ND CONQUEST, 1450-18350

The Problem of Christopher Columbus

The vear 1992, which marked the quincentenary of
Columbus’s first voyages to the Americas, spawned an
enormous amount of discussion about the significance of
his voyages. Journalists, scholars, amateurs, and polemi-
cists debated Columbus’s accomplishments and failures.
Until the 1980s most writers would have generally
agreed with Harvard historian Samuel Eliot Morison in
his 1942 biography of the explorer:

The whole history of the Americas stems from the Four Voy-
ages of Columbus; today a score of independent nations and
dominions-unite in homage 1o Celumbus, the stout-hearted
son of Genoa, who carried Christian civilization across the
Ocean Sea.'”

In 1942, the Western Powers believed they were engaged
in a life-and-death struggie to defend “Christian civiliza-
tion” against the evil of fascism.

In contrast to this lavish praise, Columbus has recenty
been severely criticized. He enslaved and sometimes killed
the Indians he encountered, He was a cruel and ineffec-
tive governor of Spain’s Caribbean colony. Moreover, he
did not discover the Americas: Native Americans had oc-
cupied the New World for millennia before Columbus,
and other Europeans, including the Vikings, had been
there before him. Not only did he not discover the con-
tinents, but he also misunderstood what he found. Other
writers have faulted Columbus as an opportunistic ad-
venturer who ofiginated Buropean exploitation of the
non-European world.

Rather than judging Columbus by debates and stan-
dards of our time, it is more important to put him into
the context of his own time. First, what kind of man was
Columbus, and what forces or influences shaped him?
Second, in sailing westward from Europe, what were his
goals? Third, did he achieve his goals, and what did he
make of his discoverics?

Columbus grew up in Genoa and thus drew on the
centuries-old rradition of Genoese participation in inter-
national trade. In his dream of a westward passage to
the Indies, he embodied a long-standing Genoese ambi-
tion to circumvent Venetian domination of eastward
trade, which was now being claimed by the Portuguese.
Columbus was also very knowledgeable about the sea.
He had worked as a mapmaker, and he was familiar with
such fifteenth-century Portuguese navigational develop-
ments as portolans—written descriptions of the courses
along which ships sailed, showing bays, coves, capes,
ports, and the distances between these places—and the
use of the magneric needle as a nautical instrument. As
he implied in his Jowrnal, he had acquired not only theo-
retical but also practical experience: *1 have spent twenty-
three years at sea and have not left it for any length of
rime worth mentioning, and [ have seen everything from
east to west [meaning he had been to England] and 1
have been to Guinea [north and west Afical.”t® Al-
though some of Columbus’s geographical information,
such as his measurement of the distance from Portugal to
Japan as 2,760 miles when it is actually 12,000, proved
inaccurate, his successful thirty-three-day voyage to the
Caribbean owed a great deal to his seamanship.

Columbus was also a deeply religious man. He began
the Journal of his voyage to the Americas in the form of
a letter to Ferdinand and Isabella of Spain:

On 2 January in the year 1492, when your Highnesses had
concluded their war with the Moors who reigned in Europe,
I saw your Highnesses® banners victoriously raised on the
towers of the Alhambra, the citadel of the city, and the Moor-




ish king come out of the cify gates and kiss the hands of your
Highnesses and the prince, My Lord. And later in that same
month, on the grounds of information I had given your High-
nesses concerning the lands of India . .. your Highnesses
decided to send me, Christopher Columbus, to see these
paris of India and the princes and peoples of those lands and
consider the best means for their conversion.'”

Columbus had witnessed the Spanish reconquest of
(Granada and shared fully in the religious and nationalis-
e fervor surrounding that event. Like the Spanish rulers
and most Europeans of his age, Columbus understood
Christianity as a missionary religion that should be car-
sied to places and peoples where it did not exist. Al-
though Columbus certainly had materiai and secular
goals, first and foremost, as fe Wrote in 1498, he be-
tieved he was a divine agent: “God made me the messen-
ger of the new heaven and the new carth of which he
spoke in the Apocalypse of St. John .. .and he showed
me the post where to find it,”20

What was the object of this first voyage? Columbus
gave the answer in the very title of the expedition, “The
Enterprise of the Indies.” He wanted o find a direct
ocean trading route to Asia. Rejected by the Portaguese
in 1483 and by Ferdinand and Isabella in 1486, the proj-
ect finally won the backing of the Spanish monarchy in
1492, The Santa Fe capitulations named Columbus
viceroy over any ferrtory he might discover and gave
him one-tenth of the material rewards of the journey. Ia-
spired by the stories of Marco Polo, Columbus dreamed
of reaching the court of the Great Khan (not realizing
that the Ming Dynasty had overthrown the Mongols in
1368). Based on Prolemy’s Geography and other texts,
he expected to pass the islands of fapan and then land on
the east coast of China. He carried letters from Ferdi-
nand and Isabella to the khan and an Arabic interpreter,
for he assumed that the Great Khan must be in dialogue
with Arabic-speaking powers.

