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- They Eé’yed in temples as well as teepees, dined on succotash and 9-inch oysters,
and developed customs, including daily baths, that Europeans abhorred. They were

America’s first settlers,

=

Most vacationers on Interstate 70 speed
right by ancient Cahokia and its 15-acre
ceremonial mound, the one that’s 2 acres
bigger than the Great Pyramid of Egypt.
Only a curjous few pull off 10 Jearn how
a feather-crowned dictator known as the
Great Sun used to knell atop the earthen
temple every morning and howl when
the real sun-came up. At its peak, the
town across the Mississippi from pre-
sent-day St. Louis boasted a trade nei-
work that stretched from the Guif of
Mexico to the Dakotas and probably had

— as many residents as did London at that

time. But modern textbooks barely take
notice. Cahokia’s problem is that Ameri-
can history, in the minds of many, started

Just 500 years ago, back when Columbus -

discovered the New World. By 1492,
Cahokia was-an Hlinois Babylon, a city
that had thrived and vanished.

Like many 20th-century metropolises,
i3th-century Cahokia could not handle
growth, even though its developers were
sharp enough to grasp geometry and
astronomy. Besides building more than
100 neatly proportioned mounds, they
constructed a circle of tall polls—archae-
ologists call its “Woodhenge"—that
aligned with the sun at cquinox and sol-
stice, Despite this evidence of advanced
thinking,-however, no Cahokian appears
to have anticipated the consequences of
ecological change and environmentat
degradation. Cornficlds that fed 20,000
to 40,000 urbanites gradually lost their
fertility. Forests were stripped of trees
not only to fuel thousands of daily house-
hold fires but also to form a 2 Ya-mile
stockade wall. As hard fimes sef in,
Cahokians moved or perished. Centuries

~ later, the French arrived and found only

grown-over mounds. The Europeans who
peopled America in Columbus’s wake be-
lieved the land had never been setiled,
much less civilized, “North America
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was inhabited only by wandering tribes
who had no thought of profiting by the
natural riches of the soil,” wrote Alex de
Tocqueville in.1835. It was, the French
observer concluded, “an empty conti-
nent, a desert Jand awaiting its inhabi-
tants.” Tocqueville’s “empty continent™
phrase endures today in Fourth of July
speeches that hail the building of the
nation, but in fact the New World was
anything but empty in Columbus’s day.
Give or take several million, the Western
Hemisphere in 1492 had as many people
as Europe, It was the teeming and majes-
tic civilization of Mexico's Aztecs and
Peru’s Incas that awed the Spanish con-
quistadors initially—some gawked like
country bumpkins at Montezuma’s capi-
tal, with its several hundred thousand
people—~but ancient societies had also
been pising and falling for centuries
above the Rio Grande, More than 1,000
tribes—with upward of 2 million peo-
ple—still inhabited the northern forests,
prairies and mesas when whites arrived.

Newcomers from Burope, though ac-
customed to people being burned or be-
headed, were shocked at what went on in
America. Columbus claimed he had to
take hundreds of Carib Indians to Spain
for their own good and that of their
Arawak neighbors, whom they were eat-
ing. (He had a harder time explaining
why he also enslaved the gentle Ar-
awaks.) While cannibalism 'and human
sacrifice were rare among. Indians north
of Mexico, people in some tribes killed
unwanted infants, had multiple wives
and, in the case of the Hurons,- wiped
their hands on dogs that ambled by,

Other traits scemed alien «as wéll: “an -
- awed reverence of nature, 2‘desire to .

share and, for many, socicties free of
oppression and class stratification. In ad-

dition, most took 2 daily bath, a prjéct'ice .

and the world they inkabited was anything but new,

the Europeans abhorred. America was

not new, but it was different,

AS WHITES MOVED WESTWARD ACROSS
what is now the United States, they en-
countered a familiar question among
tribesmen in their path: “Why do you
call us Indians?" The answer, of course,
was that Columbus was mistaken. He
thought he was in the distant Indjes,
somewhere between Japan and India,
and labeled his hosts los' Indios The
Indians had no word for their race. They
called their own tribes.“people” or “real
people,” and other tribes names like
“ﬁ-.iclld," “mmyll or “Wisono{ls S,,akcl!l

