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Figure 1. This map of the
kingdoms of the Iberian

Peninsula from 1270 to 1492
shows the kingdoms of Castile,

Aragon, and Portugal.

In 1491,no European knew that North and South America existed.By 1550,Spain Ñ a
small kingdom that had not evenexisteda century earlier Ñ controlled the better part of
two continents and had becomethe most powerful nation in Europe. In half a century of
brave exploration and brutal conquest, both Europe and America were changed forever.

The Reconquistaand the origins of Spain
In the 1400s,ÒSpainÓaswe think of it todaydid not exist.The Iberian peninsula, the piece
of land that juts out of southwestern Europe into the Atlantic Ocean, included three
kingdoms: Aragon, a small kingdom bordering France on the Mediterranean Sea and
focusedon trade with Italy and Africa; Portugal on the Atlantic coast;and Castile,a large
rural kingdom in the middle. The southern part of Iberia, meanwhile, wasunder Muslim
rule, as it had been for centuries.

In the early 700s, Berber Muslims from North Africa, often called Moors, had
conquered nearly all of the Iberian Peninsula. Over the following seven and a half
centuries, the Christian kingdoms to the north gradually retook control of the peninsula,
and by 1300,Muslims controlled only Granada,a small region in the south of present-day
Spain. But the Reconquista, or Reconquest,was not complete until 1492. In 1479,King
Ferdinand II of Aragonand QueenIsabellaof Castilemarried, uniting their kingdoms, and
thirteen years later their armies expelled the Muslims from Granada.

The Reconquistawasa brutal conflict fueled in part by devotion to Christianity Ñ not
just a war betweenkingdoms but a crusadeagainst infidels. In al-AndalusÑ the Arabic
name for Muslim-controlled Iberia Ñ Christians and Jews had significant religious
freedom. The Christian rulers to the north did not return the favor. The rulers of SpainÕs
kingdoms found that their sharedChristianity could unite them and set them apart from
the Muslims to the south. The men who fought in the Reconquistawereconvincedof their
superiority to their enemieswho had rejectedChristianity, and they developedrules of war
basedon that superiority Ñ including the right to enslavethe peoplethey conquered.Once
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Figure 2. King Ferdinand II of
Aragon, and Queen Isabella of

Castile.

Spain was reconquered,Muslims and Jewswere forced to convert to Christianity or be
expelled from Spain.

The long Reconquistatended to make the Spanish,and especiallyCastilians,not only
strongly devotedto Christianity but militaristic and romantic. Castile was an agricultural
societybasedon personal relationships, in which a personÕsreputation and honor were
tremendously important. One historian writes that

Castilian men were tough, arrogant, quick to take offense, undaunted by danger and
hardship,and extravagantin their actions. Theywould suffer hunger,hardship,extremesof
climate, and still fight savagely against great odds.ÉSixteenth-centurySpaniards were
fascinatedwith herioc stories, the adventuresof perfect knights, ceremoniousand courtly
behavior, and strange and magical happenings.1

Finally, the Reconquistawas driven by a desire for land and profit. Becausekings in the
Middle Ages were not as strong or as wealthy as they would later become,most military
actionsagainstthe Moors wereprivately financed.Leadersof armies,since they had risked
their own money, won rights to conquered land and a share of conquered peoplesÕ wealth.

The reconquerers,in short, were the perfect men to cross a dangerousocean and
conquera ÒNewWorldÓof denseunchartedforests,tropical diseases,and hostile heathens.
They were devotedto God, king, and queen; they were tough; and they were eager for
wealth and glory. And after 1492,with the Reconquistacomplete, they were in the market
for a new crusade. Conveniently enough, Christopher Columbus gave them one.

Into the ÒNew WorldÓ
In the late Middle Ages,Europeanswere fascinatedwith the idea of Asia and its wealth.
Europeansand EastAsianshad long known of eachother Ñ Alexanderthe GreatÕsempire
had connectedGreeceand India in the fourth century BCE, and later, the Han Dynastyof
China and the RomanEmpire tradedregularly and exchangeda few diplomats. During the
Middle Ages, though, trade and travel between Europe and Asia stopped almost entirely.

