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2 4 PLE’S HISTORY OF THE UNITED STATES

Columbus wrote:

As soon a5 I arrived in the Indies, on the first Island which I found, T ook
some of the natives by force in order that they might learn and might give
me information of whatever there is in these parts.

The information that Columbus wanted most was: Where js the
gold? He had persuaded the king and queen of Spain to finance an expe-
dition to the lands, the wealth, he expected would be on the other side of
the Atlantic—the Indies and Asia, gold and spices. For, like other
informed people of his time, he wﬁmﬁ the world was round and he nOﬁE
sail west in order to get to the Far East.

Spain was recently unified, one of the new modern nation-states, like
France, England, and Portugal. Its population, mostly poor peasants,
worked for the nobility, who were 2 percent of the population and
owned 95 percent of the land. Spain had ted itelf to the Catholic
Church, expelled all the Jews, driven out the Moors. Like other states of
the modern world, Spain sought gold, which was becoming the new

“mark of wealth, more useful than land because it could buy anything.

There was gold in Asia, it was thought, and certainly silks and spices,
for Marco Polo and others had brought back marvelous things from
their overland expeditions centuries before. Now that the Turks had
conquered Constantinople and the eastern Mediterranean, and con-
trolled the land routes to Asia, a sea route was needed. Portuguese
sailors were working their way around the southern tip of Africa. Spain
decided to gamble on a long sail across an unknown ocean.

In return for bringing back gold and spices, they promised
Columbus 10 percent of the profits, governorship over new-found
lands, and the fame that would go with a new title: Admiral of the Ocean
Sea. He was 2 merchant’s clerk from the Italian city of Genoa, part-time
weaver (the son of a skilled weaver), and expert sailor. He set out with
three sailing ships, the largest of which was the Semte Maria, perhaps
100 feet long, and thirty-nine crew members.

Columbus would never have made it to Asia, which was thousands of
miles farther away than he bad calculated, imagining a smaller world.
He would have been doomed by that great expanse of sea. But he was
lucky. One-fourth of the way there he came upon an unknown,
uncharted land that lay between Europe and Asia—the Americas. It was
early October 1492, and thirty-three days since he and his crew had left
the Canary Emzmm off the Atlantic coast of Africa. Now they saw
" branches and sticks floating in the water. They saw fHocks of birds,

COLUMBUS, THE INDIANS, AND HUMAN PROGR 3

These were signs of land. Then, on October 12, a sailor called Rodrigo
saw the early morning mdon shining on white sands, and cried out. It
was an island in the Bahamas, the Caribbean sea. The first man to sight
land was supposed to get a yearly pension of 10,000 maravedis for life,
but Rodrigo never got it. Columbus claimed he had seen a light the
gvening before. He got the reward.

S0, approaching land, they were met by the Arawak Indians, who
swam out to greet them. The Arawaks lived in village communes, had a
developed agriculture of corn, yams, cassava. They could spin and
weave, but they had no horses or work animals. They had no iren, but
they wore tiny gold ornaments in their ears.

"This was to have enormous consequences: it led Columbus to take
some of them aboard ship as prisoners because he insisted that they
guide him to the source of the gold. He then sailed to what is now Cuba,
then to Hispaniola (the island which today consists of Haiti and the
Dominican Republic). There, bits of visible gold in the rivers, and a gold
mask presented to Columbus by a local Indian chief, led to wild visions
of gold fields.

On Hispaniola, out of timbers from the Santa Maria, which had run
aground, Columbus built a fort, the first European military base in the
Western Hemisphere. He called it Navidad (Christmas) and left thirty-
nine crewmembers there, with instructions to find and store the gold.
He took more Indjan prisoners and put them aboard his two remaining
ships. At one part of the island he got into a fight with Indians who
refused to trade as many bows and arrows as he and his men wanted.
Two were run through-with swords and bled to death. Then the Nina
and the Pintz set sail for the Azores and Spain. When the weather
turned cold, the Indian prisoners began to die.
~ Columbus’s report to the Court in Madrid was extravagant. He
insisted he had reached Asia (it was Cuba) and an island off the coast of
China (Hispaniola). His descriptions were part fact, part fiction:

Hispaniola is a miracle. Mountains and hills, plains and pastures, are both
fertile and beaudful ... the harbors are unbelievably good and there are
many wide rivers of which the majority contain gold. ... There are many
spices, and great mines of gold and other metals, .

