of fame and
fortune on others, such as Vasco Nunez de Balboa, explorer of
Panama and the Pacific Ocean, and Pedro de Alvarado, the most
influential conquistador of Central America. Even greater glory was
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left for Hernan Cortés, conquistador of Mexico, and Francisco
Pizarro, conquistador of Peru.

These men, and the conquest and exploration of the New World,
were the product of the Spanish war machine, at the time the greatest
in Europe. Spain had fought the Crusades for 200 years. Just before
Columbus’s voyage, the Muslims had finally been expelled from Spain
with the battle of Granada in 1491. The Catholic monarchs, Ferdinand
and Isabella, were ready for new undertakings. Columbus’s plan to find
a sea route to the Orient appealed to them on two grounds: as an oppor-
tunity to save new souls for the good of the church and as a chance to
secure trade routes for the good of its treasury.

Spain’s treasury certainly needed a boost. Centuries of war and plun-
dering had devastated the economy. A war machine was no substitute
for commerce and adequate agriculture; soldiers, who thrived on plun-
der and adventure, disdained the patience and investment required for
farming and industry. While the rest of Europe experimented with cap-
italism and industrialization, Spain remained basically feudal. The
country seethed with unemployed soldiers, restless sons of soldiers,
and penniless members of the nobility, impoverished by an inheritance
system that favored the eldest son.

When Columbus returned from his first voyage laden with gold, par-
rots, and Indian slaves, Spain recognized a solution to its problems.
Needing to legitimize the imperial undertaking of sending Columbus
back to the New World, the Catholic monarchs appealed to Pope
Alexander VI. With the stroke of his pen, he granted Spain sovereignty
over the New World in exchange for its spiritual conversion of the hea-
thens who inhabited it. Spain thus was entrusted with a new holy war.
Under this divine mandate, Spaniards shipped out from Seville in the
hope of making their fortunes, confident that God was on their side.

Spain in the Caribbean

The Spaniards who came to America were a mixed lot. Many, like
Francisco Pizarro, were illiterate. Others were common criminals. Some,
such as Cortés, Montejo, and Alvarado, were from the lesser nobility. A
few were well-connected sons of the nobility, such as Pedrarias Davila
(Pedro Arias de Avila), who was the younger brother of the count of
Medelin. For decades, the war machine had employed their families and
accustomed them to expect the spoils of conquest: Pedrarias, for exam-
ple, had distinguished himself in the battle for Granada before trying his
skills in Central America. Most conquistadores were Spaniards, but
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there were some from other European countries as well as a few African
slaves. Whatever their class and background, they shared one thing:
poverty.

They arrived in the Caribbean in the name of God and the Crown,
but they were, in reality, determined fortune hunters. War booty, gold,
and pearls—not manual labor—would make them rich. The hard work
would be left for native slaves. Many planned to return to Spain, bring-
ing with them the riches that would improve their standing in society.
The dream was so tantalizing that some families contributed many of
their members to the dangerous sea voyage and unknown territory.
Pedro de Alvarado traveled with his four brothers, with whom he
would entrust the conquest and governance of various parts of
Guatemala; Francisco de Montejo traveled and fought with his son and
nephew in Yucatan. Some regions of Spain were particularly swept by
the dream—Cortés, Pizarro, the Alvarado brothers, and Pedrarias all
came from the Extremadura area there.

As it turned out, the island colonies were not to everyone’s liking.
The mines were few, and the large estates, which required investment
of time and money, could not satisfy any soldier’s get-rich-quick
scheme. Within a few years, there weren’t any slaves either: European
diseases and inhumane treatment had exterminated the Indian popula-
tions on Hispaniola (the island now shared by Haiti and the Dominican
Republic) and Cuba. Spaniards raided other islands, kidnapping
Indians and forcing them to work in the mines in the Spanish colonies;
desperate for laborers, they even paid for African slaves.

The mines soon were depleted, and many Spaniards had to fall back
on their estates for an income. If not wealthy, they at least lived like the
gentry. Cortés spent all his money on clothing and gambling. Balboa
became so encumbered by debts he was forced to escape Hispaniola as
a stowaway on a ship heading for Panama. As the settlers became
pressed for slaves and gold, they explored the Caribbean once again and
quickly found their way to Panama, where Columbus earlier had
reported large quantities of gold.

Panama:The First Settlement

| take and seize . .. actual possession of these seas and lands,
and coasts and ports and islands of the South . ..

|
Vasco Nufiez de Balboq, 1513 (Anderson 1941, 176)
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Central America was conquered from almost all directions: from Mexico and from both the
Pacific Ocean and the Caribbean.

The fabulous conquests in Mexico and Peru have obscured the fact that
the earliest European settlements on the American mainland were in
Panama. Under the leadership of Vasco Nuriez de Balboa, the first suc-
cessful colony, Santa Maria la Antigua, was established in the unlikely
location of the Darién in 1510. The Darién, a low-lying spit of the isth-
mus that joins South America to the rest of the Americas, is today a
region of dense rain forest and one of the most pristine tropical wilder-
nesses in the world. Its remoteness has preserved the traditions of semi-
nomadic Indians, such as the Kuna and Embera. In settling in the
Darién, the Spaniards had only a confused idea of where they were and
absolutely no idea that the wealthy civilizations of Mexico and Peru
existed. Yet the region, though quickly abandoned for more temperate
climes, led to some of Spain’s greatest discoveries.
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As early as 1498, Christopher Columbus, sailing along the northern
coast of South America, suspected the massive mountains and major
rivers there indicated a mainland, unlike the islands that already were
being settled by Spaniards. The presence of monkeys and pearls con-
vinced Ferdinand of Spain that the coast of Asia had finally been reached.
The king quickly dispatched ships to explore the area, and although they
returned with pearls, gold, and slaves, India was not found.

Eventually the search for a strait to India attracted Rodrigo de
Bastidas (1501), Columbus (1502-3), and others to Panama; they
found a great bounty in gold as well as news of a southern sea nearby—
Columbus optimistically thought it would be the Ganges River. The
gold tempted Columbus to establish a trading post in Veraguas, but he
was soon expelled by angry Indians, and the enterprise ended in disas-
ter. Not until the Spaniards became disgruntled with the situation on
the islands was the search for Panamanian gold and the southern sea
revived. In 1513, after he had befriended the Indians of Darién and
established the settlement of Santa Maria, Balboa was taken to the
Pacific Ocean by native guides.

The Darién, officially designated Castilla del Oro (“Golden Castile”)
by the Crown, had access to gold from both Colombia and Panama and
provided a relatively short, overland route between the Atlantic and
Pacific oceans, a fact that would become even more critical with the con-
quest of Peru in 1532. Santa Maria was abandoned for the more temper-
ate climate of Panama City in 1519, and the overland shipment of goods
and people from the Pacific to Spanish ships in the Atlantic shifted to a
route closer to that of today’s Panama Canal. By 1519 Panama’s strategic
location had led to a permanent settlement and exploration of the Pacific
Ocean, but in that same year attention would shift to Mexico and Hernan
Cortés’s march on the highland capital of the Aztecs.

Mayans on the Eve of the Conquest

Moctezuma, ruler of the Aztec Empire, sent messengers to his allies and
his enemies, warning them of the impending invasion by the conquista-
dores. He suggested the time had come to unite against this common foe.
On the eve of the conquest, the Aztecs dominated most of Mesoamerica;
their island capital of Tenochtitlan was the largest city in the land, indeed
one of the largest in the world, with a population approaching 250,000.
Less than 100 years after becoming an independent state, the upstart
Aztec nation had forced alliances on formerly powerful states and subju-
gated many others into paying tribute. Aztec troops marched to wherever
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there was resistance; permanent military garrisons were established
where rebellions simmered. Aztec merchants, who also functioned as
military spies, controlled many of the ancient trade routes. Yet even the
powerful Aztecs viewed the white, bearded Spaniards with fear.

The Mayans traded with the Aztecs and even emulated Aztec culture.
Nobles in both Yucatdn and Guatemala adorned themselves with luxury
items imported from the Aztecs and painted their palace walls with fres-
coes in the style of central Mexico. Pleased to bask in the reflected glory
of Mesoamerica’s most powerful empire, the Mayans were nonetheless
vigilant at maintaining their independence; the Quiché Mayans even pro-
hibited Aztec merchants from entering their kingdom in the Guatemalan
highlands. Just before the Spanish conquest, however, the Aztecs seemed
poised to expand into the various Mayan regions. Their merchants were
encountered by Spanish expeditions at trading outposts on both the
Pacific and Caribbean coasts of Central America; and their language,
Nahuatl, was the lingua franca of trade. While consolidating their power
along the periphery of the Mayan world, the Aztecs also took direct con-
trol in the southeast and by 1500, they had incorporated parts of Chiapas,
including the cacao lands of the Soconusco, into the empire.

Aztec expansion in the Soconusco region met with resistance from
the Mayan kingdom of the Quiché. Since the 14th century, the Quichés
had ruled over most of highland Guatemala and the rich lands of the
Pacific coast from their fortified capital of K'umarcaaj or, as it eventually
was called in Nahuatl, Utatlan. The Quiché confederacy was the largest
kingdom in all of Central America. It was a state created by the military
prowess of the legendary founder K'ucumatz (1375-1425) and his son,
Quik’ab (1425-75), men whom the Quichés believed had shamanistic
powers. A hieroglyphic codex from Utatlan, lost after the Spanish con-
quest, described 800 years of Mayan history using the traditional Long
Count dates. It was considered a city favored by the gods, a place of
learning and military strength, and Utatlan nobles also ruled many other
cities. Tribute was demanded and received from principalities as far
away as Soconusco and the frontier with modern-day El Salvador.

At the time of Moctezuma’s appeal, Utatlan could produce no one
capable of saving the Quiché kingdom from political fragmentation.
Population pressures in the western highlands were causing intense
competition for land and fierce fighting over the lands rich in cacao and
maize on the Pacific coast. Scholars estimate that the population in the
zone immediately around Utatlan had increased to 50,000 and
Guatemala may have had a population of 2 million, even with the Petén
basically depopulated. One of the most powerful groups in the Quiché
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kingdom, the Cakchiquel Mayans, rebelled in 1470 and founded their
own city to the south, naming it Iximché (or “Maize Tree,” a meaning
that was translated by the Aztecs to “Cuauhtemallan”—the origin of
“Guatemala.”) Their independence inspired rebellions from other
groups, such the Tzutujil from Lake Atitlan.

The constant warfare, starting with the Quiché conquests in the 14th
century, caused vulnerable valley sites, inhabited for more than 1,000
years, to be abandoned in favor of fortress cities. Positioned like
medieval European castles on mountain ridges and protected by moat-
like ravines, these hilltop cities looked over the pine-forested moun-
tains and cultivated valley floors of the highlands. Peasants fled to these
citadels, joining the ruling elite and their slaves, adding their numbers
to those of the priests, soldiers, and artisans who were already there,
and swelling the resident population to at least 15,000. At least three
other citadels guarded the sacred capital at Utatlan, with its 140 civic
buildings, and others were strategically situated throughout the Quiché
kingdom. The conquistador Pedro de Alvarado described Utatldn as
well constructed and marvelously strong, and so dangerous to the con-
quistadores that they were compelled to destroy it.

The Aztec emperors referred to the Quiché as rich and powerful, but
war had so weakened these Mayans that by 1510 they were forced to
make tribute payments of gold, cacao, quetzal feathers, and textiles to
Tenochtitlan. In exchange, Moctezuma, who always preferred to leave
local rulers in power in return for their allegiance, seems to have given
two daughters in marriage to the Quiché ruler. With such prestige added
to the royal lineage, the Quiché readily took on the airs of the great Aztec
empire itself: the nobles learned Nahuatl, and even constructed a twin
temple complex and an enclosed ball court that echoed those in the reli-
gious precinct of the great Aztec capital. The Quichés responded loyally
to Moctezuma’s request for solidarity, even though the divinations of the
priests warned of a Quiché defeat by the Spaniards.

