






its wealth: for all the gold and silver that comes to Spain is extracted by 
means of these Indians." 171 

Like the sixteenth-century Spanish in Peru, then, to some critics the 
genocidal Californians were simply bad businessmen, liquidating their own 
best draft animals in an unceasing pique of racist passion. In time, how
ever, these critics turned out to be wrong. Other labor was found. And by 
the end of the nineteenth century Calife>rnia's population was surging past 
one and a half million persons, of whom only 15,000-or one percent
were Indians, most of them stored safely away on remote and impover
ished reservations, suffering from disease, malnutrition, and despair. 

As had happened in Virginia two hundred years earlier-and as hap
pened across the entire continent during the intervening years-between 
95 and 98 percent of California's Indians had been exterminated in little 
more than a century. And even this ghastly numerical calculation· is inad• 
equate, · not only because it reveals nothing of the hideous suffering en• 
dured by those hundreds of thousands of California native peoples, but 
because it is based on decline only from the estimated population for the 
year 1769.;__a population that already had been reduced savagely by earlier 
invasions of European plague and violence. Nationwide by this· time only 
about one-third of one percent of America's population-250,000 out of 
76,000,000 people-were natives. The worst human holocaust the world 
had ever witnessed, roaring across two continents non-stop for four cen
turies and consuming the lives of countless tens of millions of people, fi
nally had leveled off. There was, at last, almost no one left to kill. 

GENOCIDE 

During the course of four centuries-from the 1490s to the 1890s
Europeans and white Americans engaged in an unbroken string of 
genocide campaigns against the native peoples of the Americas. Pie� 
tured on the following pages are the results Qf the first of these 
slaughters-the Spanish depredations in the West Indies and Meso
america under the initial command of Christopher Columbus-and 
what conventionally, though incorrectly, is regarded as the last of 
them-the United States Army's massacre of Sioux Indians near a 
aeek called Wounded Knee in South Dakota. These scenes are rep
raentative of thousands of other such incidents that occurred (and 
in some places continue to occur) in the Indies and in South, Cen
tral, and North America, most of them bloodbaths that have gone 
unnamed and are long forgotten. 

The illustrations of the Spanish cruelties are by Jean Theodore 
and Jean Israel de Bry, from a 1598 edition of Bartolome de Las 
Casas's Brief Account of the Destruction of the Indies. The accom
panying captions are drawn · from Las Casas's descriptions of the 
events he witnessed. With two exceptions, the photographs from 
die Wounded Knee massacre are printed here with the· permission 
of the Nebraska State Historical Society. The . exceptions are the 
photograph of Big Foot, from the National Anthropological Ar
mives of the Smithsonian Institution, and the photograph of Gen
eral Colby and Zintka Lanuni, which is printed by courtesy of the 
Denver Public Library's Western History Collection. Quotations in 

captions for the Wounded Knee photographs are from Richard 
E. Jensen, R. Eli Paul, and John E. Carter, Eyewitness at Wounded
lnte (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 1991).