The Crusades,in which Europeansfought to retake the Holy Land from Muslims,
brought them into contactwith easterncultures for the first time in centuries.Theywanted
spices,silks, jewels,gold, and other luxury goodsfrom China, India, and the EastIndes Ñ
the islands southeastof the Asian continent, including the modern nation of Indonesia.
But east Asia lay thousands of miles away, across vast deserts and the Himalaya
Mountains, and the road from Europe to China was controlled by foreign rulers and by
middlemen who chargedmoney to passthe goodsalong. As a result, by the time spices
and other goods reached Europe, they were extremely expensive.

Portugal,which had completedits own Reconquestin the thirteenth century, wasthe
first European nation to try to trade directly with Asia. Under Prince Henry Òthe
Navigator,Óthe Portuguesebeganto explorethe west coastof Africa. In 1488Bartolomeu
Dias sailedall the wayaround the southern tip of Africa, the Capeof Good Hope, proving
that there wasan oceanroute around the continent. In 1497,VascodaGamafollowed DiasÕ
route, then sailed north and east to India Ñ opening up the riches of Asia to Portugal.
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Figure 3. Many books will tell
you that Europeans, lacking

refrigeration, needed spices to
preserve food or to cover up the
taste of spoiled food. Maybe so,

but it seems more likely that
spices just taste good. Imagine

a world without pepper,
cinnamon, cloves, allspice,

nutmeg, or chiles, in which only
herbs and a few spices like

caraway were available to
season food! Given such a

bland diet, how much would you
be willing to pay for a little

cinnamon?

The Vikings briefly settled
Greenland and parts of eastern
Canada in about 1000CE. But
they didnÕt stay long, and they

didnÕt spread word of their
discovery in Europe. There are

also theories that Chinese
explorers found the west coast

of North America sometime
before ColumbusÕ journey, but if
the stories are true, the Chinese,
like the Vikings, returned home

without making an impact on
either continent.

COLUMBUSÕ GREAT MISTAKE

In 1492,Christopher Columbus, a sailor from Genoa (then an independent city-statein
northern Italy), convincedIsabellaand Ferdinand to finance a voyageacrossthe Atlantic to
Asia. Although it was widely acceptedin Europe by this time that the earth was round,
scholarsdisagreedabout the size of the globe.Columbus argued that the riches of China
and the EastIndes lay only 2,400 miles to the westof Spain Ñ making the Atlantic Ocean
about the width of the Mediterranean Sea Ñ but most others said it was much farther.

For years,Columbus failed to persuadeEngland,Portugal, Spain, Genoa,and Venice
to givehim ships and men. Finally, the new monarchsof reconqueredSpain,eagerfor new
sourcesof wealth and opportunities to spreadChristianity, decidedto give him a chance.
Theynamedhim governorof anynew landshe discoveredand promised him a ten percent
share in their wealth, sent him to seaÑ and, quite possibly, expectednever to seehim
again.

Columbus was wrong, of course Ñ bold enough to sail thousands of miles into
uncharted waters,but completelymistaken in his geography.Asia lies more than 12,000
miles west of Europe, and had the Americas not been waiting in the middle, Columbus
would never havereachedland. He reachedthe Bahamasinstead,more or lesswhere he
thought the East Indes should havebeen,and after three more voyagesto the Caribbean
and the coast of South America he died in 1506 still believing he had been exploring
mainland Asia. But ColumbusÕincredible (and lucky) mistake turned out to be one of the
most important events in the history of human civilization.

THE ÒCOLUMBIAN EXCHANGEÓ

The worldÕstwo greatland massesÑ North and South America in the westernhemisphere
and Europe, Asia, and Africa in the easternhemisphere Ñ had been isolated from each
other for 10,000 years.When the land bridge acrossthe Bering Strait closedafter the last
Ice Age, the Paleoindiansof the Americas and their StoneAge counterpartsin Asia were
cut off. In the hundreds of thousandsof yearsbefore that, the two halvesof the world had
evolved different animals, plants, and microbes.