How did Columbus interpret what he had found, and
in his mind did he achieve what he had set out to do?
Colambus’s small fleet left the seaport of Palos on Au-
gust 3 bound for a first stop at the Canary Islands, the
westernmost outpost of Furopean civilization. He landed
in the Bahamas on October 12, which he christened San
Salvador, Columbus believed he had found some smail
islands off the cast coast of Cipangu {Japan). On en-
countering natives of the islands, he gave them some
beads and “many other trifles of small value,” propounc-
ing them delighted with these gifts and eager to trade. In
2 letter he wrote to Ferdinand and Isabella on his return
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to Spain, Columbus described the natives as handsome,
peaceful, and primitive people whose body painting re-
minded him of the Canary Islands natives. He concluded
that they would make good slaves and could quickly be
converted to Christianity. {See the featare “Listening to
che Past: Columbus Describes His First Voyage” on
pages 518-519.)

Columbus received reassuring reports—via hand ges-
cures and mime—of the presence of gold and of a great
king in the vicinity. From San Salvador, Columbus sailed
southwest, believing that this course would take Ium to
Japan or the coast of China. He landed on Cuba on Oc-
cober 28, Deciding that he must be on the mainland near
the coastal city of Quinsay (Hangzhou), he sent a small
embassy inland with letrers from Ferdinand and Isabeila
nd instructions to locate the grand city.

The landing party, however, found only sparsely pop-
ulated villages. In response to this disappointment,
Cotumbus set a course that is still controversial among
historians. Instead of continuing north, he turned south-
west, apparently giving up on his aim to meet the Great
Khan in preference to trying to find gold among the
peoples he had discovered. In January, having failed to
find the source of gold but having made contact with na-
tives scemingly apt for Christianization and confident of
the existence of gold somewhere in the vicinity, he
headed back to Spain.

Over the next decades, Columbus’s change of course
was reconfirmed as the Spanish adopted the model of
conguest and colonization they had already introduced
in the Canary Islands rather ¢han one of exchange with
equals (as envisaged for the Mongol! khan). On his sec-
ond vovage, Columbus forcibly subjugated the island of
Hispaniola, enslaved its indigenous peoples, and laid the
basis for a system of land grants tied to their labor ser-
vice. Columbus himself, however, had little interest in or
capacity for governing. Revolt soon broke out against
him and his brother on Hispaniola. A royal expedition
sent to investigate returned the brothers to Spain
chains. Columbus was quickly cleared of wrongdoing,
but he did not recover his authority over the territories.
Instead, they came under royal control.

Columbus was very much a man of his times. To the
end of his Yife in 1506, he believed that he had found
small islands off the coast of Asia. He never realized the
scope of his achievement: t0 have found a vast continent
unknown to Europeans, except for a flieeting Viking pres-
ence centuries carlier. He could not know that the scale
of his discoveries would revolutionize world power, rais-
ing issues of trade, sertlement, government bureaucracy,
and the rights of native and African peoples.
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Later Explorers

News of Columbus’s first voyage rapidly spread across
Europe. On April 1, 1493, a printer in Barcelona pub-
lished Columbus’s letter to Ferdinand and Isabella de-
scribing what he had found. By the end of that mounth
the letter had been translated into Latin and published in
Rome. Within a year printers in Paris, Basel, Antwerp,
and Venice had brought out six moré Latin editions,
which were soon followed by translations 1nto other Eu-
ropean languages. In a 1503 lerter Florentine navigaror
Amerigo Vespucci {1454-1512) wrote about his discov-
eries on the coast of modern-day Venezuela, stating:
“Those new regions which we found and explored with
the fleet . . we may rightly call 2 New Waorld.” This let-
ter, titled Mundus Novus {The New World}, was the first
document o describe America as a continent separate
from Asia. In recogniion of Amerigo’s bold ¢laim, the
continent was named for him, (When later cartographers
realized that Columbus had made the discovery first, it
was too late to change the maps.)