Conquest of Utatlan

On the day | Ganel [February 20, 1524] the Quichés were
destroyed by the Spaniards. Their chief, he who was called
Tunatiuh Avilantaro [Pedro de Alvarado], conquered all the
people. Their faces were not known before that time.

|
The Annals of the Cakchiquels (Recinos 1953, 119)
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Ruined Mayan fortified city of Mixco Viejo in the Guatemalan highlands. (Photo courtesy
Cherra Wyllie)

In 1521 Hernan Cortés and his Tlaxcalan Indian allies conquered
Tenochtitlan after a prolonged siege and series of brutal battles.
Moctezuma was dead and the great city itself was devastated. Using
Moctezuma’s tribute list, Cortés sent his captains out to investigate and
demand allegiance to the Spanish emperor, and when necessary, to
defeat and enslave those who resisted. Within a few years, Cortés had
set his sights on Guatemala. He suggested in a letter to Charles V that
the Quichés had been stirring up trouble in the Soconusco region, and
he would send his loyal captain, Pedro de Alvarado, to resolve the mat-
ter. Alvarado would do so with dispatch.

Alvarado was destined to become the single most influential con-
quistador in northern Central America, not simply for the territories he
won for the Crown, but also for his 17-year-long rule as governor. Little
is known about his life prior to his departure from Extremadura, Spain,
at the age of 25, but both his bravery and brutality are well docu-
mented. Fearless and ambitious, he was an ideal conquistador. He had
no more than landed in the New World in 1510 when he joined in the
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Pedro Alvarado as depicted by the artist Diego Rivera, 1945. No contemporary portrait of
Pedro de Alvarado has survived, but his reputation for cruelty has been preserved in this
20th-century mural depicting the blond conquistador (on the right) branding an Indian slave.
As the Mayans said, “The heart of Tonatiuh [Alvarado] was without compassion for the people
during the war.” (The Annals of the Cakchiquels 1953, 120). He even enslaved the Tlaxcalan
and Mexican Indian allies who had fought by his side in the conquest of Guatemala.Yet he
apparently suffered enough remorse for his excesses to order all his slaves freed upon

his death. (Photo by Lawrence Foster)
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conquest of Cuba. He explored the Yucatan coast of Mexico with Juan
de Grijalva and, having heard rumors of the riches of the Aztecs, he and
his brothers readily joined the Cortés expedition in 1519. A good
horseman and active almost to the point of restlessness, he engaged in
new explorations and conquests until his death in 1541, when his horse
rolled over him while he was trying to quash an Indian rebellion.
According to the conquistador Bernal Diaz del Castillo, Alvarado was a
good talker and frank-hearted. A natural leader of soldiers, he became
Cortés’s leading captain and most trustworthy troubleshooter. Even
Cortés, however, complained about his use of excessive violence—
Alvarado massacred unarmed Aztecs in the main temple of Tenochtit-
lan, for example—and the political unrest it caused. Handsome and
something of a dandy with his gold necklace and jewels, the fair-haired
Alvarado became known among the Indians as Tonatiuh, the golden
sun god.

On December 6, 1523, Alvarado set out from Mexico City for the
south with 400 Spanish soldiers, 130 of them crossbowmen and muske-
teers, and 5,000 to 10,000 Indian auxiliaries. Some were loyal Tlaxcalans,
others more recently conquered Aztecs, Mixtecs, and Zapotecs. The costs
of the expedition with its 160 horses, 120 horsemen, plentiful artillery
and plentiful ammunition, put Cortés into considerable debt, but he
expected to be more than adequately recompensed by the “rich and
strange lands with many very different people.” (Cortés, 316). Within a
few months, Alvarado had traveled the 1,100 miles to Soconusco. In
February, he left the Pacific slope behind him and ascended the Sierra
Madre into the Guatemalan highlands.

The Guatemala he encountered had already been devastated by war
and disease. Smallpox had preceded Alvarado’s troops by a few years,
and the Mayans had died by the thousands. By the time the epidemic
had run its course in 1521, more than a third of the highland popula-
tion was dead; the corpses, too numerous to bury, were left for the vul-
tures. The disease killed without prejudice. The debilitated survivors
were left to piece their lives back together. “We were children and we
were alone.” (The Annals of the Cakchiquels 1953, 117).

Greatly weakened, Utatlan nonetheless refused to cooperate with the
Spaniards. Alvarado’s messengers gave the Quichés a choice: peacefully
accept the Crown’s dominion or suffer war and, for those who survived
the battle, enslavement. The Quichés did not deign to answer. Like
Moctezuma, the ruler Three Quej instead appealed for united resistance
among the warring Guatemalan factions; and, much like Moctezuma,
he would be disappointed in the response. The Cakchiquels already had
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TWO CULTURES IN BATTLE

he Lienzo, the work of a Tlaxcalan Indian from central Mexico,

depicts a mounted and armored Spaniard defeating the Mayans
with his Tlaxcalan allies. The Indians described the clamor of the con-
quistadores’ metal armor, the wild eyes of his attack dogs and sweat of
his roof-tall horses.They feared the conquistadores’ weapons that shot
fire and admired the shine of his steel swords. But the fear and confu-
sion were mutual. For instance, Balboa’s stranded and hungry soldiers
were terrified of poisoned arrows and so took a route into the Darién
that avoided the Indians who used them. Columbus noted the lethal
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The 1524 conquest of the Guatemalan town now known as Santiago Atitldn.
(Drawing by Diédoro Serrano [Chavero, 1892] after the now lost |6th-century
original in the Lienzo de Tlaxcala)

56



THE SPANISH CONQUEST

sharpness of Indian clubs studded with obsidian blades and adorned
with feathers and gold. The Indians, some dressed in the costume of
their animal spirit or more simply covered in body paint, marched into
war calling to their gods with the cacaphonous music of shell trumpets,
stone flutes and wooden drums—sounds as maddening to European
ears as cannon bursts were to the Indians. Alonso de Aguilar (de
Fuentes 1963, 149) said the numbers, noise, and ferocity of the Indians
frightened Cortés’s soldiers into asking for confession.

Perhaps nothing better contrasts the worlds of the Mayans and the
Spaniards than their singularly different descriptions of the same battle
outside Quetzaltenango:

And dfter | rallied with the horsemen, | turned on them [the
Quichés], and here a very severe pursuit and punishment was
made. In this affair one of the four chiefs of the city of Utatldn
was killed, who was the captain general of all this country. |
returned to the spring and there made camp for the night,
greatly fatigued, and with several Spaniards and horses
wounded.

|
Pedro de Alvarado, 1524 (1972, 58)

And then Captain Tecum flew up, he came like an eagle full of
feathers that grew from his body ... they were not artificial; he
wore wings which also sprang from his body and he wore three
crowns. .. .This Captain Tecum came with the intention of killing
Tunadiu [Alvarado] who came on horseback and he hit the
horse instead of the Adelantado [Alvarado] and he cut off the
head of the horse with one lance. It was not a lance of iron but
of shiny stone and this captain had placed a spell on it. And
when he saw that it was not the Adelantado but the horse who
had died he returned to fly overhead. .. .Then the Adelantado
awaited him with his lance and he impaled this Captain
Tecum. . . . The Adelantado told his soldiers that he had never
seen another Indian as gallant and as noble and covered with
such beautiful quetzal feathers. . ..

Titulo de Nijaib, | 6th-century document of Nijaib dynasty of
Momostenango, Guatemala (Burkhardt and Gasco 1996, 151)
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made their pact with the conquistadores in return for favorable treat-
ment. They assisted the Spaniards in the defeat of their traditional ene-
mies, just as the Tlaxcalans did with the Aztecs. At a critical juncture
in the fighting, the Cakchiquels sent 2,000 soldiers “to the slaughter of
the Quichés” (The Annals of the Cakchiquels, 121). And they would
soon regret their actions.

The Quichés prepared for war. Their great captain Tecum organized
10,000 troops from various towns; other captains joined with their
warriors. Before fighting, they all readied themselves with seven days
of religious ceremonies and war dances in Utatlan. Tecum, seated on
a litter like a god, was carried in the ritual directions, adorned with
mirrors, precious gems, and quetzal feathers and, as related in Quiché
books, given the magical ability to see both before him and behind
him. Receiving reports from their spies that Alvarado was approach-
ing what is today known as Quetzaltenango, the Quichés marched
into battle behind drummers, conch-shell trumpet players, and 39
flag bearers. Alvarado, his troops and horses tired from the difficult
climb from the coast to the highland plain, arrived in the Quiché
kingdom and were immediately confronted with what he took to be
an army of 30,000.

Alvarado roundly defeated the Quichés on the plain outside
Quetzaltenango. As he put it: “ . . . our infantry made the greatest
destruction in the world” (1972, 59). The Quichés seemed to agree,
saying “the day became red because of the great bloodshed.”
(Burkhardt and Gasco 1996, 151). The Quichés agreed to make peace,
and invited the Spaniards to Utatlan to feast. As Alvarado rode toward
the citadel and crossed over a ravine on the entrance ramp into the
walled city, he sensed a trap. Inside the city, the narrow streets left no
room for the Spaniards to maneuver on their horses, and once the
ramp was removed, there would be no exit. Making his excuses,
Alvarado narrowly escaped with his troops down to the plain below.
There, with the aid of his Cakchiquel allies, he fought the Quichés for
the final time. He captured many Quiché leaders and burned them
alive, and he then burned the city of Utatlan. Alvarado had conquered
the Quiché kingdom in just a few months.

This is enough about the being of Quiché, given that there is no
longer a place to see it ...

|
Popol Vuh, Book of the Quiché Mayans (Tedlock 1985, 227)
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Alvarado Extends the Conquest

[A conquest] in bits and pieces, revolts and reconquests.
|
Town Council of Santiago de Guatemala (MaclLeod 1973, 404)

The defeat of the Quiché did not result in the conquest of Guatemala.
Unlike Mexico, where Cortés inherited the organization and vast tribute
system of the Aztec empire, Guatemala was politically fragmented.
Indeed, the Spaniards would discover that all of Central America, with
its diversity of peoples and lack of central authority, required separate
conquests and separate negotiations for practically each and every city-
state and chiefdom. And once conquered, not every group remained
peaceful when the Spaniards turned their attention to the next conquest.
Confronted with this political reality, Alvarado sent out expeditions to
the 12 independent Mayan kingdoms in the highlands, often conscripting
unwilling, but already conquered, Mayans to fight those still rebellious.
To intimidate the Indians, he tortured and burned rulers alive or, at the
very least, held them hostage in his own camp. Even when Indians peace-
fully submitted to the Crown, Alvarado permitted his soldiers to enslave
them in total violation of royal decrees and without a thought of their
spiritual conversion. When the conquest was extended south toward El
Salvador in the region of Cuzcatlan, the Pibil Indians there, rather than
risking enslavement, torture, or death, escaped into the surrounding
mountains and abandoned their city to the conquistadores. Frustrated by
such peaceful resistance, Alvarado tried the Pibils in absentia and con-
demned them to death for treason against His Majesty Charles V.
Alvarado was frustrated by more than the piecemeal progress of the
conquest. The Quiché spoils were disappointing too. In fact, all of
Guatemala was disappointing in regard to its wealth, and Alvarado
wrote to Cortés complaining about his lack of profit. The large popula-
tions, especially in El Salvador, where the city of San Salvador was
quickly established in 1525, could produce many valuable slaves, but
the vast tons of gold like those discovered in the Aztec treasury were
nowhere to be found. So Alvarado, now using Iximché as his capital,
stole the lands and enslaved his allies, the Cakchiquels, assigning them
in various grants to his soldiers. He then ordered a meeting of the
Cakchiquel chiefs and threatened to burn them alive if they didn’t hand
over their gold. Worrying that they could never satisfy the Spaniards’
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greed, but not for a moment doubting their cruelty, the Cakchiquels
secretly abandoned the city in the middle of the night.