The Indians, Columbus reported, “are so naive and so free with their
possessions that no one who has not witnessed them would believe it.
When you ask for something they have, they never say no. To the con-
trary, they offer to share with anyone. .. .” He concluded his report by
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6 A PEOPLE’S HISTORY OF THE UNITED STATES

on gold and other precious things. They lack all manner of commerce, nei-
ther buying nor selling, and rely exclusively on their natural environment
for maintenance. They are extremely generous with their possessions and by
the same token covet the possessions of their friends and expect the same
degree of liberality. . ..

In Book Two of his History of the Indies, Las Casas (who at first urged
replacing Indians by biack slaves, thinking they were stronger and would
survive, but later relented when he saw the effects on blacks) tells about
the treatment of the Indians by the Spaniards. It is a unique account and
deserves to be quoted at length:

Endless testimonies ... prove the mild and pacific emperament of the
© natves. . . . But our work was to exasperate, ravage, kill, mangle and destroy;
small wonder, then, if they tried to kill one of us now and then. ... The
admiral, it is true, was blind as those who came after him, and he was so anx-

ious to please the King that he committed irreparable crimes against the
Indians. . ..

Las Casas tells how the Spaniards “grew more conceited every day”
and after a while refused to walk any distance. They “rode the backs of
Indians if they were in 2 hurry” or were carried on hammocks by Indians
running in relays. “In. this case they also had Indians carry large leaves to
shade them from the sun and others to fan them with goose wings.”

Total control led to total cruelty. The Spaniards “thought nothing of
knifing Indians by tens and twenties and of cutting slices off them to test
the sharpness of their blades.” Las Casas tells how “two of these so-
called Christians met two Indian boys one day, each carrying a parrot;
they took the parrots and for fun beheaded the boys.”

The Indians’ attempts to defend themselves failed. And when they |

ran off into the hills they were found and killed. So, Las Casas reports,
“they suffered and died in the mines. and other labors in desperate
silence, knowing not 2 soul in the world to whom they could turn for
heip.” He describes their work in the mines:

++ - mountains are stripped from top to bottom and bottom to top a thou-
sand times; they dig, split rocks, move stones, and carry dirt on their backs
to wash it in the rivers, while those who wash gold stay in the water all the
time with their backs bent so constantly it breaks them; and when water
invades the mines, the most arduous task-of all is to dry the mines by scoop-
ing up pansful of water and throwing it up outside. . . .

COLUMBUS, THE INDIANS, AND HUMAN PR. 488 7

After each six or eight months’ work in the mines, which was the .
time required of each crew to dig enough gold for melting, up to a third
of the men died.

While the men were sent many miles away to the mines, the wives
remained to work the soil, forced into the excruciating job of digging
and making thousands of hills for cassava plants.

Thus husbands and wives were together only once every eight or ten
months and when they met they were so exhausted and depressed on both
sides . .. they ceased to procreate. As for the newly born, they died early
because their mothers, overworked and famished, had no milk to nurse
them, and for this reason, while I was in Cuba, 7000 children died in three
months, Some mothers even drowned their bables from sheer
desperation. . . . In this way, busbands died in the mines, wives died at work,
and children died from lack of milk . . . and in a short time this land which
was 50 great, so powerful and fertile . . . was depopulated. . . . My eyes have
seen these acts so foreign to human nature, and now I tremble a5 T write. . ..

‘When he arrived on Hispaniola in 1508, Las Casas says, “there were
60,000 people living on this island, including the Indians; so that from
1494 to 1508, over three million people had perished from war, slavery,
and the mines. Who in future generations will believe this? I myself
writing it as a knowledgeable eyewitness can hardly believe it. .. .”

Thus began the history, five hundred vears ago, of the European
invasion of the Indian settlements in the Americas. That beginning,
when vou read Las Casas—even if his figures are exaggerations (were
there 3 million Indians to begin with, as he says, or less than a million, as
some historians have calculated, or 8 million as others now believe?)—is
conquest, slavery, death. When we read the history books given to chil-
dren in the United States, it all starts with heroic adventure—there is no
bloodshed—and Columbus Day is 2 celebration.

Past the elementary and high schools, there are only occasional hints
of something else. Samuel Eliot Morison, the Harvard historian, was the
most distinguished writer on Columbus, the author of a multivolume

- biography, and was himself a sailor who retraced Columbus’s route

across the Atlantic. In his popular book Christopher Columbus, Marine,
written in 1954, he tells about the enslavernent and the killing: “The
cruel policy initiated by Columbus and pursued by his successors
resulted in complete genocide.”

‘That is on one page, buried halfway into the telling of a grand romance.
In the book’ last paragraph, Morison sums up his view of Columbug:
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Ie o A PEOQPLE’S HISTORY OF THE UNITED STATES

upper classes, it was & world of conquest, violence, hunger, exploita-
ton—a world not restored but disintegrated.