The diversity that Americans relish
today actually existed long before Col-
umbus arrived, Most of the hundreds of
Janguages the Indians spoke were as dif-
ferent from one another as Farsi is from
French. Some Indians loved war. Others
hated it. After every reluctant fight, Ari-
zona'’s Pimas subjected their warriors to
a 16-day cure for insanity. Some tribes
banned women from their councils. Others

gia's “Lady of Cofitathequi,” who
greeted Hernando~DeSoté- with pearls

from the Savannah-River: (He ur‘a'g;a—.—
ciously kidnapped her.) Puppies“were a,
gourmet's delight in some~huts: Else- "

where, Indians, would rather die than eat

" were ruled by female chiefs, like Geor- -

-

dog meat. Premarital sex was unthinks,

able among the Cheyénne” But Missis-
sippi’s Natchez tribeericouraged teenagers
to have flings while ey could. Once a
Natchez girl wed, ‘an,extramarital affair

Every American fridiari, from the Ab-

énakis of Maine (o the ‘Ziinis of New

Mexico, descended from;'in}rﬁlig?ant
stock. Asian-Ainericans wéié the first

Americans, and théy cinie dver,12,000"
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. could cost her her hair:or even an-éar.




to 20,000 years ago, probably crossing a
glacial land bridge between Siberia and
Alaska. For some time, they hunted the
mastodon and the long-horned bison,
perhaps speeding their extinction. As
long ago as 5,000 years, people in Mex-
ico may have cultivated maize, better
known &s corn, and early residents of
Arizona were growing it in A.p. 1. Many
people in what is now the United States
existed the next:0 or 15 centuries as
nomads, moving? about in search of
game, fish and wild plants for food, but
some accomplished much more.

Pioneers who found thousands of
abandoned motnds in the Chio and Mis-
sissippi valleys refused to believe they
had been built by Indians. “The natural
indolence of the Indian and his averse-
ness to any kind of manual labor are well
known,” wrote author William Pidgeon
in 1858. Other I9th-century writers spec-
ulated that the mound builders were stray
VYikings, Phoenicians or a lost tribe of
Israel—obviously an intelligent people
who were annihilated by Indian savapes.
Settlers liked that theory, because it
seemed to justify the treatment they in-
flicted on the Indians on the froatier. Not
until the 1890s did educated people agree
that the mounds in fact were built by the

JIndians’ ancestors.

The genius of the mound builders has
become even more. eviden! in recent
years. Just west of the Mississippi in
northeast Louisiana lies Poverty Point, a
3,500-year-old collection of concentric
semicircles of earth, the biggest nearly
three quarters of a mile long. Visitors
can stand stop a mound just west of
Poverty Point’s rings during the spring
and fall equinox and see the sun rise over
what was the town’s cenfral plaza—a
view like that at England’s Stonehenge
during similar conjunctions of earth and
sun. On Moundbuilders Golf Course in
Newark, Ohio, stands an earthen ring
that is 15 centuries old. Its diameter is the
same, 1,050 feet, as those of two more
ciecles within 50 miles of Newark, Other
precisely measured mounds in central
Ohio include three 1,200-foot circles and
five 27-acre squares. “Such nice equiva-
lences of shapes and sizes are not the
work of savages," says Roger Kennedy,
director of the Smithsonian's Museum of
American History, who is writing a book
entitled *“Medieval America.” “I doubt
that the Harvard freshmaan class would be
capable of similar intelleciual achieve-
ment.”
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Every explorer and eardy setdler seemed
to notice the aroma of America. Robert
Beverley was awed by “the pleasantest
Smell” of Virginia’s giant magnolias.
DcSoto’s men admired Georgia's “very
savoury, palatable and fragrant™ straw-
berries. Henty Hudson paused in New
York’s harbor to enjoy the “very sweet
smells” of grass and flowers on the New
Jerscy shore. But the visitors also smelied
smoke. Many soon concluded that Indian
women did all the work, while the men
idled away their time huating, fishing
and setting the woods on fire,

The native ‘men, it turned out, were
practicing a form of forest management
that put food in their wigwams and long-
houses. With torches and stone hatchets,
the Nootkas and Haidas of the Pacific
Northwest toppled giant redwoods and
turned them into whaling canoes. In the
castern forests, Indians slashed and
burned to clear the way for comfields
fertilized by the ashes and to create
meadows for grazing deer and elk. Ev-
ery autumn, Indians burned huge chunks
of woodland to clear away underbrush,
The sprouts that poked each spring
through the charred ground boosted pop-
ulations of game animals, which the In-
dians could easily spot in the open
forests. The trees that survived flour-
ished, too. Sycamores in Ohid grew
seven feel in dizmeter, and the white
pines of New England towered 200 to
250 feet. Governor's Island, now in the
shadow of Manhattan's skyscrapers, had
so many big hickory and walnut trees
that the Dutch settlers called it Nut
Istand.