The Spaniards found themselves in the hill town of Iximché without
food—or anyone to bring it to them. Forced to relocate to the valley below,
they were unable to establish a permanent settlement because of attacks
by the Cakchiquels, who not only greatly outnumbered them but who also
cleverly devised grass-covered pits to kill the horses. Quiché and Tzutujil
warriors were forced to fight by the side of the conquistadores against the
Cakchiquels; the situation deteriorated so badly that some Spanish sol-
diers fled to Mexico. Another two years passed before the region was suf-
ficiently secure for a permanent Spanish settlement. Santiago de
Guatemala was founded at the foot of Volcan Agua in November 1527.
Alvarado temporarily returned to Mexico to proclaim his conquest of
Guatemala. The Cakquichels, however, retreated into the mountains and
refused to submit to Spain for two more years. By 1532 the Cakchiquels
were laboring as slaves for the Spanish, and Belehé Qat, the former ruler
of Iximché, died in servitude while panning gold for his owner.

Conquistador against Conquistador

... they plundered and ravaged an area ... that was among the
most fertile and most heavily peopled on earth ...

|
Friar Bartolomé de Las Casas, | 6th century (Las Casas 1992, 61)

Alvarado was not the only conquistador in Central America. As Cortés
extended the conquest into Central America, under yet another royal
order to find a passage to India, his captains encountered the upward
surge of conquistadores from Panama, some with their own royal orders
and others with none whatsoever. Each group contested the territorial
rights of the others, and they also fought among themselves. Their
unbridled ambition and greed prolonged the conquest of Central
America, adding years of chaos and bloodshed to what was already a
catastrophic series of events.

Nowhere were such personal ambitions more rawly displayed than in
Honduras from 1524 to 1526, where no fewer than six conquistadores
clashed over control of the territory. Among them was Cristobal de Olid,
a captain who sailed into the Bay of Honduras under orders from Cortés,
but who then quickly declared it his independent fiefdom. To maintain
control, he killed his own nephew, captured and imprisoned two other
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conquistadores, including one sent by Cortés and another with a license
granted by the new King of Spain, the Holy Roman Emperor Charles V.
Cortés, deciding to teach the rebellious captain a lesson, deserted his cap-
ital in Mexico City and set out on an extraordinary overland expedition
through the heart of the Petén rain forest; lost and out of touch for six
months, he was believed dead. Once in Honduras, he discovered that Olid
had already been captured, sentenced, and beheaded. Before returning to
Mexico, Cortés rid the colony of a threat from yet another Panamanian
conquistador as well as one sent from the government in Santo Domingo.
Honduras, was subjected to more political turbulence in 1528, when
another Cortés captain, Francisco de Montejo, petitioned the Crown for
Honduras after he had failed in his attempted conquest of the Yucatec
Mayans. His petition was eventually granted, but Pedro de Alvarado,
brought in from neighboring Guatemala to quash an Indian rebellion in
1530, successfully challenged his claims for several years.

PRE-COLUMBIAN AND
SPANISH SLAVERY

he Mayans and other Indians conducted their own trade in slaves,

but their system functioned somewhat differently from slavery as
practiced by Europeans. Mayan war captives became the slaves of those
who captured them and thieves became the servants of their victims.
Although enslavement was not a life sentence in Mesoamerica—thieves
could be freed upon payment of restitution—it certainly could be:
slaves might be killed in order to serve their owners in the otherworld,
and captives of elite status usually suffered ritual sacrifice to the gods.
Mayan slavery was not an inherited condition, because law and custom
usually dictated the redemption of children. Slaves could be traded,
however, and the rich did purchase orphans to offer for sacrifice during
religious ceremonies. Under early Crown regulations, Spaniards could
enslave Indian rebels and Indians already enslaved by Indians, but
Spanish slaves remained so for life, as did their descendants. Although
the Spaniards did not cut out the hearts of their slaves in ritual sacri-
fice, they did kill them through abuse and overwork. Initially, Spanish
policies regulated slavery in order to guarantee the Crown its royal fifth
of the income from sales. Only the Crown’s officials were permitted to
brand slaves, but counterfeit irons were rampant. Branding was eventu-
ally outlawed along with the sale of slaves.
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Spanish rivalries disrupted other areas of Central America as well.
Pedrarias Davila, the founder of Panama City and governor of the
Darién, arranged for the execution of Balboa in order to grab his land
and gold for himself. Described as “the cruelest of tyrants,” by his con-
temporary Friar Bartolomé de Las Casas (1992, 31), Pedrarias set a
standard of conflict and tyranny that was too often repeated in Central
America for years to come. As late as 1550, two of his followers mur-
dered the bishop of Nicaragua and rebelled against Spain in order to
keep the wealth to themselves.

Aging and threatened with removal from office, Pedrarias sought to
impress the Crown by extending his maneuvers into the north of the
isthmus. It mattered little to him that other conquistadores, with legit-
imate claims to the land, had preceded him. One such person was Gil
Gonzales Davila, who in 1522, under license from the Crown, had
explored the Pacific coast of Costa Rica and Nicaragua up to the Bay of
Fonseca in Honduras. He discovered Mesoamerican-style cities and
prospering marketplaces unlike the scattered hamlets of thatch-and-
wood in the lower isthmus. In Nicaragua, there was even a residential
enclave of goldsmiths. Using negotiation rather than intimidation, the
conquistador peacefully gained the cooperation of two powerful chiefs
in the region: Nicoya, whose name is commemorated on every modern
map, and Nicarao, whose name inspired that of Nicaragua. The popu-
lation was so large—it has been conservatively estimated as more than
1 million—that Gil Gonzales Davila was said to have baptized 32,000
Indians in a brief span of time.

The Nicoyan potential for wealth and slaves attracted the avari-
cious Pedrarias, who sent Juan Vdsquez de Coronado and other
agents to lay claim to the land. Battles ensued between the two
Spaniards, but in the end Pedrarias prevailed in Nicaragua, oversee-
ing the newly founded cities of Leoén and Granada and abusing the
formerly peaceful peoples of the region. Looking to expand his
empire even further, Pedrarias pushed into Honduras and El Salvador,
where he infringed on territory Alvarado already had conquered and
claimed as part of Guatemala. Once again, conquistador rivalries led
to armed conflict.

So the conquest of Central America proceeded: A series of rash
attacks caused by news of riches or densely populated towns, a patch-
work of vying conquistador claims that laid the groundwork for a
divided isthmus in the centuries to come, a conquest that left in its
wake unusually high rates of death and social dislocation even when
compared to the conquests in Mexico and Peru.
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Slave Trade and Indian Rebellions

The conquest in Central America led to frequent Indian uprisings. Unlike
Cortés in Mexico or Balboa in Panama, the Alvarados and Pedrariases of
the isthmus were unable to maintain the loyalty of their allies. Similarly,
conquered peoples did not remain subjugated, so that the Spanish had to
return and fight repeatedly for some of the same territories. Alvarado, for
example, quashed a rebellion in the Ulua valley in 1536, but unrest fes-
tered in that region of western Honduras for many years.

The causes of such unrest were clear. Indians suffered from war and
epidemics, and they were cruelly treated and killed. Attack dogs were
permitted to tear them to pieces. They were uprooted and conscripted
to fight the Spaniards’ battles far away from their towns. And, in Central
America more than anywhere else, the Indians suffered from the depre-
dations of the slave trade.

Nothing demonstrates the unbridled lawlessness of many Central
American conquistadores than their trade in Indian slaves. Under
Spanish law, they could enslave and brand only those Indians who
resisted subjugation, not those who submitted peacefully. During the first
several decades of Spanish presence, Indian allies were enslaved and
unbranded Indians were shipped off to where they would fetch the best
price. Initially, the slaves were sent from the ports on the Bay of Honduras
to labor in the mines on islands such as Cuba and Jamaica. When Cortés
witnessed such activity in 1525, he was shocked and requested the
Crown to order the Indians returned. The only other recorded case of
enslaved Indians returning home alive, however, was from Havana,
where some Indians stole a Spanish ship and sailed it back to Honduras.

The worst of the slave trade, however, occurred on the Pacific coast
of Nicaragua. The large, urban populations noted by the first Spaniards
were conveniently situated for easy shipment to Panama and Peru. The
slaves were shipped to Panama, where disease as well as Pedrarias’s mis-
treatment of the indigenous peoples had created an acute shortage of
porters to carry goods from the Pacific to the Caribbean ports.
Operating from Nicaragua in the late 1520s, Pedrarias found it quite
lucrative to supply his former colony with the necessary manpower—
and womanpower, when that suited a Spaniard’s purposes.

Once the Inca Empire was discovered in 1532, the demand for slaves
intensified. Slaves served as crew on the ships to Peru; slaves, even when
not trusted to fight in the conquest of Peru, functioned as human carri-
ers, miners, servants, and mistresses, until the Inca themselves could
be subdued and enslaved. Hundreds of thousands of slaves were sold
and exported to Peru; the number is not known with any certainty, but
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BARTOLOME DE LAS CASAS:
PROTECTOR OF THE INDIANS

The Spaniards have shown not the slightest consideration for
these people, treating them (and | speak from firsthand
experience, having been there from the outset) not as brute
animals—indeed, | would to God they had done and had shown
them the consideration they dfford their animals—so much as
piles of dung in the middle of the road. They have had as little
concern for their souls as for their bodies, all the millions that
have perished having gone to their deaths with no knowledge
of God ...

|
Friar Bartolomé de Las Casas, | 6th century (1992, 13)

Bartolomé de Las Casas (1484—1576), a Spanish landowner and
adventurer in the New World, entered the Dominican Order after
witnessing a massacre of the native population in Cuba by his fellow
Spaniards in 1510. For the remainder of his life, he lobbied ardently for
the humane treatment of the Indians. He documented the atrocities
committed during the conquest of Central America in order to shame
the Crown into outlawing slavery, and he also labored in the land of
conquistadores to counteract their brutality. He opened a convent in
Granada, Nicaragua, to mitigate the abuses of Indians initiated under
Pedrarias, but abandoned this effort in 1536. Then, moving to
Guatemala, he was an open critic of Alvarado, but had little impact on
policy until 1537, when he convinced the government to permit the
Dominicans to pacify, without the use of arms, some rebellious Mayans
near the modern city of Coban. His utopian settlement, called Verapaz,
or “Land of the True Peace,” was initially successful, but it ended tragi-
cally 23 years later when Spanish settlers encroached on Verapaz, caus-
ing an Indian rebellion and the massacre of the friars. In 1542, Las Casas
wrote A Short Account of the Destruction of the Indies, a book that
persuaded the Crown to reform its policies and to issue the New Laws
of the Indies that abolished Indian slavery.

some estimate that as many as a half million Nicaraguans and 150,000
Hondurans were exported as slaves. Yet the demand for more remained
high; conditions were so wretched aboard ship that in many cases only
four in every 20 Indian slaves reached their destination alive; those that
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did reach Panama or Peru were literally worked to death. The Indian
population in Nicaragua proved inadequate to meet demand. Raids for
able-bodied adults extended down into the Nicoya Peninsula and up
into El Salvador and Guatemala.

Some Indians fled to remote regions in the Nicaraguan highlands or
the forested regions of the Caribbean coast and the Petén. Those who
remained in their towns had little to lose by rebelling, and they did so
from their first contact with the Spaniards. The most famous uprising
occurred in Honduras, in the center of the Caribbean slave trade, and was
led by Lempira, the legendary chief of the Lenca Indians, who organized
200 towns and successfully coordinated 30,000 warriors against the
Spanish in 1537; his success inspired rebellions in most of Honduras. The
Spaniards assassinated Lempira during peace negotiations a year later,
but rebellions continued to erupt in Honduras, El Salvador, and
Nicaragua. Indians along the frontier of Spanish settlements mounted
successful guerrilla attacks for years and, in some instances, centuries.