To settle competing claims to the Atfantic discoveries,
Spain and Portugal turned to Pope Alexander VI The
Treaty of Tordesilias (1494) gave Spain everything to
the west of an imaginary line drawn down the Atiantic
and Portugal everything to the east. This arbitrary divi-
sion worked in Portugal’s favor when in 1500 an expedi-
tion led by Pedro Alvares Cabral landed on the coast of
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Brazil, which Cabral claimed as Portuguese territory. The
country’s name derives from the brazilwood trees found
there, an important source of red dve (from the word
brasa, or the reddish color of burning coals).

The search for profits determined the direction of
Spanish exploration and expansion into South America.
When it became apparent that placer mining (in which
ore is separated from soil by panning) in the Caribbean
islands was unrewarding and that the Portuguese were
reaping enormous riches in Asian trade, new routes to
the East and new sources of gold and silver were sought.
In 1519 the Spanish ruler Charles V commissioned the
Portuguese mariner Ferdinand Magellan (1480-1521)
to find a direct route to the spices of the Moluccas off the
southeast coast of Asia. Magellan sailed southwest across
the Atlantic to Brazi!, and after a long search along the
coast he locared the treacherous straits that now bear his
name (see Map 15.2). The new ocean he sailed into after

"z rough passage through the straiss seemed so peaceful

that Magellan dubbed it the Pacific. He was scon to real-
ize his mistake. His flect sailed north up the west coast of
South America and then headed west into the immense
expanse of the Pacific toward the Malay Archipelago.
{Some of these islands were conguered in the 1560s and
named the “Philippines™ for Philip IT of Spain.)

Terrible storms, disease, starvation, and violence
haunted the expedition. Mageilan had set out with a flect
of five ships and around 270 men. Sailors on two of the

World Map of Diogo Ribeire, 1529  This map integrates the wealth of new information provided by European
explorers in the decades after Columbus’s 1492 voyage. Working on commission for the Spanish king Charles V, the
mapmaker incorporated new details on Africa, South America, India, the Malay Archipelago, and China. Note the
inaccuracy in his placement of the Moluccas, or Spice Islands, which are much too far east. This “mistake” was
intended to serve Spain’s interests in trade negotations with the Portuguese. (Billlioteca Aposiclica Varicana)




ships attempted mutiny on the South American coast; one
ship was lost, and another ship deserted and returned 1o
Spain before even traversing the straits, The trip across
the Pacific took ninety-eight days, and the men survived
on rats and sawdust. Magelian himself was killed in a skir-
mish in the Philippines. The expedition had enough sur-
sivors to man only two ships, and one of them was
captured by the Porruguesc. One ship with eighteen men
returned to Spain from the cast by way of the Indian
Ocean, the Cape of Good Hope, and the Atlantic in
1522. The voyage had taken almost exactly three years.

Despite the losses, this voyage revolutionized Euro-
peans’ understanding of the world by demonstrating the
vastness of the Pacific. The earth was clearty much larger
than Columbus had believed. The voyage actually made
2 small profit in spices, but Magellan had proved the
westward passage to the Indies to be too long and dan-
gerous for commercial purposes. Turning to its New
World colonies, Spain abandoned the attempt to oust
Portugal from the Eastern spice trade.

Resounding success in this arena belonged to the
Dutch. By the end of the sixteenth century Amsterdam
had overtaken Antwerp as the financial capital of Europe.
The Dutch had also embarked on foreign exploration
and conguest. The Dutch East India Company, founded
in 1602, became the major organ of Dutch imperialism
and within a few decades expelled the Portuguese from
Ceyion and other East Indian islands. By 1650 the Dutch
West India Company had successfully intruded on the
Spanish possessions in the Americas, in the process gain-
ing control of much of the African and American trade.

English and French explorations lacked the immediate,
sensational results of those of the Spanish and Portu-
guese, In 1497 John Cabot, a Genoese merchant living
in London, sailed for Brazil but discovered Newfound-
land. The next year he returned and explored the New
England coast, perhaps going as far south as Delaware.
Since these expeditions found no spices or gold, Henry
VII lost interest in exploration. Between 1534 and 1541
Frenchman facques Cartier made several voyages and
explored the St. Lawrence region of Canada. The first
permanent French settlement, at Quebec, was founded
in 1608,

New World Conquest

In the West Indies the slow recovery of gold, the short-
age of a healthy labor force, and sheer restiessness sped
up Spain’s search for wealth. In 1519, the year Magellan
departed on his worldwide expedition, a brash and deter-
mined Spanish adventurer named Hernandc Cortes
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(1485-1547) crossed from Hispaniola to mainland Mex-
ico with six hundred men, seventeen horses, and ten can-
non. The conquest of Aztec Mexico had begun.