Colonists enjoyed describing the coun-
try they settled as a “Howling wilder-
ness”—a phrase from the Book of
Jeremiah--and in many places it was.
Bamboo canebrakes, 20 to 30 feet high
and impenetrable, stretched in parts of
the Southeast for 100 miles or more, and
tangles of brier and grapevines crowded
the cottonwoods of the river bottoms.
The forests were so boundless, the set-
ters like to say, that a squirrel could
travel from Maine to the Mississippi and
never touch the ground. But wherever
Indians hunted, the forest floor was usu-
ally clear, reminding one observer of
“our parks in England.” -

Barly English settlers, accustomed to
woods with only a few doves, were star-
tled by the spectacle in America's skies.
The colonists especially admired the
green-and gold Carolina parakeet, “a
fowle most swift of wing [and] very

1. America before Columbyg

beautiful.” Passenger pigeons passed in -
flocks *“for three or foure hourss . |
thicke they have shaddowed the sxie
from us.™ Out west, Meriwether Lewis
and William Clark would see huge flocks '
of pelicans and sandhill crenes along the
Missouri and dense clouds of geese over
the Columbia River.

Animals were bigger then. Pennsylva-
nia trout, neariy.2 feet long, were casy
targets for Algonquian arrows. Virginia
sturgeon stretched 6 t0 9 feet, and Mis-
sissippi catfish topped 120 pounds. Off
Cape Cod, a few Indians could catch 30

Jobsters in a half hour, some weighing

20 pounds, and many Massachusetts ays-
ters had to be sliced into thirds to be
swallowed. '

Bison roamed not only the Great
Flains but also the meadows and open
forests of Ohio, Pennsylvania and Vir-
ginia. The western bison were infinitely
more numerous, thundering along in
keards 25 miles long, but the woods
buffalo vras bigger and blacker with
shorter hair and no hump. A few still

" remained in George Washington's time;

he considered crossing them with domes-
tic cattle.

THB WHITE MAN'S BIBLE TAUGHT THAT
it is better to give than to receive, and the

Indians couldn’t agree more. Long after

the Arawaks showered Columbus with
birds, cloth and “trifles too tedious to
describe,” natives were offering Euro-

~ peans virtually anything they had, from

fish and turkeys to persimmon bread and
the companionship of a chief’s daughter.

- Colonists interpreted the Indians” gener-

osity as evidence they were childlike.
That they had no desire to accumulate
wealth was seen as a sympiom of lazi-
ness, The Indians, concluded one New
Englander, must develop a love of prop-
erty. “Wherever this can be cstabﬁsheq,
Indians may be civilized; wherever It
cannot, they will still remain Indians.”

The Indians felt quite civilized \:Jith
what they did own, often things a Puritan
wouldn't appreciate. Colorada’s Pueblos
kept parrots that came from Mexico. The:
Cayuse of Eastern Oregon swapped buf-
falo robes for the shells of coastal In-
dians. The Ottawas, whose name meant
“lo trade,” traveled the Great Lakes
exchanging cornmeal, herbs, furs ar
tobaceo. The Chinooks of the Northwe.
even developed their own trade jargon.
Their word hootchenoo, for homemade
liquor, eventually became the slang word
“hootch.”
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1. THE NEW LAND

Above all else, Indians were religious,
They saw order in nature and obeyed
elaborate sets of rules for fear of disturh-

ing it. Land was to be shared, not

owned, because it was sacred and be-
longed to everyone, like the air and sea,
Animals also were precious. A hunter
risked stirring the spirits if he killed two
dedfvhen one was alf his tribe needed.
Europe's view of nature, though rooted
in religion, was much: different. Man
shouid subdue the Eartf, Genesis dic-
tated, “and have domini M. . . Over ev-
ery living thing." !