So Few Defeat So Many

From the moment | saw them, | put my men in order, and went
out to give them battle with 90 horsemen . ..

|
Pedro de Alvarado, 1524 (Mackie 1972, 15)

The conquest of the Americas leaves a lingering question: How was it
possible that so few could defeat so many? It has been estimated that at
the time of Columbus’s arrival, the population of central Mexico was
perhaps as much as 25 million and that of Central America an esti-
mated 5.5 million. Yet Cortes’s original expedition numbered only 550
Spaniards; Alvarado, in his first battle in Guatemala, defeated more
than 10,000 Mayan warriors with several hundred Spaniards; and
Balboa took over the Darién with 180 weakened survivors of that mis-
guided expedition. How did the conquistadores succeed? Many have
suggested that superior European weapons made all the difference.
European guns and artillery were certainly superior to Indian bows and
arrows, but did they really provide an adequately lethal advantage
against such large Indian armies? Steel swords kill more efficiently than
obsidian-studded clubs, but they are far from weapons of mass destruc-
tion. The cannons and guns, few in number, were notoriously unreli-
able at hitting the desired target. The truth is that the Spaniards had two
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A MAYAN STRONGHOLD

...the lord [Can Ek] arrived, accompanied by some thirty men
in five or six canoes. He seemed very happy to meet me and |,
for my part, received him well . ..

|

Herndn Cortés, 1525 (Pagden 1986, 375)

They did not wish to join with the foreigners; they did not desire
Christianity. They did not wish to pay tribute, did those whose
emblems were the bird, the precious stone, the flat precious
stone and the jaguar, those with the three magic [emblems].

|
The Chilam Balam of Chumayel, (Roys 1967, 83)

hile the conquest wreaked havoc on Central America, especially

in its most populous areas, much of the isthmus was too
remote to attract Spanish attention, and many Indians escaped to those
regions—the Kuna to the San Blas coast on Panama, the Bribri to the
Talamanca Massif, and the Mayans to the Petén.The central Petén was
once the heartland of the greatest Classic Mayan cities, but in the 16th
century it had been abandoned for more than 600 years.The Petén was

secret weapons: disease, often called the “shock troops” of the con-
quest; and Indian allies who evened the numbers on the battlefield—
but who were seldom mentioned in official reports. When the Indians
remained united, they often sent the Spaniards packing, as they did to
Columbus in Panama and to Montejo in Yucatan. And the Aztecs did
defeat Cortés, sending him and his men scurrying across the causeways
on the famous Noche Triste (“Sad Night”)—only the assistance of the
Tlaxcalans enabled him to make a comeback.

Legacy of Conquest

Alvarado’s conquest of northern Central America was typical of the
entire isthmus. No native empire facilitated the control of large territo-
ries. The conquest of the isthmus was long and complicated without
adequate financial rewards. The Spaniards, motivated by greed and self-
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not completely abandoned, however. In 1525 Cortés, hacking his way
through the rain forest in an effort to reach Honduras and its upstart
governor, came upon the cultivated shores of Lake Petén Itzd and the
island kingdom of Tayasal. The remote Mayan stronghold was ruled by
the Can Ek dynasty that claimed to have descended from the kings of
Chichén Itza. These Mayans had heard about the conquistadores and
their successes in Mexico, and were well informed about their arrival in
Honduras; they must have been intensely curious to see them at first
hand. The rugged terrain, rocky ravines, and vast, depopulated forest
surrounding Tayasal almost starved Cortés and his expedition to death.
Many horses did die, and the few that survived were hardly strong
enough to walk. One injured horse was left with Can Ek, and, in later
years, missionaries would find the dead horse worshipped as a stone
idol called “Tizimin Chak.” Cortés’s visit would be the last to Tayasal by
a Spaniard for another hundred years. Throughout the conquest and
colonization of Mesoamerica, however, Mayans retreated from the
Spanish-settled areas to Tayasal, swelling its population to 25,000. They
created a wealthy kingdom that controlled the cacao trade from north-
ern Yucatan through Belize to the Bay of Honduras along pre-
Columbian routes controlled by the Mayans. Iron hatchets were added
to its tools and Tizimin Chak to its pantheon, but Tayasal observed the
ancient traditions and its scribes wrote in hieroglyphs, while knowledge
of such writing disappeared from the rest of the Mayan world. Not until
1697 would Spain finally conquer Tayasal.

aggrandizement, were too often their own worst enemies; they massa-
cred and enslaved the Indians, even those who were their allies, and
caused rebellions that persisted for most of the 16th century. They even
fought one another, leaving a legacy of divisiveness that would plague
Central America throughout its history.

The age of conquest is often said to have ended with Alvarado’s death
in 1541, a convenient date, but a somewhat arbitrary one because many
native uprisings lay ahead and most of the isthmus had yet to be
explored. While the absolute end of such an uncoordinated, piecemeal
conquest is difficult to determine, the implementation of institutional
controls does mark a significant turning point. By the 1540s most of the
famous conquistadores, such as Alvarado, were either dead or politi-
cally ineffectual, making room for the Crown to assert greater control
over its empire.
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... the land became subject to the Royal Crown and its king . ..
and was provided with presidents, judges, and governors to rule
and govern these towns in justice, and sustain the preaching of
the gospel.

|
Friar Pedro de Betanzos, 1559 (Carrasco 1967, 255)

ith the end of his conquest, Charles V, Holy Roman Emperor,

faced unusual challenges, even for such an august ruler. Spain,
a country about the size of the Central American isthmus, and not
much more populous, had to govern and settle a vast New World terri-
tory that stretched from Peru into what is now the United States.
Individual conquistadores could violently grab their booty and move
on; Spain had to create an enduring colony atop the trail of death and
destruction. For conquest, Indian auxiliary soldiers could help defeat
other Indians; for religious conversion, European priests and mission-
aries, numbering in the hundreds, had the more subtle task of indoc-
trinating the Indians, who numbered in the millions and spoke
hundreds of distinct languages. By the end of the 16th century, despite
the 5,500 miles of ocean that separated it from the New World, Spain
had created an empire that would endure for 300 years. Its language,
religion, and culture are indelibly stamped on what is known today as
Latin America.
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... the conquistadors are permitted to flout the orders of Your
Majesty.

|
Friar Pedro de Angulo, letter to the Crown, 1545 (Bierhorst 1990, 468)

Spain did not trust conquistadores to govern: they were adventurers,
not paid soldiers, and as such, they were too independent, too inter-
ested in personal fortune, and too indifferent to the religious salvation
of Indians. The Crown, jealous of its privileges and suspicious they
might be usurped, required everything in triplicate and created a
Byzantine bureaucracy in which every administrator was not simply
checked, but also double-checked. The conquistadores would not do to
govern; only courtly administrators would. Hernan Cortés, a national
hero in Spain, was removed as governor in 1528, only six years after
conquering the Aztecs. In a telling contrast, Alvarado governed
Guatemala for almost 18 years, perhaps because his wife was related to
the secretary to Charles V; the tyrannical Pedrarias Davila was also con-
nected to the royal court and he, too, was left in control of Nicaragua
until his demise.

In Central America the prolonged presence of the most powerful con-
quistadores prevented the Crown from implementing a cohesive govern-
ment. Spain tried to assert control of Central America, but whether it sent
agents from Mexico or Hispaniola, the conquistadores mostly ignored
them. In 1530, all of Mexico was centrally administered, yet separate
royal orders governed Guatemala, Nicaragua, Honduras, and Panama in
recognition of the various claims and disputes of the conquistadores.
Independent administrative centers evolved in Alvarado’s capital at
Santiago de Guatemala, Pedrarias’s at Granada, Montejo’s in Comayuaga,
and, in the oldest settlement of them all, Panama City.

When the Crown finally exerted its control, it experimented with
various governmental configurations, first making the entire isthmus
an independent administrative unit and then putting it directly under
the control of New Spain. It shifted borders, including what is now
southeastern Mexico, into Central America. During the shifts and
power plays, the capital changed as well, from Comayagua and
Gracias a Dios, both in Honduras, to Santiago de Guatemala, now
known as Antigua.
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In the mid-16th century, Spain

settled on the administrative config-

uration that would last throughout the colonial period as the Kingdom
of Guatemala. The kingdom comprised the provinces of Guatemala

(including El Salvador and Beliz

e), Honduras, Nicaragua (including

Costa Rica), and Chiapas (now part of Mexico), but excluded Panama,
which became an important dependency of the viceroyalty of Peru
because of its link between the two seas. The kingdom was adminis-
tered by its own audiencia, or royal council, nominally under the
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The Kingdom of Guatemala covered the area now divided among the Mexican state of
Chiapas, Belize, Guatemala, El Salvador, Honduras, Nicaragua, and Costa Rica, but not Panama.
Its capital was Santiago de Guatemala, now called Antigua, before it was moved to the location
of present-day Guatemala City.
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viceroyalty of New Spain but, in a typical Spanish effort to provide
checks and balances, with the right to report directly to the Crown.

After the conquest, a new type of individual arrived in the kingdom, a
titled official with royal favor who was usually well educated in the law.
These trusted individuals were appointed to the highest governmental
offices in the colony, including the supreme position of president of the
audiencia with its seat in Santiago de Guatemala. In recognition of the
separate fiefdoms created by the conquistadores, each province was per-
mitted its own capital and governor; the governor, however, was also
appointed by the Crown, and the remaining conquistadores, such as
Francisco de Montejo in Honduras, found themselves removed from
office. The years of government by conquistadores were ending.

Spain’s administration of the isthmus had a lasting impact on its his-
tory. For the first time, most of the isthmus was unified into a single
political entity; yet it also was carved into provinces that formalized the
personal domains of the conquistadores and promoted competition and
disunity. Overlapping bureaucracies, so typical of the Crown’s desire to
divide all but its own power, created jurisdictional disputes and heavy
tax burdens. The area of what is now Belize, its coral reefs a natural bar-
rier to Spanish ships, was so ignored that the English could settle there
basically unchallenged. Panama, integrated into South America, took a
divergent historical course from its isthmian neighbors until the 20th
century, when it became independent of Colombia.

Conquistadores to Colonizers

Conquistadores had to be compensated for their services, and they
had to be attracted to the conquered lands as permanent settlers. The
primary method for accomplishing both these tasks was the encomi-
enda, a grant of Indians who were required to provide tribute to the
Spaniard in the form of labor and goods. The entire population of a
town could be given in encomienda to a single conquistador: Alvarado
had the labor and tribute rights to the densely populated Mayan vil-
lages of Quetzaltenango and Atitlan. Santa Cruz Utatlan, as the former
Quiché capital was renamed by the Spaniards, became the domain of
one of Alvarado’s captains, and other parts of the Quiché central
province were granted to other Alvarado favorites. In Nicaragua,
Pedrarias claimed half of all the encomiendas for himself. Land grants
were provided to all Spaniards, but in accordance with their rank:
Foot soldiers received about 50 acres of land; horsemen received twice
that amount, and neither group received Indians in encomienda.
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In exchange for this virtual enslavement of Indians, the encomenderos
were charged with “civilizing” them and instructing them in the Cath-
olic faith. Spain hoped the encomienda would accomplish many essen-
tials: payment to the conquistadores, conversion and assimilation of the
Indians, and production of foodstuffs to sustain the colony. In regard to
their civilizing influences on the Indians, the Crown quickly learned
otherwise: as the proselytizing friars said, the Indians could best be pro-

i

Royal Palace, begun in 1543, in Antigua, Guatemala. The seat of government for the Kingdom
of Guatemala was relocated from Alvarado’s first capital to Santiago de Guatemala, now called
“Antigua,” in 1541 when the cone of Agua Volcano collapsed and buried the original settlement
in an avalanche of mud. Bartolomé de Las Casas called the disaster “a visitation by Divine
Justice” (1992, 61). (Photo courtesy Lawrence Foster)
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FAVORITISM IN THE
ROYAL PALACE

These officials . .. are content to sit in the cool shade and collect
their pay . .. to win the good will of the Spaniards, and also
because they all have sons-in-law, brothers-in-law, relatives, or
close friends among them.

|

Alonso de Zorita, 1553 (Keen 1994, 218)

N o matter how many well-meaning officials the Crown sent to the
New World, they invariably confronted problems in administering
the laws exactly as Spain saw fit. One reason was nepotism, something
the Crown practiced itself when it failed to prosecute some of the
nobility for malfeasance.The Kingdom of Guatemala was rife with nepo-
tism. When Pedro de Alvarado left the capital of Santiago, his brother
Jorge acted as governor.After Pedro’s death in 1541, his wife, Beatriz de
la Cueva, became the first and only woman governor of Guatemala.
When she was killed a few days later in the mud avalanche that buried
the capital city, her brother succeeded her. Pedro granted the most
lucrative land grants and assignments to other relatives as well, and he
entrusted them with the conquest of various provinces and, in turn,
controlled much of the booty and land from such enterprises. Alvarado
favored his relatives and his most trusted captains, many of them from
his family home in Extremadura, Spain. His favors made them, as well as
himself, the aristocracy of Guatemala:Alvarado’s holdings in land, mines,
ships, livestock, and slaves generated an annual income of $100,000; the
Cueva family, descendants of his brother-in-law, owned the largest
encomienda in Guatemala in 1549. Nepotism persisted into the first
audiencia under President Maldonado, who used his position to create
the richest cacao encomiendas for his family and protégés—a commonly
accepted practice in the Spanish Empire, where officials were poorly
paid. The practice continued under the second audiencia, when
President Cerrato, an upright individual who never personally benefited
from his office, used his position to help family members. For some, the
nepotism extended beyond appointments, and influenced how laws
were enforced. Alonso de Zorita, the |6th-century judge, said that
nepotism “blinds them.” The reliance on trusted familial relationships
corrupted the government and became a part of the social fabric of the
Kingdom of Guatemala.
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tected and Christianized by keeping them in towns separate from those
of the Spaniards.