Over the millenia, the human inhabitants of the ÒoldÓand ÒnewÓworlds developed
vastlydifferent cultures, languages,and religions; they found different waysof adaptingto
their different envinronments; and their bodies over hundreds of generations became
resistant to the diseasesof their different worlds. When the two great land masseswere
rejoined by Europeanexploration, the resulting exchangeof people,crops,animals, ideas,
and diseases Ñ called the ÒColumbian exchangeÓ Ñ changed both worlds forever.

Conquest by sword and germs
Immediately, the Spanish set about conquering the world they had discovered.Within a
hundred yearsthis small Europeannation had claimed the better part of two continents.
They relied on a combination of military superiority, occasionaldiplomacy, luck Ñ and
their greatest ally, disease. Then, convinced that the peoples of the Americas were
uncivilized heathens, they set about destroying much of what they found.
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Figure 4. This painting depicts
ColumbusÕ arrival in the New

World.

Figure 5. ColumbusÕ legacy is a
complicated one.

THE CARIBBEAN

Columbus easily dominated the peoplesof the Caribbean,who were for the most part
friendly and peaceful.They practicedadvancedagriculture, traded extensivelyamong the
islands, and had a great deal of leisure time. Columbus, believing he was off the coastof
India, called them ÒIndiansÓand hoped they would be faithful subjectsof Ferdinand and
Isabella.But faithful subjects,to Columbus, would convert to Christianity and grow crops
that would make money for Europeans. In his journal, he wrote,

It seemedto me that theywerea peoplewho wereverypoor in everything.Theygo as naked
as their mothers bore them, eventhe women, though I only saw one girl, and she was very
young.All those I did seewereyoungmen, none of them more than thirty yearsold.É They
do not carryarms and do not know of them, becauseI showedthem some swordsand they
grasped them by the blade and cut themselves out of ignorance.É

Theyought to makegood slavesfor theyareof quick intelligence,sinceI notice that they
are quick to repeat what is said to them, and I believethat they could very easilybecome
Chirstians,for it seemedto me that they had no religion of their own. God willing, when I
come to leave I will bring six of them to Your Highnesses so that they may learn to speakÉ2

To a European,a ÒcivilizedÓperson wassomeonewho lived in a house,ate his meals at a
tableÑ and, certainly,wore full clothes!Thesenearlynakedpeoplewith no understanding
of metal weaponsmust haveseemedincredibly primitive to Columbus and his men Ñ like
something, perhaps,out of the Gardenof Eden. If the peopleof the ÒIndesÓwere so poor
and uncivilized, Columbus believedhe had everyright to take their land and make them
into Òservants.Ó

Slavery and smallpox

On Hispa–ola (present-dayHaiti and the Dominican Republic),Columbus tried to enslave
the indigenous Taino people to grow plant sugar cane,but an epidemic of smallpox and
other diseaseswiped out the entire native population of the island Ñ as many as two
million people.

Smallpox was endemic to Europe and Asia Ñ it was common there, and over
thousands of generations people had built up a resistance to it. Even so, it was a
fast-spreading,deadlydisease.As late asthe eighteenthcentury, hundreds of thousandsof
Europeansdied of smallpox eachyear.3 But smallpox had never existedin the Americas,
and Native Americans had no immunity to it at all.

With the native population gone, the Spanish beganto import slavesfrom Africa to
grow their sugar caneÑ beginning an institution that would createmisery and profit in
the Americas for almost 400 years.

MEXICO

In 1519Hern‡n CortŽs arrived in Mexico from Cuba with 11galleons, 550 men, and 16
horsesÑ the first horseson the American continent. Within two yearshis conquistadores,
conquerors, had won control of the Aztec kingdom that spanned most of present-day
Mexico and Central America.
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Figure 6. This map shows the
extent of the Aztec empire
before its conquest by the

Spanish.

Figure 7. Map showing the
extent of the Inca Empire in

South America.