Rituals surrounded each important In-
dian event. To prove their courage, the
Arikara of North Dakota danced bare-
foot on hot coals and, with bare hands,
reirieved and devoured hunks of meat
from pots of boiling water. Timucuan
leaders started council meetings in Flor-
ida with a round of emetics brewed from
holly leaves. The Hurons of the Great
Lakes carried smoldering coals in their
meuths (o invoke a spirit to cure the sick.
But often the rituals were painless. From
New York to New Mexico, tradition al-
towed a woman to end her marriage by
putting her husband's belongings outside
heir door—a sign for him to live with his
~‘Aother.

Three centuries before the U.S, Con-
stitution. took shape, the Iroquois League
ran a Congress-like council, exercised
the veto, protected freedom of speech
and let women choose officeholders, The
New Yorkers ran a classless society, as
did many tribes across America, But
ancient caste systems also endured, The
Great Sun of the Natchez, a mound
dweller like Cahokia’s Great Sun, used
his feet to push his leflovers to his noble
subordinates. The nables were not about
to complain; below them was a class
known as “Stinkards.™ Besides, the

- chief's feet were clean. He was carried

everywhere, a French guest reported,
and his toes never touched ground,

COLUMBUS'S SECOND VOYAGE—THE ONE
in which Esropeans came to stay—bepan
the process that changed nearly every-
thing, Instead of 90 sailors on the Nina,
the Pinta and the Santa Maria as in 1492,
Columbus set out in ‘93 with 1,200 men
17 ships. In addition to starting the

- W' most significant movement of
Leple, he delivered a Noah's Ark of
wimals unkoown to the New World—
sheep, pigs, chickens, horses and Cows—
plus a host of Old World diseases, What

the Admiral of the Ocean Sea created
was the Columbian Exchange, a global
swap of anirnals, plants, people, ailments
and ideas that historian Alfred Clrosby)
calls “the most important event in human
history since the end of the Jee Age”

For the Old World as well as the New,
the event was both salubrious and calam-
itous. Twenty years after Columbus colo-
nized Hispaniola—the island now shared
by Haiti and the Dominican Republic—
diseases and taskmasters reduced its Ar-
awaks from a quarter million down {o
14,000, Within two centuries, Old World
diseases killed probably two thirds of the
New World’s natives, and America digd
indeed scem empty, Africans also wete
dying by the thousands, They were
brought to the New World to grow sugar,
another import from the Old World,

Yet, thanks to Columbus, Africa’s
population boomed. Corn, an American
staple for thousands of years, augmented
African diets, boosting the continent's
birth rates and life spans. The same thing
happened in Europe with the potato, also
from America, The Columbian Ex-
change thickened Italy's sauces with to-
matoes, seeded Kentucky with European
bluegrass and covered the gullies of
Georgia with Chinese kudzy, China, in
return, became the globe’s No. I con-
sumer of the American-born sweet po-’
tato. ““The Columbus story is not an Old
World, New World story,” explains
Smithsonian historian Herman Viola,
who heads the Museum of Natural His-
tory's Columbus Quincentenary pro-
Brams. "It is two old worlds that linked
up, making one new world,"

Itis also a story of winning and losing,
with many of the losers gone before the
winners ever showed up. When whites
first penetrated the fertile Ohio Valley,
they found many mounds but few In-
dians. The Southeast also seemed vacant
when the French came to stay around :
1700. As they moved into lands that
abounded in natural food resources, the
settlers kept wondering where the In-
dians had gone. Some scholars believe
they were wiped out or chased away by
epidemics of European diseases that
moved rorth along Indian trade routes in
the century after Columbus, Two years
before DeSoto visited Cofitachequi’s fe-
male chief in the 15405, pestilence swept
her province, decimating her town and
emptying others nearby. In one village,
the Spaniards found nothing bue large
houses full of bodies. It was the same
medical disaster the conquistadors at that

time were discovering in Mexico and
Peru and the Pilgrims vould notice
much later in Massachysetts, Four years
before the Mayflower landed, disease
killed tens of thousands of Indians on the
New England coast, including the inhabj-
tants of 2 village where Plymouth would
stand. John Winthrop, admiring the
abandoned cornfields, saw the epidemic
as divine providence. ~God,” he said,
“hath hereby cleared But (itle to this