The encomienda did not satisfy most of the fortune-starved conquis-
tadores in Central America. Much of the isthmus was not densely pop-
ulated, so the colonizers, who usually felt manual labor to be below
them, could not be granted an adequate labor force to work the land.
As a result, entire regions remained unsettled and out of Spanish con-
trol, particularly from eastern Honduras into Panama along the Carib-
bean coast. And even where there were enough Indians to produce food
for the colony, some Central American conquistadores found it more
lucrative to sell their Indian charges.

Slaves were the biggest export of the early colony. And even when the
Indians were not sold and exported, both men and women were carted
off from their homes to labor in work gangs panning or mining gold. At
the Gracias a Dios mine in Honduras, half the Indians died. Others
were forced to travel great distance as tlamemes, or human carriers.
Alvarado is said to have shipped 8,000 Indians to Ecuador during one
of his campaigns in South America. Plundering and enslaving, not col-
onizing and governing, were what interested the conquistadores, and
Central America suffered for it.

The conquistadores remained in Central America while the slaving
and mining made them rich. Once the sources of slaves and easily
accessible gold were depleted, many of the conquistadores moved on.
Alvarado himself spent half his governorship outside Guatemala,
mounting expeditions to new lands full of the promise of gold, lands
as far apart as Ecuador and Cibola, in what is now the southwestern
United States. Those who remained took refuge in their haciendas,
introducing European livestock and crops, particularly wheat. Some
made considerable profit exporting raw cattle hides as well as that
great American product, cacao. If nothing else, the loss of the adven-
turing class at least enabled Central American society to become
more stable.

American Colonists:The Mestizo

Families were as essential as settlements, but in the early years few
women arrived from Spain. Cortés offered bonuses to soldiers who
brought wives to New Spain, but many were without the means to do
so. Spanish men found their partners, most often ephemeral and too
often unwilling, among the Indian women. Bishop Cristobal de Pedraza
reported that all but 10 Spaniards in Honduras had mistresses. An
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entirely new ethnic group was the result: the mestizo—or ladino, as they
are called in Guatemala—of mixed Indian and European parentage.
Luisa Xicotencatl, a Tlaxcalan noblewoman given by her father to
Pedro de Alvarado as a peace offering along with a dowry of gold,
accompanied the conquistador to Guatemala; their daughter, Leonora
de Alvarado, born in a military camp outside Utatlan, was probably the
first mestiza in Guatemala. The Catholic Church encouraged the con-
quistadores to marry their Indian mistresses in order to legitimize the
offspring and raise them as Christians. Charles V once sent a letter to
the bishop of Nicaragua, recommending that a decent Spanish husband
be found for Dona Ana, the daughter of an Indian cacique (native gov-
ernor) who was returning from Europe.

Most conquistadores preferred to ignore such advice. Pedro de
Alvarado thought it more suitable to marry Beatriz de la Cueva, the
niece of the duke of Albuquerque; his mestiza daughter nonetheless
lived in a fine house among the Spanish community in the capital city.
Some well-born but impoverished Spaniards did find financial rewards
in marrying elite Indian women like Dona Ana, especially when the
marriage was accompanied by a government appointment. In the
period immediately after the conquest, many mestizo children, whether
legitimate or illegitimate, were accepted into the Spanish community,
but most were absorbed into the Indian towns. In later periods, many
found they didn't easily fit into the separate worlds of either the Indian
or the Spaniard; the increasing number of mestizo “orphans” in the cap-
ital of Santiago preoccupied Bishop Marroquin. By mid-century, more
marriageable Spanish women—sisters, cousins, and daughters of the
new bureaucrats—had arrived in the colony. Yet the mestizos would
multiply in number until they became the largest group in most cities
and, eventually, throughout Central America.

The Mendicant Friars

Catholic priests had accompanied Columbus on his fourth voyage and
said the first mass in Central America—indeed, the first on the
American continents—in Honduras in 1502. The priests smashed idols
and baptized Indians; their alliance clearly was with their fellow travel-
ers, the conquistadores. Charles V, however, was a devout monarch who
took his role as vicar of the Catholic Church seriously, and after the
conquest, he decided to entrust the salvation of his Indian subjects to
the mendicant orders rather than the secular, or nonmonastic, church
hierarchy. The Dominicans, the Franciscans, and the Mercedarians were

75



A BRIEF HISTORY OF CENTRAL AMERICA

Francisco Marroquin, first bishop of Guatemala. Francisco Marroquin became the first bishop of
the Kingdom of Guatemala (1537-63), replacing the chaplain of the army as the preeminent
religious figure in the Spanish colony. He requested more Franciscan and Dominican mission-
aries for Guatemala—there were so few that no friar was available to instruct Alvarado’s first
dllies, the Cakchiquels, until 1542—and offered to pay for their trips if necessary. He founded
a school for orphans in the capital and established the first hospital and college. Marroquin
exemplified neither the best nor the worst of the religious. He tried to prevent the most
inhumane abuses of the native population and invited Las Casas to pacify the Mayans in
Verapaz.Yet he worked just as diligently against the end of Indian slavery, perhaps because

of his friendship with encomenderos such as Pedro de Alvarado. Living in Guatemala for 33
years, he became quite powerful and served, for a brief period, as both bishop and governor.
(After portrait in Guatemala City cathedral)
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given the great task of teaching the Christian faith to the peoples of
Central America in the 16th century, and they later were joined by the
Augustinians and the Jesuits.

These friars were, on the whole, better educated than secular
priests, and their monastic life sustained them, rather than the worldly
society of encomenderos. They brought idealism and missionary zeal to
the New World. Many were millenarians who believed that the con-
version of the Indians would bring about the second coming of Christ.
They built their churches and convents among the Indians themselves
to emulate Augustine’s City of God or Thomas More’s Utopia. Some
were sent to explore the faraway regions others feared—the Grand
Canyon and Baja California, the remotest areas of eastern Honduras
and Panama’s Darién—where they attempted to Christianize and
pacity the poor, seminomadic Indians in whom the conquistadores
had little interest. Numerous friars lost their lives in the effort, a few
by pre-Columbian heart sacrifice; others lived to baptize thousands of
new converts.

The contrast between the conquistadores and the friars, many of
whom had taken vows of poverty, was emphasized by the first
Franciscans in New Spain: Attired in their plain cloth habits, the 12

Saints in the Church of Santo Tomds in Santiago, Atitldn, Guatemala, dressed like the Mayan
villagers themselves. (Photo courtesy Naomi Smith)
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INDIAN MESSIAH

It happened in this kingdom a little after being conquered that,
hearing the lives of Christ and Our Lady, John the Baptist, and
Saint Peter and others which the friars taught them, that a
Mexican Indian came forth, a pseudo-prophet. . . . This caused
so much commotion among the Indians that the kingdom was
almost lost over it, for they came to imagine that our Holy
Gospel told them nothing new.

|
Father Francisco Ximénez, 1700 (Carmack 1981, 301)

No’c all Indians accepted conversion. Many of the seminomadic
Indians in the southern isthmus refused to remain in the mission
villages, where the friars concentrated them. Such new settlements
were seldom successful; Bishop Gregorio de Montalvo thought the
Indians died of melancholy when far from home (Newson 1986, 242).
Along the Caribbean coast, in particular,and in the interior of the Petén
and the highlands of Costa Rica, the Indians remained out of reach of
both Church and Crown in order “to live as they wished,” as one dis-
mayed friar observed after being chased away by angry Indians (Jones
1983, 78). Some native religious uprisings occurred in regions more
firmly controlled by the Spanish. At Utatlan, the Quiché priests pointed
out the parallels between the religion of their ancestors and that of the
Christian friars, casting doubt on any special authority the Catholics
claimed. Native priests called for resistance to the friars and, at Utatlan,
it all escalated into the uprising related above by Friar Ximénez.

missionaries walked barefoot from the Gulf port of Veracruz to the
capital of Mexico City. Devoted to saving souls and protecting the
Indians, the early missionaries found themselves in serious conflict
with Spanish settlers as well as governmental authorities. Las Casas
felt so threatened that, at one point, he considered giving up preach-
ing. Bishop Antonio de Valdivieso in Nicaragua, after defending the
Indians against abuses by the governor, was assassinated. Even
Bishop Marroquin of Guatemala, who usually sympathized with the
colonists, was knifed. Bishop Pedraza of Honduras, who worried
about settlers treating him like “a dog in the street,” (Sherman 1979,
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51) never suffered bodily harm, but in his efforts to protect the
Indians he often used the only weapon available to a priest: excom-
munication. Not all were men apart, of course: Friar Blas de Castillo
showed an all-too-familiar trait—greed—when he had himself low-
ered into one of Nicaragua’s active craters, mistaking the lava for
molten gold.

The Spiritual Conquest

The friars were overwhelmed by the readiness with which the Indians
agreed to be baptized: many hundreds of thousands were converted in
New Spain in the first years after the conquest. Initially, the few mis-
sionaries were forced to travel throughout New Spain in order to reach
as many souls as possible. As late as 1600, there were only 42 mis-
sionaries in the province of Guatemala. With native labor and pre-
Columbian cut stone, they built churches and convents and set out to
remake the Indian world.

The first problem confronting the friars was communication. It is
hard to imagine exactly what was communicated during the mass
baptisms in the early years. Some Indians were trained as translators,
others, usually Mayan nobles, were taught to read and write in Latin
characters. Still, the friars hoped to gain better understanding, and so
they learned the native languages. Seven Mayan languages were spo-
ken in the Verapaz region pacified by Las Casas; multiple Mayan lan-
guages as well as Mexican Nahuatl and Zapotec were spoken in the
district around the capital of Santiago. The friars could not learn
enough languages, so Indian aristocrats were taught Spanish in the
hope they, instead, would properly teach their subjects. Decades
passed before the catechism could be properly translated from
Spanish into native languages.

The lack of subtlety in communication had very definite conse-
quences. The Mayans, for example, often readily accepted Catholicism
because it seemed similar to their own religion—though such similari-
ties were, on occasion, used to resist the Catholic faith. The cross was
the form of their world tree, a conduit for otherworldly communica-
tion; the story of Christ’s sacrifice recalled to them the sacrifice and res-
urrection of the maize god; and the decapitation of John the Baptist was
a familiar form of sacrifice. The annual festival cycle was like that of the
Mayans, and religious processions were familiar to the Indians, who
also carried their idols in ritual directions and burned incense. The
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MESOAMERICAN CATHOLICISM

. the church, rising in solitary grandeur in a region of
wilderness and desolation, seemed almost the work of
enchantment.