Cortés landed at Vera Cruz in Pebruary 1519, In No-
vember he entered Tenochtitlan {now Mexico City),
capital of the sophisticated Aztec Empire ruled by Mon-
rezuma 11 (r. 1502-1520). Larger than any Huropean
city of the time, the capital was the heart of a civilization
with advanced mathematics, astronomy, and engineering,
with a complex social system, and with oral poetry and
historical traditions. In less than two years Cortés had
destroyed the monarchy, gained complete congrol of the
capital city, and extended his jurisdiction over much of
the Aztec Empire. Why did a strong people defending
its own territory succumb to a handful of Spaniards fight-
ing in dangerous and unfamiliar circumstances? Scholars
continue to debate this question. The best answer is that,
at the time of the Spanish arrival, the Aztec Empire faced
internal weaknesses brought on by the resentment of re-
cently subjugated tribes and by the Azrecs’ own psychol-
ogy and atttudes toward war.
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The Spaniards arrived in late summer, when the Aztecs
were preoccupied with harvesting their crops and not
thinking of war. From the Spaniards’ perspective, the
timing was ideal. A series of natural phenomena, signs,
and portents seemed o augur disaster for the Aztecs. A
comet was seen in daytime, and two temples were sud-
denly destroyed, one by lighming unaccompanied by
thunder. These and other apparenily inexplicable events
had an unnerving and demoralizing effect on the Aztecs.

Even more important was the alienation of newly con-
quered tibes and the Azrees’ fatlure to provide an ef-
fective military resistance. The Aztec state religion, the
sacred cuit of Huitzilopochtli, necessitated constant war-
farc against neighboring peoples to secure captives for
religious sacrifice and laborers for agricultural and infra-
serictural work. When Cortés landed, recently defeated
tribes were not vet fully integrated into the empire. In-
creases in tribute provoked revolt, which led to recon-
quest, retribution, and demands for higher tribure, which
in turn sparked greater resentment and fresh revolt. When
the Spaniards appeared, the Totonacs greeted them as
liberators, and other subject peoples joined them against
the Aztecs.?!

Montezuma himself refrained from attacking the Span-
jards as they advanced toward his capitai and welcomed
Cortés and his men into Tenochtitlin. Historians have
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The Aztec Capital of Tenochtitian

Occupying a large island, Tenochtitlin was laid out in concentric

circles. The administrative and religious buildings were at the heart of the city, which was surrounded
by residential quarters. Cortés himself marveled at the city in hus letters: “It has four approaches by
means of artificial causeways. . . . The city is as large as Seville or Cordoba. . . . There are bridges, very
large, strong, and well constructed, so that, over many, ten horsemen can ride abreast. . .. The city has
many squares where markets are held. .. . There is one square, twice as large as that of Salamanca, all
surrounded by arcades, where there are daily more than sixty thousand souls, buying and selling. In the
service and manners of its people, their fashion of living was almost the same as in Spain, with just as

much harmony and order.” (The Newberry Library}

often condemned the Aztec ruler for vacillation and
weakness. But he relied on the advice of his state council,
itself divided, and on the dubious loyalty of tributary
communities. When Cortés—with incredible boldness—
took Montezuma hostage, the emperor’s influence over
his peopie crumbled.

Forced to leave Tenochtitidn to sertle a conflict else-
where, Cortés placed his lieutenant, Alvarado, in charge.
Alvarado’s harsh rule drove the Aztecs to revolt, and they
almost succeeded in destroying the Spanish garrison.
When Cortés returned just in time, the Aztecs allowed
his reinforcements to join Alvarado’s besieged force. No
threatened European or Asian state would have con-
ceived of doing such a thing: dividing an enemy’s army
and destroying the separate parts was basic to their mili-

tary tactics. But for the Aztecs warfare was a ceremonial
act in which “divide and conquer™ had no place,

Having allowed the Spanish forces to reunite, the en-
tire population of Tenochtitlin artacked the invaders and
killed many Spaniards. In retaliation, the Spaniards exe-
cuted Montezuma. The Spaniards escaped from the ciy
and inflicted a crushing defear on the Aztec army at
Otumba near Lake Texcoco on July 7, 1520. Aztec
weapons proved no match for the terrifyingly noisy and
lethal Spanish cannon, muskets, crossbows, and steel
swords. After this victory Cortés began the systematic
conguest of Mexico.