Indians in the forests shuddereq every
time they found honeybecs in a holjow
tree. The “English flies™ moved 100
miles ahead of the frontier—a sign that
the white man was on his way. The smart
tribes moved west, pushing whatever
band was in their way, The Chippewas
pushed the Sioux out of the woods of
Minnesota into the Dafotas, The Sioux
pushed the Cheyenne into Nebraska, ‘The
Cheyenne pushed the Kiowas into Okla-
homa. Yet not every Indian fled. The
Comanches, with horses descended from
Columbus’s stock, thwarted Spain's co-

lonial designs on Rxas with frequent '

raids on Spanish outposts. Apaches did
the same thing in Arizona and New
Mexico. Parts of Pennsylvania and New
York today might be part of Quebec had
the Iroquois rolled over for the French,

Many who didn't move perished. A
gencration after their gifts of corn saved
England’s tochold settlement at James-
town, the Powhatan Indians were 5ys-
tematicaily wiped out, their crops and
villages torched by settlers who wanted
more land to grow tobacco. Florida’s
Timutuas—of whom it was said “jt
would be good if among Christians there
was as little greed to torment men’s
minds and hearts"—vanished in the early
19th century, victims of cpidemics and
conflicts with the Spanish, English and
Creeks. Natchez’s Great Sun wound up
with his fect on the ground, enslaved in
the West Indies by the French, who erad-
icated his tribe. California’s Chumash
shrank from 70,000 to 15,000 toiling for
the friars. Soon after the Gold Rush, the
tribe, like most in California, ceased to
exist. The four-century clash of cultures
made 2 of every 3 tribes as extinct as the
Carolina parakeet.

The land they lefi is different now: The
white pines that towered over New En-
gland became masts for the Royal Navy's
sailing ships. The redwoods that streiched
from the Rockdes to the Pacific, like the
Cypresses that crowded the Mississippi Val-
ley, exist in pockets smaller than the In-
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dians” shrunken reservations. The hours-
long thunder of bison hooves no longer
shakes Kansas or Nebraska, where caly a
few stretches of grassland remain like the
prairie John Muir described a century
ago—"one sheet of plant gold, hazy and
vanishing in the distance.” The prairic now
feeds the nation with Old World food like
wheat and pork.
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Yet at least one ancient American
community endures. Shunning electric-
ity, 3,000 Pueblo Indians live today in
Acoma atop a mesa in the high New
Mexico desert. The town’s adobe apart-
ments have been inhabited since the 12th
century, through droughts, Apache raids
and a brutal occupation in which the
enslaving Spaniards chopped off one foot

1. America before Columbus |

of each adult male. Acomans are reluc-
lant to promote the fact that their set-
tlement is nearly twice as old as St

Augustine, Fla., the Spanish-settled city
that is generally considered the nation’s

oldest community. The people of Acoma
figure they have had enough visitors.

By Lewis Lord with Sarah Burke

-




1. America before Columbuys

The Indian Homeland

The first Americans arrived from Asia pérhaps 20,000 years ago.
likely. across a land bridge berween Siberia and Alaska. But this is

many different peoples.

1. Folsom

9000 B.c. Excavations in New Mexico in
1927 revealed the stone point of a spear
beside a skeleton of the extinct long-
horned bisoni—evidence that American
hunters existed 11,000 years ago.

2. Poverty Roint

2000 8.c.-700 B.c. The biggest town
above the Riét Grande 3,000 years ago
was a Louisiana community with six giant
carthen semicircles, evident now in infra-
red photographs ‘from the air. Poverty
Point’s trade network extended 1,000 miles
along the Mississippi and its tributaries.

3. Two Medicine River

1000 b.c.-a.0. 1800. Western tribes
hunted buffalocs by frightening herds into
stampedes over cliffs. The practice ended
only when Indians acquired horses and
guns.

4. Santa Rosa Island

600 B.C.~A.D. 1817. The Chumash moved
along California's coast in boats made of
brightly painted cedar planks. They ate
fish and acorns; lived in domed houses
and used sea-lion bristles as needles. An
I812 earthquake drove most of Santa
Rosa's Chumash inte Catholic missions on
the mainland. '

5. Serpent Mound

500 B.c.-a.p. 300. In seven giant coils,
the Great Serpent Mound stretches a quar-
ter mile from tail to jaw along a creek
bluff near Cincinnati. Its builders were
members of either the Adena or the Hope-
well Culture.