[ |

John Lloyd Stephens 1839 (1: 169)

I n 1578, the year Indian cults were outlawed, the Chorti Mayan town
of Esquipulas erected a Christian church over a sacred spring,
believed to have curing properties since preconquest times.A few years
later the town commissioned a sculpture for the church, which became
known as El Sefior de
Esquipulas, or the Black
Christ. The Black Christ
quickly became known for
his miraculous  cures.
Stephens reported that
80,000 pilgrims gathered
each year in Esquipulas,
some from as far away as
Peru, and another shrine
was established in Chimayo,
New Mexico, where miracu-
lous cures were also
reported. The Catholic
Church officially recognized
the powers of El Sefor de
Esquipulas in 1737, and, in
honor of the thousands each
year who make pilgrimages
to the church, the pope ele-
Basilica of Esquipulas. (Photo courtesy vated it to the First Basilica
INGUAT, Guatemalan Trade Commission) of Central America in 1961.

Indians often embraced these aspects of Catholicism, and the elite will-
ingly headed the cofradias, or religious confraternities devoted to a
saint, much to the delight of the friars.
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Friars as Ethnographers

This is the beginning of the Ancient Word, here in this place
called Quiché. Here we shall inscribe, we shall implant the

Ancient Word . . . We shall write about this now amid the
preaching of God, in Christendom now.
|

Popol Vuh (Tedlock 1985, 71)

The friars, eager to detect any reversion to the old religion, tried to
learn about the pre-Columbian gods and practices. In their efforts to
root out what they perceived as heathen, they recorded ethnohistoric
information that is invaluable to us today. A wealth of material was
recorded on preconquest religious practices; and missionaries com-
mented on native myths that seemed like alternative versions of
Genesis. In 1540, Mayan codices still existed; Las Casas described them
as written in “figures and characters” and so sophisticated that “our
writing does not offer much of an advantage” (Carmack 1973, 13). Las
Casas also states that the friars burned books “because it seemed they
dealt with religious matters” (Carmack 1973, 173). Diego de Landa in
Yucatan, who did destroy such books, also recorded such extensive
information about his Mayan neophytes that he included the key to the
decipherment of the hieroglyphs in the 20th century.

The missionaries also used their knowledge of Indian beliefs to facil-
itate conversion. At schools for Indian aristocrats, such as the one
founded by Bishop Pedraza in Honduras, the native lords were
instructed in the faith in the hope they would inspire similar devotion
in their people. Native origin myths were reinterpreted as biblical sto-
ries, and the pre-Columbian sacred calendar was made to follow
Christian saint days. Equinox ceremonies were assimilated into those
for Easter, and native rituals for deceased ancestors became part of All
Saints Day, a custom that continues to the present in Day of the Dead
ceremonies. Major Indian pilgrimage shrines became sites of Catholic
churches. Both Indians and missionaries dressed their religious prac-
tices in a way to accommodate each other and, in the process, they cre-
ated what has been called “Mesoamerican Catholicism.”

Perhaps one of the greatest ethnohistoric legacies of the friars was
inadvertent. They taught many members of the Mayan nobility how to
read and write Spanish, and the Indians began writing their own lan-
guages in Latin script. The Latin script replaced hieroglyphic writing as
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fewer and fewer Indians could understand the preconquest system.
Mayan scribes, who feared that the knowledge contained in their sacred
books would be lost, rewrote them in the European script and carefully
hid them from the Spaniards. At Solola, Francisco Herndndez Arana,
the grandson of the Cakchiquel ruler Jun Ik, recorded most of what is
now known as the Annals of the Cakchiquels; before his death in 1582,
another member of the royal lineage, Francisco Diaz, continued writing
the chronicle. Not until the 17th century did the Spaniards become
aware of its existence. In the middle of the 16th century, descendants of
the rulers of Utatlan also recorded in Latin letters the Quiché words of
the famous Mayan book, the Popol Vuh. It, too, was kept from Spanish
eyes until a priest discovered it in 1701; fortunately, he preserved the
great work instead of burning it.

Despite their conquest and religious conversion, many New World
peoples tenaciously held on to their traditions. Those who were fortu-
nate enough to live near their ancestral homes remained surrounded by
the sacred mountains and caves that had defined their people’s identity
for millennia; those whom circumstances forced into other regions con-
tinued to honor the ancestral deities and life forces that had always ani-
mated their world. Today Christianity is devoutly practiced in Central
America, from the Mayans in Guatemala to the Kunas in Panama, but
it is nonetheless a religion richly embellished with traditional New
World beliefs and practices.

Decline in Indian Population

They [Indians] are the support of that land; and if they perish,
it is the end of everything.

|
Alonso de Zorita 1553 (Keen 1994, 243)

I'l' Ahau was when the mighty men arrived from the east. They
were the ones who first brought disease here to our land, the
land of us who are Maya . ..

|
The Chilam Balam of Chumayel (Roys 1967, 138)

Loss in the Indian population was catastrophic. The population of once
thriving pre-Columbian ports, such as Naco on the Caribbean coast,
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declined from 10,000 male Indians in 1530 to 250 in 1539. Recovery
was not rapidly forthcoming: by 1586, Naco had 10 male Indians and
was virtually a ghost town.

Slaving, war, and social dislocation had taken their toll. In addition,
epidemics swept through the native population wherever the Spaniards
went, spreading European diseases in a population that had never before
been exposed to smallpox, measles, mumps, or chicken pox, not to
mention both pulmonary and bubonic plague, typhoid, and malaria. In
1545 a pandemic of pneumonic plague lasting three years attacked the
peoples of New Spain. Known as the Gucumatz plague in Guatemala, it
delivered yet another blow to the already devastated populations in the
tropical lowlands and substantially reduced the more abundant popula-
tion in the Guatemalan highlands.

The Gucumatz plague was not the first epidemic, and would be far
from the last—another arrived in 1558, and others rampaged the region
repeatedly; no preventive measures were taken until 1804, when the
Crown attempted to immunize the populace against smallpox. Famine
often followed such epidemics because so few people were able to work
the land. By the 18th century missionaries in remote regions became so
associated with disease that the Indians would keep their distance from
the priests and chew tobacco leaves in their presence, hoping it would
protect them from infection.

Decline in Indian Population

Year
1500° 1548 1570
Central America™ 5.65 million n/a 550,000
Guatemala™™ 1.5 million n/a 180,000
Nicaragua 500,000 44 500 26,000
Honduras 800,000 n/a 40,000
Quiché towns 50,000 5,000 n/a

“ There was no official census until later in the century, when the native population already
was decimated, so reconstructed estimates for the time of the conquest vary greatly.
Sources for this chart are the moderate figures of Robert M. Carmack for the Quiché
towns; William E. Denevan for Central America; Murdo MacLeod for Nicaragua; West and
Augelli for Guatemala; and the more generous estimates of Linda Newson for Honduras.

** Figures exclude Panama
“** Figures include San Salvador
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Labor abuses in the colony contributed to the decline in population
as well. For example, the Mayans and other Mesoamerican peoples
transported goods over land on the backs of human porters, called
tamemes by the Spaniards after the Aztec word tlameme. These porters
supported backpacks from a tumpline on their foreheads. In a world
without pack animals or wheeled vehicles it was the only form of over-
land transport. The Spaniards corrupted the pre-conquest use of these
porters. First, they did not pay them for their labor, but treated them as
slaves. And second, they forced the tlamemes to carry loads three times
heavier than was permitted in pre-Columbian times and over much
longer distances from their homes; the change in climate alone, from
the highlands to the tropics, killed many. Elderly women and even
pregnant women had to climb into the mountains, carrying 75 pounds
on their backs. The lack of roads suitable for horses or wagons persisted
for centuries throughout Central America, so that although tlamemes
were officially banned in the 16th century, they did not disappear. Even
pack animals, such as burros, failed to eliminate tlamemes; the explorer
John Lloyd Stephens related in the mid-19th century that it was cus-
tomary to cross the mountains in a silla, “an armchair, to be carried on
the back on an Indian” (1969 2, 269).

The human losses profoundly affected the colony, not to mention the
suffering Indians themselves. The government needed laborers to build
the towns, roads, and ports. The friars and secular priests needed native
artisans to build and decorate their churches and others to sing in the
choirs and perform household chores in the friary. Encomenderos
expected Indians to farm their land and supply them with food in their
town houses—and they expected them to build the town houses. With
the declining population, the slavers found it difficult to round up
enough Indians to make a profit, and miners had to resort to paying for
African slaves. By 1570 10,000 blacks and mulattos lived in the
Kingdom of Guatemala but their numbers were insufficient to sustain
the colony because of Crown-imposed limits on the number of slaves
permitted and because of cost: an African slave cost 200 pesos, a male
Indian slave 15, and an encomienda Indian cost nothing.

The demand for tribute labor and taxes didn’t decrease with the
population, and the growing mestizo population was not subject to
tribute at all. As the Indians declined in number, each endured a
greater tribute burden: President Cerrato claimed the Indians could
not have provided half the tribute even if their numbers in 1548 were
doubled. Some escaped the burden by becoming fugitives from their
communities; some hanged themselves in despair. Furthermore, the
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INDIAN LORDS

He has others to look to his horses, others to fish for him,
others to bring him wood for his house . ..

[
Thomas Gage, c. 630 (1985, 202)

N ot all Indians suffered equally. Don Bernabe de Guzman, a
Mayan cacique (“lord,” or “chief”) in Chiapas, lived what seems
a surprisingly good life for an Indian in the post-conquest era. Like
other Indian aristocrats, he was permitted certain privileges in recog-
nition of his noble status. Only the Indian elites, not their subjects,
were permitted to dress like Spaniards and to use the Spanish gen-
tleman’s title of don; they alone were permitted to own horses and
swords and keep title to land as well as the serfs who worked it. They
learned Spanish from the friars, and some even traveled to Europe to
meet King Philip 1l. According to the Dominican priest Francisco
Ximénez, the power of Juan de Rojas, Quiché king of Santa Cruz
Utatldn, remained so great in the |6th century that he was given a
receiving room in the Royal Palace in Antigua. Such privileges came
with a price. Spain needed the native aristocrats, with their inherited
authority and credibility, to control the Indians. Izquin Nijaib, Quiché
ruler of Momostenango and war captain against Alvarado, was instru-
mental in the conversion of his people to Christianity. In exchange for
keeping the peace, congregating worshipers at church, and collecting
tribute and taxes, these lords were themselves exempted from trib-
ute and taxes. Yet all the native aristocracy lived in reduced circum-
stances. Even Don Bernabe confronted a daily reality check, for
despite all his servants, Gage reported that he “attends and waits on
the friar that lives in the next town and doth nothing ... but what the
friar alloweth ...

Indian population was not increasing through reproduction. In many
provinces Indians practiced sexual abstinence, and in Nicaragua they
sometimes practiced infanticide rather than permit their children to
live as slaves and slowly starve to death. The birthrate declined, and by
the end of the century, the number of Indians in Central America had
been reduced by as much as 90 percent: one of the worst demographic

disasters in world history.
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Resistance to Change

How can Indian slaves be liberated when the oidor [royal judge]
himself has two or three hundred slaves? . .. And how can
tamenes [Indian porters] be taken away by an oidor who has
eight hundred tamenes in the mines, and when even his dogs
are carried by tamenes?

|
Alonso Lopez de Cerrato, letter to the Crown, 1548 (Sherman 1983, 188)

The colonists agreed that something had to be done. Some argued for
new conquests and slave raids in Costa Rica and the Petén. Others
used their labor force more carefully, particularly in the densely pop-
ulated highlands where the number of Indians remained substantial
despite the high death rate. Bishop Pedraza took matters into his own
hands, so that members of the audiencia “would not have to strain
themselves (Sherman 979, 90),” and reassessed Indian tribute in
Honduras. But Bishop Las Casas had the most pervasive impact when
he convinced Spain to promulgate laws in 1542 that protected the
Indians from abuse and liberated them from slavery. The colonists
resisted these New Laws, as they were called, sometimes with vio-
lence. As Las Casas observed, the encomenderos had no desire to
accept any restrictions on their position and wealth. In Chiapas, co-
lonists initially drove Las Casas out of his bishopric; in Nicaragua
and Honduras, where slaving and mining abuses were worst, they
rebelled against the Crown.