My viewpoint, in telling the history of the United States, is different:

that we must not accept the memory of states as our own. Nations are.

not communities and never have been. The history of any country, pre-
sented as the history of 2 family, conceals fierce conflicts of interest
(sometimes exploding, most often repressed) between conquerors and
conquered, masters and slaves, capitalists and workers, dominators and
dominated in race and sex. And in such a world of conflict, a world of
victims and executioners, it is the job of thinking people, as Albert
Camus suggested, not o be on the side of the executioners.

Thus, in that inevitable taking of sides which comes from selection
and emphasis in history, I prefer to ty to tell the story of the discovery
of America from the viewpoint of the Arawaks, of the Constitution from
the standpoint of the slaves, of Andrew Jackson as seen by the
Cherokees, of the Civil War as seen by the New York Irish, of the
Mexican war as seen by the deserting soldiers of Scott’s army, of the rise
of industrialism as seen. by the young women in the Lowell textle mills,
of the Spanish-American war as seen by the Cubans, the conquest of the
Philippines as seen by black soldiers on Luzon, the Gilded Age as seen
by southern farmers, the First World War as seen by socialists, the
Second World War as seen by pacifists, the New Deal as seen by blacks
in Harlem, the postwar American empire as seen by peons in Latin
America, And so on, to the limited extent that any one person, however
he or she strains, can “see” history from the standpoint of others.

My point is not to grieve for the victims and denounce the execu-
toners. Those tears, that anger, cast into the past, deplete our moral
energy for the present. And the lines are not always clear. In the long
run, the oppressor is also a victim. In the short run (and so far, human
history has consisted only of short runs), the victims, themselves desper-
ate and tainted with the culture that oppresses them, turn on other vic-
tms. .

Still, understanding the complexities, this book will be skeptical of
governments and their attempts, through politics and culture, to
ensnare ordinary people in a giant web of nationhood pretending to a
common interest. I will try not to overlook the cruelties that victims
inflict on one another as they are jammed together in the boxcars of the
system. I don’t want to romanticize them. But I do remember (in rough
paraphrase) a statement I once read: “The cry of the poor is not always
just, but if you don’t listen to it, you will never know what justice is.”

I don’t want to invent victories for people’s movements. But to think
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that history-writing must alm simply to recapitulate the fallures that
dorninate the past is to make historians collaborators in an endless cycle
of defeat. If history is to be creative, to anticipate a possible future with-
out denying the past, it should, I believe, emphasize new possibilities 3.
disclosing those hidden episodes of the past when, even if in E,ﬁm ,
flashes, people showed their ability to resist, to join together, occasion-
ally to win. I am supposing, or perhaps only hoping, that our future may
be found in the past’s fugitive moments of compassion rather than in its
solid centuries of warfare.

That, being as blunt as I can, is my approach to the history of the
United States. The reader may as well know that before going on.

‘What Columbus did to the Arawaks of the Bahamas, Cortés did to the
Aztecs of Mexico, Pizarro to the Incas of Peru, and the English settlers
of Virginia and Massachusetts to the Powhatans and the Pequots.

The Aztec civilization of Mexico came out of the heritage of Mayan,
Zapotec, and Toltee cultures. It built enormous constructions from
stone tools and human labor, developed a writing system and a priest-
hood. It also engaged in (let us not overlook this) the ritual killing of
thousands of people as sacrifices to the gods. The cruelty of the Aztecs,
however, did not erase a certain innocence, and when a Spanish armada
appeared at Vera Cruz, and a bearded white man came ashore, with
strange beasts (horses), clad in iron, it was thought that he was the rmm'
endary Aztec man-god who had died three hundred years before, with
the protmise to return—the mysterious Quetzalcoatl. And so they wel-
comed him, with munificent hospitality.

That was Hernando Cortés, come from Spain with an expedition
financed by merchants and landdwners and blessed by the deputies of God,
with one obsessive goal: to find gold. In the mind of Montezuma, the king
of the Aztecs, there must have been a certain doubt about whether Cortés
was indeed Quetzalcoat], because he sent a hundred runners to Cortés,
bearing enormous treasures, gold and silver wrought into objects of fantas-
tic beauty, but at the same time begging him to go back. {The painter
Diirer a few years later described what he saw just arrived in Spain from
that expedition—a sun of gold, a moon of silver, worth a fortune.)

Cortés then began his march of death from town to town, using
deception, turning Aztec against Aztec, killing with the lind of deliber-
ateness that accornpanies a strategy—to paralyze the will of the popula-
tion by a sudden frightful deed. And so, in. Choluly, he invited the head-
men of the Cholula nation to the square. And when they came, with
thousands' of unarmed retainers, Cortés’s small army of Spaniards,