6. Bedford Mound 100 b.c.-a.p. 200.
Buried near a man who smoked tabacco in
Iinois 2,000 years ago was a stone pipe
shaped like a beaver, with freshwater
peards for eyes and bone for teeth,

7. Mound City

100 B.c.~A.p. 300. Ohio was the home of

-

The continental Unlted States Ig rich In sites of cultures that
exlsted from the Ice Age to the comlag of the Europeans,

the mound-building Hopewell people, hunt-
ers and fishers who traded with people from
Montana to Florida. Many corpses buried in
the mounds were bedecked from head to
toe in pearls and surrounded with sculp-
tures and pottery

8. Cahokia

700-1500. In its 13th-century heyday,
30,000 people of the Mississippian Cul-
ture resided in this 6-square-mile city
across the Mississippi from present-day
St. Louis. Monk’s Mound, the biggest of
Cahokia's 120 mounds, stands 10 stories
high with a base larger than that of the
Great Pyramid of Egypt. Alop Monk's
Mound lived the Great Sun, Cahokia’s
godlike leader.

9. Mesa Verde

700-1300. The Anasazis, or “ancient
ones,” lived for centuries on mesa tops.
Later they moved into cliff dwellings with
protective overhangs, like Colorado’s Cliff
Palace.

10. Chaco Canyon

950-1200. Apartments were popular in
the Southwest. Pueblo Bonito, Chaco
Canyon’s most impressive ruin, had 8§00
Tooms.

11. Spire Mounds

950-1400. The first Mississippian arti-
sans in Oklahoma’s Spiro community cre-
ated images of animals, Humanlike figures,
carved from stone, wood and copper, were
popular later,

12, Moundyille

1000-1500. On a bluff overlooking Ala-
bamz’s Black Warrior River stood the
South's largest town and 20 pyramidal
mounds. Moundville was the center of a
chiefdom with perhaps, 10,000 members
of the Mississippian Culture,

13, Natchez

1000-1729, The Natchez, the last Indians
to use temple mounds, were deseribed by

No one knows for sure whether they came by boar or, more
clear: Long before Columbus set sail, America was a land of

the French as “the most civilized of the
native tribes.” Yet the 1725 death of the
chief”s brother, Tatiooed Serpent, touched
off a sacrificial orgy. To keep him com-
pany, several aides and servants plus his
two wives joyousty agreed to be strangled.
14, Acoma =

1100-present. Atop a 375-foot-high mesa
stands one of the two oldest continuously
inhabited towns in the United States. The
other, Oraibi, is nearby. Acoma's resi-
dents gave Francisco Coronado’s mep
corn, turkeys and deerskins in the 1540s.

15. Ozette :

1200-1400, The Makahs of the Olympic
Peninsula used dugout canoes and 18-
foot-long harpoans to hunt whales in the
Pacific. A mudslide from a steep cliff
buried the Makah scttfement at Ozette
more than 500 years ago, dooming the
villagers but preserving their tools, bas-
kets and sculptures,

16. Key Marco

1400-1750. The Calusas. .. traveled
widely. With their dugout canoes, some
even visited the Arawaks, the first Indians
Colurnbus met in the Caribbean. The tribe
disintegrated in the 18th century when the
British took many members to the Caro-
linas as slaves.

17. Plymoulth

1616. The Pilgrims, landing in Massa-
chusetts in 1620, chose a cleared site that
had been planted in corn. Only four yéars
eardier, 2 Wampanoag village existed there.
The community, like many on the New
England coast, was wiped out by a Euro-
pean disease probably spread by visiting
fishermen. Some of the surviving Wam-
panoags helped the Pilgrims get through
their first year in America.




Lt m ey ue

1. .THE NEW LAND

The Spain that Coluimbus Left Behind

When Christopher Columbus set sail on
the Atantic, he imagined himself em-
barked on the final rusade. He would
find a route to Asia i enough gold 10
mount an assault on hgly Jerusalem from
the cast. With the conquest, the man who
called himself *“‘bearer of Christ™ would
usher in the Second Coming and the end
of the world,

For all his grandiosity, Columbus was
not dismissed by his contemporarics as
some wild-eyed fool. He was, in fact, a
perfect product of his times. At the close
of the 15th century, Spain itself was
consumed by a great religious fever,
burning heretics, conquering the Moors
and expelling or converting tens of thou-
sands of Jews. A country on the cusp of
modernity, it had transformed itself into
a nation state, made great strides in
military technology, mapping and navi-
gation and joined the rest of Europe in
the study of classical antiquity. Yet it was
still medieval country, too, obsessed with
apocalyptic prophecies and nostalgic for
chivalry’s imaginary past,

Under the canny leadership of Ferdi-
nand and Isabella, Spain amassed in the
name of Christianity the largest empire
| the world had ever seen. “Under the
pretext of religion,” wiote an admiring
Nicolo Machiavelli, *Ferdinand has had
recourse to a pious cruelty, and been
transformed from 2 small and weak king
into the greatest ‘monarch in Christen.
dom."”