The Crown faced more subtle resistance as well. Alonso Maldonado,
the first president of the audiencia, engaged in businesses that violated
the New Laws, and many of the judges on the council owned mines—
and the slaves to work them. Royal officials often shared more than
business opportunities with the settlers: President Maldonado, for
example, was Francisco de Montejo’s son-in-law, and was in sympathy
with the encomenderos.

Even when personal interests were not involved, officials feared the
settlers would abandon the colony if the laws were enforced. Bishop
Marroquin, who worried about the lack of new settlers attracted to the
region, argued for gradual reforms. His concerns were warranted. The
New Laws caused some encomenderos to desert their lands in Chiapas
and Honduras; a few areas were actually abandoned by the Spaniards in
mid-century, such as the frontier outposts in Costa Rica, which
remained basically unconquered, and the number of Spaniards in the
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capital declined by one-third. Any reduction in the European popula-
tion of the colony was of concern: in 1570 there were only 15,000
Europeans in the Kingdom of Guatemala.

Mid-Century Reform: President Cerrato

Soon the washing of gold ceased, the tribute of boys and girls
was suspended. Soon also the execution by burnings and
hangings ended . . . Sefor Cerrato in truth alleviated the
suffering of the people.

|
The Annals of the Cakchiquels (Recinos 1953, 20)

Over the protests of the Spanish settlers, the Crown finally imple-
mented the New Laws by sending the incorruptible Alonso Lopez de
Cerrato to the Kingdom of Guatemala in 1548. For the first time, the
highest-ranking official in the kingdom supported the missionaries in
their efforts to end Indian slavery. Cerrato, an aging and ailing official,
had requested retirement, preferring to return from the Indies to Spain.
Instead, the 60-year-old gentleman became president of the second
audiencia and spent the next seven years of his life, from 1548 to 1555,
enforcing the New Laws with exceptional vigor. His reward was to live
his last years amid great hostility and, unlike most of his colleagues, to
die in poverty.

Cerrato arrived after the worst years of the slave trade, yet what he
witnessed profoundly disturbed him. He estimated that one-third of
the native population had been enslaved, and that the corrupt officials
of the first audiencia had done nothing to protect them. He personally
freed 5,000 slaves and aggressively reduced the exploitation of Indian
labor. The practice of using tlamemes could not be eliminated in accor-
dance with the law, because there were no suitable roads for overland
transport, but Cerrato did enforce payment for their labor and regu-
lated the loads and distances they could be forced to endure. He
reduced Indian tribute by half. And he cooperated with the friars and
settlers to congregate the Indians in larger villages, where they could
be more easily protected and “civilized.” Not all abuses could be elim-
inated, particularly in the more remote regions beyond the watchful
eye of officialdom. Cerrato did, however, improve living conditions for
many Indians.
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Cerrato proved that reform was possible, despite the objections of
the settlers. Indian rebellions subsided. Other officials on the audiencia,
such as the respected jurist Alonso de Zorita, emulated his integrity.
Spaniards found their petitions for slave raids into Costa Rica denied or
closely regulated; Indians discovered their petitions for relief would
sometimes be granted. Progress had been made, however imperfect in
its implementation. In the end, the settlers convinced the Crown to
replace Cerrato with a less zealous president, and the brief period of
idealism ended, but not before royal policy had been enforced and
political stability achieved.

Spain Controls an Empire

At the end of the 16th century, Spain had consolidated an empire and
expanded it into Costa Rica, where the highland capital of Cartago was
founded in 1564. Not every region or corner was settled or pro-
tected—or explored. Yet Spain had instituted a government by bureau-
cracy in place of personal rule, and it had partially enforced the royal
laws concerning tribute and treatment of Indians. Tens of thousands
of indigenous peoples were Christianized and descendants of pre-
Columbian kings were baptized with names such as Juan Cortés and
Diego Pérez.

The Spanish governed, replacing preconquest chiefs at the top layers
of society. But the 16th-century world below the highest ranks of soci-
ety owed its existence to the native people. The Spaniards settled where
the Indians were most densely concentrated, basically in the Meso-
american region of Central America: the Guatemalan highlands and the
Pacific coast. The world the Spanish controlled existed only through a
preexisting Indian hierarchy and through Indian labor—Indian ca-
ciques collected taxes, Indian labor built town halls, decorated church-
es, and supplied the markets with food for the colony. Even the most
lucrative trade was conducted over pre-Columbian routes with Indian
products, such as cacao, and Indian tlamemes.

At the end of the 16th century, Central America was very much a
European colony. From the ethnic makeup of the growing mestizo and
African-American population to the iron tools and livestock that
roamed the savannas, Central America had changed. Indians who had
known the pre-Columbian world died out, replaced by children and
grandchildren who knew only Spanish rule. The offspring of the con-
quistadores were also born into a different world from that of their par-
ents, and most would never know Europe. The first excitement of
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discovery was waning: the priests lost their zeal, and the Crown became
more interested in silver than salvation. Even Indian uprisings sub-
sided. The colony was established.
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Without the Indies or its trade, Spain would fall from its
greatness, because there would be no silver for your majesty, for
the ministers, for the private individuals . . .

|
Marqués de Varifias, 1687 (Stein and Stein 1970, 44)

pain judged the importance of its colonies by their contributions to

the royal coffers. As part of New Spain, the Kingdom of Guatemala
was part of the most prosperous region of the Americas, and one of the
most valued by the Crown. New Spain’s capital at Mexico City was the
largest city in the Western Hemisphere, with a population greater than
137,000 by the end of the 18th century; it boasted great churches and
palaces, parks, and broad streets as well as the first university and the
first hospital in the Americas. Fabulously productive silver mines in
northern New Spain created new settlements, such as Zacatecas and
Taxco; ecclesiastic fervor beautified other cities, such as Puebla. The
material wealth of the New World, however, was most often shipped
out on the annual galleons to Spain.

The Kingdom of Guatemala, without the resources of Mexico, never
attained similar wealth or cosmopolitanism. Yet a casual glance at a
map quickly demonstrates the centrality of the isthmus within Hispanic
America. Its strategic location between Mexico and Peru made it essen-
tial for travelers going to either place, and its Caribbean coast made
neighbors of important Spanish possessions, including the great ports
for the Spanish trade galleons at Havana, Portobelo (Panama), and
Cartagena (Colombia). Nations other than Spain understood the
importance of the region, and they coveted it: pirates plagued the
Caribbean coast, and Britain grabbed unsettled areas for itself.

A land of promise, but not of bountiful precious metals, the Kingdom
of Guatemala struggled to attract Spanish investment and settlers. An
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Viceroyalty of New Spain in the Early 1 7th Century
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The Kingdom of Guatemala was at the geographic center of Spain’s domain but on the
periphery of the wealthy region controlled by Mexico City, the capital of New Spain, and even
farther from the fabulous silver mines in northern Mexico. Spanish neglect was the result.

important region of New Spain (unlike, for example, the frontier settle-
ments in Baja California and New Mexico), its strategic location and rel-
atively substantial Indian population were not enough to enable it to
flourish. After its early years of profiteering and violence, the Kingdom
of Guatemala settled into the rhythms of a provincial colony.

The Capital: Santiago de Guatemala

But all the while | lived there the noise within the mountain, the
smokes and flashes of fire without, and the summer earthquakes
were such that with the use and custom of them | never feared
anything, but thought that city the healthiest and pleasantest
place of dwelling that ever | came into in all my travels.

[ ]
Thomas Gage, |648 (1984, 184)
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The capital of Santiago was one of the finest cities in the New World.
Although it could not compare in size and development with Mexico
City, given a population just over 25,000 in 1770, it certainly was a cap-
ital worthy of one of the most important audiencias in the New World.
Situated in a fertile valley, the city was as famous for its temperate cli-
mate as for the fire flashing from the volcanoes that towered nearby.
The edifices of authority—the royal palace, the town hall, and the
cathedral—graced its central square. The cathedral, soaring 66 feet in
height and lined by eight chapels on each side of the nave, was joined
by 18 other churches, 11 chapels, and 18 convents. The royal mint, a
printing press, and the Royal and Pontifical University of San Carlos,
founded in 1676, the only institution of higher learning in Central
America, added luster to the city.

As the seat of civic and ecclesiastic authority, the capital also con-
trolled much of the commerce of the colony. Spaniards and American-
born Spaniards maintained homes in Santiago in order to negotiate
favors for themselves—grants of land for wheat and cattle and licenses
for the trade in sugar and indigo. As the descendants of the encomen-
deros died out, this mercantile and large landowning class became the
new aristocracy, and they controlled most commerce in the Kingdom of
Guatemala, often to the disadvantage of the provinces. The wealthiest
were often European-born—Spaniards, of course, and naturalized
Genovese and Portuguese—rather than creoles. Yet some creoles joined
the top ranks of the rich: the Aycinena family had the funds to purchase
the title of marquis from the Crown, the only such creole family offi-
cially raised to the aristocracy in the kingdom. These wealthy mer-
chants and bureaucrats, both foreign and creole, endowed the city with
fine mansions and the most glittering social life in the colony.

The Spaniards constituted less than 6 percent of the city’s popula-
tion. Indians, mestizos and blacks, both enslaved and free, could be
found throughout the city. Some labored in the mansions in the center
of the city, and others lived in the neighborhoods on the edge of town.
Initially the Indians, whether allies or captured slaves of the conquista-
dores, lived in their own separate enclaves. Over time, the neighbor-
hoods became more racially mixed, as did the population. The mestizos
became the largest urban group—and the most culturally diverse.
Although most were poor and lived in thatched-roof huts, some mes-
tizo residents made a decent living as small shopkeepers and artisans.

Santiago (now known as Antigua) dominated the affairs of the
Kingdom of Guatemala and it concentrated much of the wealth of the
colony within itself. Its merchants controlled most of the shipping from
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SANTIAGO DESTROYED BY
EARTHQUAKE

[The earthquake] was so quick, so violent, so fierce . ..Those
persons who did not fall, at full speed took the position of lying
down prostrate on the ground; the animals did the same—four
feet not being sufficient to support them. The trees, those that
did not fall, leaned one way or the other with their branches on
the ground. The bricks, so bound and tightly joined with
cement . .. broke their fittings and cracked.

Father Felipe Cadena, July 29, 1773 (Jones 1994, 3)

l n 1773, after the second major earthquake in one year severely dam-
aged the capital, the Crown decided to relocate the capital to the
current location of Guatemala City. The construction of the new capi-
tal was hard on the Indians, who were subject to increased labor drafts.

Not everyone was eager to
abandon Santiago de Gua-
temala, or Antigua as it is
now known, and the arch-
bishop and other clergy had
to be forced to join the civil
authorities in the new capi-
tal in 1779. In preferring the
temperate climate provided
by the mountains, the
Spaniards built their settle-
ments on a major geological
fault line. Earthquakes and
all manner of volcanic activ-
ity affected their lives. Not
only was Santiago de
Guatemala forced to relo-
cate, so were such cities as
San Salvador and Léon.The
civic buildings in the “new”
Guatemala City would
themselves be destroyed in
the earthquake of 1917.

Ruins of Santa Teresa church in Antigua, for-
merly Santiago de Guatemala. (Photo courtesy
Lawrence Foster)
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the colony to Spain. The important roads, whether to the Mexican cap-
ital or the port of Veracruz, began in Santiago, and the goods from the
Caribbean ports on the Gulf of Honduras were shipped into the capital
as well, despite the difficult trip this required. The capital of the king-
dom was located in Guatemala, the most populous province; over half
the population of the kingdom resided in the province and its many
Spanish and Indian settlements. These settlements supplied the
Santiago market with foodstuffs, spun wool and textiles, pottery, and
other items for both local consumption and trade within the kingdom.

Santiago was by far the largest, loveliest, and most powerful city in
the kingdom. After a series of earthquakes in 1773 destroyed much of
Santiago, the Crown relocated the capital to Nuevo Guatemala, at the
site of what is now Guatemala City; its predecessor became known as
“Antigua.” Whatever its location, the capital dominated the Kingdom
of Guatemala.

