1.
Columbu§, the Indians, and Human
Progress

Arawak men and women, naked, tawny, and full of wonder, emerged
from their villages onto the island's beaches and swam out to get a
closer look at the strange big boat. When Columbus and his sailors
came ashore; carrying swords, speaking oddly, the Arawaks ran to

lgn.-eelt them, brought them foog, water, gifts. He later wrote of this in
his log: .

Tht?y . . . brought us parrots and balls of cotton and spears and many
ul.he.r things, which they exchanged for the glass beads and hawks' bells, The
\wllfngly traded everything they owned. . . . They were well-built witl; goog
bodies and handsome features. . . . They do not bear arms, and d:) ﬁot know
them, for I showed them a sword, they took it by the edge and cut themselves
out of ignorance. They have no iron. Their spears are made of cane. . . .

They would make fine servants; wi
.. . . With fiity men we could subju
all and make them do whatever we want. Jugate them

These Arawaks of the Bahama Islands were much like Indians
on the 'mainland, who were remarkable (European observers were to
say again and again) for their hospitality, their belief in sharing. These
irafls did not stand out in the Europe of the Renaissance, dominated
as it was by the religion of popes, the government of kings, the frenzy
for money that marked Western civilization and its first messenger to
the Americas, Christopher Columbus.

Columbus wrote:

As soon as | nrr.ived_in the Indies, on the first Island which I found, I
l?ok some of lhe. natives by force in order that they might learn and might
give me information of whatever there is in these parls.

The information that Columbus wanted most was: Where is the
gold? He had persuaded the king and queen of Spain to finance an

e.xpgdition 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
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other informed people of his time, he knew the world was round and
he could sail west in order to get to the Far East. :

Spain was recently unificd, one of the new modern nation-states,
like France, England, and Portugal. Its population, mostly poor peas-
ants, worked for the nobility, who were 2 percent of the population
and owned 95 percent of the land. Spain had tied itself 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 conquercd 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. B

In return for bringing back gold and spices, they promised Colum-
bus 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 a merchant’s clerk from thie Italian city of Genoa, part-time
weaver (the sori of a skilled weaver), and expert sailor. He set out
with three sailing ships, the largest of which was the Santa 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 had 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 Islands, off the Atlantic coast of Africa. Now they
saw branches and sticks floaling in the water. They saw flocks of birds.
These were signs of land. Then, on October 12, a sailor called Rodrigo
saw the early morning moon shining on white sands, and cried out.
It was an island in the Bahamas, the Caribbean sea. The first man (o
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 evening before. He got the reward. ‘

So, approaching land, they were met by the Arawak Indians, who
swam out lo greet them. The Arawaks lived in village communes, had
a developed agriculture of corn, yams, cassava. They could spin and
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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 Peqtglots

The Aztec civilization of Mexico came out of the heritage of Mayan.
Zapotec, and Toltec 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 peaple as sacrifices to the gods. The cruelty of the Aztecs
however, did not erase a certain innocence, and when a Spanish armadz;
appeared at Vera Crugz, and a bearded white man came ashore, with
Strange beasts (horses), clad in iron, it was thought that he w;s the
legendary Agztec man-god who had died three hundred years before,

with the promise 10 return—the mysteriqus Quetzalcoatl. And so they

welcomed him, with munificent hospitality.

That was Hernando Cortés, come from Spain with an expedition
ﬁnancec_i by merchants and landowners and blessed by the deputies of
God, .wnh one obsessive goal: to find gold. In the mind of Montezuma,
the king of the Aztecs, there must have been a certain doubt abou;
whether Cortés was indeed Quetzalcoatl, because he sent a hundred
.runners’ to Cortés, bearing enormous treasures, gold and silver wrou ht
Into objects of fantastic beauty, but at the same time’ begging himgto
jg:stback.. ('(Ii"h.e lgainlerfDiirer a few years later described what he saw

arrived in Spain iti
Silven e in fOp:mne'r)om that expedition—a sun of gold. a moon of

Cprtés then began his march of death from town to town using
deception, turning Aztec against Aztec, killing with the kind of cicliber-
a.leness that accompanies a strategy—to paralyze the will of the popula-
tion by a sudden frightful deed. And 50, in Cholulu, he invited the
ht?admen of the Cholula nation to the square. And when they came
with thousands of unarmed retainers, Cortés’s small army of Spaniards.
posted around the square with cannon, arméd w.ith crossbows, mounled.
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on horses, massacred them, down to the last man. Then they looted
the city and moved on. When their cavalcade of murder was over they
were in Mexico City, Montezuma was dead, and the Aztec civilization,
shattered, was in the hands of the Spaniards.

All this is told in the Spaniards' own accounts.

In Peru, that other Spanish conquistador Pizarro, used the.same
tactics, and for the same reasons—the frenzy in the early capitalist
states of Europe for gold, for slaves, for products of the soil, to pay
the bondholders and stockholders of the expeditions, to finance the
monarchical bureaucracies rising in Western Europe, to spur the growth
of the new money economy rising out of feudalism, to participate in
what Karl Marx would later call “the primitive accumulation of capi-
tal.” These were the violent beginnings of an intricate system of technol-
ogy, business, politics, and culture that would dominate the world for
the next five centuries.

In the North American English colonies, the pattern was set early,
as Columbus had set it in the islands of the Bahamas. In 1585, before
there was any permanent English settlement in Virginia, Richard Gren-
ville landed there with seven ships. The Indians he met were hospitable,
but when one of them stole a small silver cup, Grenville sacked and
burned the whole Indian village. ’

Jamestown itself was set up inside the territory of an Indian confed-

* eracy, led by the chief, Powhatan. Powhatan watched the English settle

on his people's land, but did not attack, maintaining a posture of cool-
ness. When the English were going through their “starving time” in
the winter of 1610, some of them ran off to join the Indians, where
they would at least be fed. When the summer came, the governor of
the colony sent a messenger to ask Powhatan to return the runaways,
whereupon Powhatan, according to the English account, replied with
“noe other than prowde and disdaynefull Answers.” Some soldiers were
therefore sent out “to take Revendge.” They fell upon an Indian settle-
ment, killed fifteen or sixteen Indians, burned the houses, cut down
the corn growing around the village, took the queen of the tribe and
her children into boats, then ended up throwing the children overboard
“and shoteinge owtt their Braynes in the water.” The queen was later
taken off and stabbed to death. '

Twelve.years later, the Indians, alarmed as the English settlements
kept growing in numbers, apparently decided to try to wipe them out
for good. They went on a rampage and massacred 347 men, women,

- and children. From then on it was total war.
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