Christian soldiers. Just a decade be-
fore Ferdinand and Isabella were mar-
ried in 1469, the Christian world had
been thrown into panic with the Muslim
conquest of Constantinople. When in
1492 the Spanish rulers defeated the inf;-
del at Granada, they emerged as Eu-
rope’s supreme defenders of the faith.
The Pope rewarded them with the title
Los Reyes Catélicos, “the Catholic mon-
archs.” Three months later, still glowing
from the victory, they acceded to Col-
umbus's petition for their patronage of
his crusade.

As Spain battled the encmy withotrt, it
also waged war within. “Spain had a
mission to redeem the world," writes
Oxford historian John Elliott, “bu( had
first to cleanse the temple of the Lord of
its impurities." Pogroms had begun in
the late 1300s, and in 1449 the first
“purity of blocd” decree excluded all
persons of Jewish ancestry—even bap-
tized converts—from certain positions in
the government and church. In 1492,
Isabella signed the Bdict of Expulsion,
which banished Spain’s 150,000 Jews,
The Inquisition, begun in 1481, tossed
into prison wayward Catholics accused
of blasphemy, homosexuality and bestial-
ity. It burned at the stake the “genuine
heretics," converted Jews and Muslims
accused of practicing their original faiths
in sccret and leading autheatic Christians
astray,

The colonization of the new world was
the final step in this purification. The

powerful Franciscan religious order saw -

in the agrarian Amerindians ideal mate-
rial for a more innocent Christian com-
munity, and under its influence Isabella
urged conversion of the natives. She
could not, in fact, do otherwise, since the
papal grant of the new territories was
contingent on the promise to redeerm the
noble savage,

But if there were ulterior motives,
Isabella was skillfol at masking them
with her faith. She was a genius of
political spin. At the funeral of her
brother, whose death [aid open the suc-
cession to the throne, fsabella changed
hurriedly from mourning into bejeweled
finery and marched through the streets
with an unsheathed sword, making clear
she would brook no opposition. Wisely,
she tempered her grandeur with osten-
tatious humility. Isabella was so chaste, it
was said, that when Ferdinand was away
she slept surrounded by chambermaids
0 protect her virtue.

With their combined talents, Ferdi-
nand and Isabella soon achieved unprece-
dented political control over their cimpire.

They made Castilian the nationa] lan-
guage and resurrected the Santa Her-
mandad, a police force and tribunal that
savagely enforced the king's Iaw. In con-
stant need of gold, they became increas-
ingly dependent on colonial Plunder—
taking a practice standard for the times to
new heights. ,

Like Columbus, the conquistadors
were extravagant dreamers. Most were
young noblemen, the disinherited second
sons of poor families, generally unedu-
cated, but entranced by fancies of ar-
mored knights and herbic deeds. These
impoverished aristocrats amused them-
selves with already archaic courtly rit-
uals; elaborate dances, jousting and
bearbaiting. They were mocked by Cer-
vantes a centwry later in his account of
the grand delusions of Don Quixote. But
like America’s cowboy myth, Spain's
image of the conquistador gripped the
national psyche for centuries.

Beyond Spain’s borders, a different
and darker myth about the Spanish char-
acter prevailed. Enemy nations propa-
gated the belief that the Catholic nation
was uniquely barbaric, resulting in what
many view as an anti-Spanish, anti-Cath-
olic bias in the writing of American
colonial history. The propaganda ob-
scured the fact that Spain, while guilty of
atrocities, was alone among European
powers in seriously questioning the mo-
rality of its practices. Indeed, Isabella in
1500 prohibited expropriation of Indian
lands, forced labor and enslavement—in
contrast to the English and French. The
bias among historians softened only after
Franco's death, and today there is re-
newed debate about medieval Spanish
culture and the true nature of the colo-
nists’ relations with American natives.
Ironically, while most historians are busy
beatifying the Indians and vilifying the
imperialists, Spain is seeking its own
historical redemption.

—By Miriam Horn
with Dana Hawkins