The Provinces

... we began to enter rough and craggy ways ... in all the rest
of our journey to Cartago we observed nothing worth
committing to posterity, but only mighty woods and trees on the
South Sea side [Pacific], very fit to make strong ships, and many
mountains and desert places, where we lay sometimes two
nights together, either in woods or open fields, far from any town
or habitation of Indians.

|
Thomas Gage, 1648 (1985,312)

The Spanish were city people. Even when they owned large haciendas,
they preferred living in town as long as they had the funds to afford the
social life. And they appreciated the sense of security that came with
living among other Europeans; as Thomas Gage observed, outside the
cities, they were “thinly scattered upon so great and capacious a land”
(1985, 215). The number of Spaniards was too small even to sustain
many provincial cities: San Salvador, Comayagua, and Granada were
the largest, and their Spanish populations in 1620 were little more than
1,000. At that time, there were fewer than 15,000 Spaniards divided
among 15 towns, and 40 percent of them lived in the capital. Cartago
in Costa Rica, even a century after its founding, had a Spanish popula-
tion of less than 400.
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In such a large territory, the few towns were profoundly isolated.
Great distances usually separated the settlements and communication
was poor—only burro paths and rivers connected them. Late in the
18th century, officials complained they could not conduct a census
ordered by the king, because ill health and, perhaps, death would result
from such a journey across the province, with its crude roads, often
impassable by horseback, and lack of food and shelter. As scattered as
these cities were, they nonetheless were concentrated on the Pacific
side of the isthmus. The Caribbean side, except for a few ports and sil-
ver boom towns, was less developed.

Each town, like the capital itself, followed a plan laid out in Spain.
From a central square surrounded by official buildings, perpendicular
streets formed a grid plan for residential lots and stores. Most towns,

View of Tegucigalpa, Honduras. Tegucigalpa, meaning “silver hill” in the local Indian language,
was founded in 1578 in accordance with royal decrees regulating town plans. Its Spanish resi-
dents were attracted to the remote Honduran region by silver mines that produced a high
quality ore, but not in such abundance as to make it an important colonial city. At an altitude
of 3,000 feet, Tegucigalpa is typical of the Spanish preference for the benign climate of high-
land sites: surrounded by mountains, but not volcanoes, the town is unusual in that it has not
suffered the catastrophes that destroyed other colonial settlements. (After drawing by E. G.
Squier, 1855)
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however, lacked the paved streets and the monumental public buildings
of the capital, and the residences could be quite modest. Each town had
its officials, however, from the royal corregidor; who collected tribute
from both the town and the region, including the Indian settlements
governed by the caciques, to the local mayor and, in the provincial cap-
itals, governors and bishops. Spain regulated it all and issued more than
6,000 decrees governing life in the colony.

Despite their uniformity, the cities and the provinces in which they
were located varied greatly. San Salvador, for example, was transformed
from a densely populated Indian region into one with many African
slaves. Prosperous from the Indian slave trade and, later, from indigo,
this city, like the mining towns in central Honduras, was able to pay for
the import of African slaves. Cartago, the poor capital of a region with
few Indians, had little of the ethnic complexity—or labor supply—of
other cities. Until cacao smuggling in the Caribbean became a more
lucrative alternative, Costa Rican merchants scratched together a living
by raising hogs to supply the Spanish galleons with bacon. Granada in
Nicaragua was one of the most naturally well-endowed early settle-
ments, with the nearby Pacific slopes, replenished and fertilized by
periodic eruptions of Volcan Momotombo, perfect for producing cacao
and indigo, the two most valuable export crops of the colony. On Lake
Nicaragua, Granada became an important port for transport from the
Pacific Ocean to the Caribbean Sea via the San Juan River. Wealthy
Granada, however, was not the colonial capital of the Nicaraguan
province; Spain bestowed that favor on the rival city of Leon.

The cities were surrounded by great expanses of countryside and,
beyond, wilderness. From Costa Rica to Belize, rebel Indians took
refuge in these remote forests and mountains, as did runaway black
slaves, who found refuge with them. In the 17th century, the few intre-
pid missionaries who tried to administer to the Mayans of Belize were
expelled. To most Europeans, this distant landscape was too dangerous
even to explore, much less settle.

Spanish haciendas, with their herds of cattle and sheep and fields of
wheat, were located in the countryside where the Indians had been
more successfully conquered and subdued. Some poor mestizos and
free blacks were especially attracted to the cattle ranches, where the
cowboy life on the open range gave them considerable freedom, espe-
cially when the owner resided in the city. During the economic depres-
sion that lasted from 1630 to 1680, the Spanish settlers also took
refuge in the country, where food supplies were more reliable than in
the cities.
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PANAMA CITY

It is held to be one of the richest places in all America, having
by land and by the river Chagres commerce with the North Sea
[Atlantic Ocean], and by the South [Pacific], trading with all
Peru, East Indies, Mexico, and Honduras.

|

Thomas Gage, 1648 (1985, 327)

A s the only fortified port on the Pacific, Panama City boomed. From
Panama City, Peruvian silver and gold were transferred to the
Caribbean and the Spanish galleons waiting at Portobelo. Even though it
functioned as a port, it didn’t function well: the frigates from Peru had to
anchor a few miles away. And even though it was the seat of a provincial
government, just like Santiago de Guatemala, it was a tropical frontier
town more than an elegant capital. The royal palace, the churches and
eight convents,and the houses of the richest merchants were constructed
of boards and tile, not stone or adobe, which were scarce. Like ports the
world over, Panama City had a diverse population and somewhat flexible
social structure. Gage reported that African-Americans were among the
wealthiest merchants;a census from 1610 counted among the permanent
residents 1,007 whites, more than half of them men, 146 mulattos, 148
blacks, and 3,500 African slaves. There was more than enough wine,
imported from Peru along with silver but consumed locally, and plenty of
prostitutes. As Gage summarized it, “the Spaniards in this city are much
given to sin” (1985, 327).In 1671, after its destruction by the English buc-
caneer Henry Morgan, the city was relocated a few miles farther west.

Spain Regulates the Economy

They adorn us with prices, but keep us naked.
|
| 8th-century Nicaraguan adage (after Perez-Brignoli 1989, 58)

... in this province of Costa Rica ... we are extremely poor . ..
indeed with over one thousand ducates in your treasury here, there
is not sufficient to pay the salaries of the governor and the priests.

|
Governor Fernandez de Salinas, 1651 (after Perez Brignoli 1989, 45)
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Without the abundance of precious metals that existed in Mexico and
Peru, Central America’s economy developed slowly. Although the
colony found profitable exports other than silver, such as cacao, indigo,
and hides, the economy more often stumbled than flourished. Spain’s
mercantile policies were meant to generate income for Spain and pre-

EUROPEAN INTERLOPERS

Rival European powers had invaded Spain’s New World by the
middle of the 16th century. They wanted a share of the wealth.
Britain, Holland, and France supported pirates who became national
heroes. Francis Drake was knighted by Elizabeth | for his great ser-
vices to England; Henry Morgan (1635?-88), commander of the buc-
caneers, was not only knighted but also became governor of Jamaica,
which he used as his base for raids on Central America; and Diego el
Mulato and Pie de Palo (“Peg Leg”) became legends without the help

British Presence in the Kingdom of Guatemala

Caribbean Sea

Belize
. Swan Is.

PETEN
\ 5 y Bay Is.
~ ay o, ..
- pR—— $ Honduras Trujillo
.\. K ® L]
~o .~" Puerto
Y Cortés

% Cape Gracias
~

> KINGDOM OF GUATEMALA, /. .. S

{
: M

] Comayagua R
Santiago dé 7 ) 3
~ . _./'Bragman’s. /X
Guatemala - r"“"/ ~7 B%Uff '8 Providence .
N 3 3 S
" =
8 Coml.
PACIFIC OCEAN g S
i San
Bluefields®, O Andres .
0 300 miles S
L. \SanlJuan
0 300 km R v (Greytown)

N\

I:I Areas of British settlement
| imits of Kingdom of
Guatemala /\"’

————— Major province boundaries
© Infobase Publishing

98



LIFE IN THE COLONY

vent competition with any Spanish industry or commodity. The
colonies were expected to provide raw materials, but were seldom per-
mitted to develop the technology to create finished products. For
instance, hides were exported, but not leather; dyes, but not dyed tex-
tiles. Even when certain industries initially flourished in the New

of titles. They sacked well-forti-
fied Spanish ports and held them
in ransom; they lay in wait for the
silver-laden galleons, and stripped
Honduran ships alone of 930
tons, more than |0 percent of all
the merchandise shipped to Spain
between 1606 and 1610.They hid
on the Caribbean islands and
coast the Spanish ignored, and
they made daring river raids into
the interior of the colony—even
Granada was sacked more than
once. Around 1630, the British Sir Francis Drake. (Drawing by Cherra
diversified their interests and Wyllie after portrait, c. 1590, by Marcus
went into logging, targeting the
tropical forests that rimmed the
Kingdom of Guatemala. On the coast of what is now Belize, a region
disdained by the Spaniards and abandoned by the Mayans for the safer
interior of the Petén, they established camps for cutting logwood, the
source of a purple dye needed for European textiles. Both pirates and
loggers traded hatchets, guns, and rum for turtles and fish with the
seminomadic Miskito Indians in Honduras and Nicaragua; they formed
such a tight alliance that the Miskitos conducted pirate raids for them,
traveling by canoe to Costa Rican cacao plantations and, then, into
western Panama. By 1670, Spain had granted Britain logging conces-
sions in Belize on the condition that the pirating cease. Britain
decided that smuggling would be more lucrative than looting:
England’s textile industry needed indigo dye, a more profitable and
permanent dye than that produced by logwood. Although illegal, trade
gradually replaced pirate raids, and both the Kingdom of Guatemala
and the European interlopers profited, if not Spain. The British pres-
ence took root, and is recalled today in the name of Belize, a corrup-
tion of “Peter Wallace,” an English pirate.

Gheeraerts, the Younger, in the National
Maritime Museum Greenwich, U.K.)
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World—silk in Mexico and wine in Peru—the Crown quickly moved to
outlaw their trade or tax them into unprofitability. Whatever Spain
manufactured, the Americas had to import, including basic commodi-
ties such as cooking oil. In the colonies, costs were high and develop-
ment low.

Central America became so impoverished that Spain granted per-
mission for some local factories to manufacture goods for strictly local
consumption: textiles, shoes, soap, glass, housewares, and gunpowder.
Commerce in these items, as well as all others, became increasingly
restricted as the 17th century progressed; late in the century, Spain pro-
hibited the various colonies from trading with one another. All trade
was through Spain, a stifling policy given that the fleets arrived in the
Americas only once a year, and they arrived in the Kingdom of Guate-
mala even less regularly.

In order to survive, Central Americans learned to circumvent these
policies. One way was by tax evasion and fraud. The most important
way was by smuggling. Contraband was exchanged with other colo-
nies during much of the 17th century, and by the 18th century, smug-
gling with European powers, some enemies of Spain, had become
commonplace. Initially such smuggling took place clandestinely in
isolated Caribbean lagoons, but it became more audacious as a weak-
ened Spain permitted its colony to sink into a prolonged depression
from 1630 to 1680.

The colony was so impoverished that some wealthy merchants gave
up and returned to Spain with both their families and their capital.
American-born creoles retreated to the countryside to eke out a subsis-
tence living. By the end of the 17th century, as the economy continued
to stagnate, the Spanish and creole population in the cities had actually
declined by 30 percent. Only smuggling could adequately supply the
colony and, by the 18th century, revive its economy.

Mining
Spain failed to join the industrialization that swept Renaissance Europe.
With so much silver and gold from its American colonies, it could
afford to simply import manufactured goods from other nations. After
the defeat of the Spanish Armada in 1588, war debts impoverished the
empire and made it all the more dependent on American silver. The
Crown’s demand for precious metals increased during the 17th century
and, at times, its need was so great that it deprived the colony of coins.
Two-thirds of all the silver received from 