The Aztecempire, unlike the small tribes that dotted the CaribbeanÑ and more than
a little like Spain Ñ was a complex state built on military conquest. Its emperor
Moctezuma ruled with an iron fist from the great Aztec capital at Tenochtitl‡n. It seems
incredible that so few men could conquer so greatan empire, but its centralizedauthority
Ñ its vast territory was ruled by one man from a single city Ñ actually made it easierto
conquer. Once the capital was taken and the emperor captured, the entire empire fell
under Spanish control.

Of course,the conquistadoreshad other advantagesÑ someof them accidental.One of
CortŽsÕsoldiers had smallpox, and he started an epidemic that killed a third of the
population of the Aztec empire.

The Aztecs may also have mistaken CortŽs for the deity Quetzalco‡tl, or Plumed
Serpent,who accordingto prophesywould return from the eastto reclaim his kingdom Ñ
perhaps in 1519.When CortŽsarrived Ñ from the east,with fair skin, riding four-legged
creaturesneverbeforeseenin Mexico,wearingshining armor and looking for all the world
like someonewho wanted to reclaim a kingdom Ñ Moctezuma feared that he might be
Quetzalco‡tland did not immediately meet him in battle. The delaygaveCortŽsthe time
he needed to get a foothold.

SOUTH AMERICA

Like the Aztecs of Mexico, the Incas of Peru controlled a vast empire with great riches,
including the gold and silver the Spanishdesperatelywanted.The Incas maintained their
power by forcing conqueredpeoplesto adopt their languageand religion. To managetheir
empire, they built a network of roads through the Andes mountains.

Also like the Aztecs,the Incas fell quickly to the Spanish.FranciscoPizarro landed in
Peru in 1530,and his small army with their steel weapons,armor, and horsesdominated
the Incas in battle. Diseasehad alreadyspreadsouth from Mexico and weakenedthe Inca
people. Pizarro captured the Inca emperor, Atahualpa, and quickly took control of the
empire. Within a few decades, the Spanish controlled most of South America.

Blood and gold
What CortŽs and his men saw in Tenochtitl‡n horrified them. The many Aztec gods
demanded human sacrifice Ñ to ensure that the sun would coninue to rise in the morning,
to grant fertility, or to guaranteea goodharvest.The Aztecsfought wars with neighboring
peoples to capture victims for sacrifice. In the most famous ritual, the victim was
spread-eagledon a round stone atop a great pyramid while a priest cut out his heart and
offered it, still beating, to the god Huitzilopochtli.

The Spanish,more convincedthan everof their superiority, forcedmost of the people
of Mexico to convert to Christianity. Priests burned Aztec books and destroyedidols and
temples. Indigenous people were enslavedto work in gold mines. Diseasereduced the
population of Mexico from more than 20 million when CortŽsarrived in 1519to about 2
million by 1600.

Meanwhile, the gold and other riches sent home to Spain financed one of the most
powerful empires in the history of the world. Spanishmonarchsusedthis wealth to fight a
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Figure 8. Constantino BrumidiÕs
1876 painting of Bartolome de

Las Casas and an Indian
acquaintance.

series of religious wars in Europe, including the attempted invasion of England by the
Spanish Armada. By the 1600s, Spain was easily the most powerful kingdom in Europe.

Bartolemede LasCasas,a Spanishpriest who witnessedthe worst of Spanishcruelty,
had this to say in 1542 about the conquest of Mexico and the Caribbean:

Into this sheepfold, into this land of meek outcasts there came some Spaniards who
immediatelybehavedlike raveningwild beasts,wolves,tigers,or lions that had beenstarved
for many days. And Spaniardshave behavedin no other way during the past forty years,
down to the present time, for they are still acting like raveningbeasts,killing, terrorizing,
afflicting, torturing, and destroyingthe native peoples,doing all this with the strangestand
most variednewmethodsof cruelty,neverseenor heardof before,and to sucha degreethat
this Island of Hispaniolaonceso populous (havinga population that I estimatedto be more
than three million), has now a population of barely two hundred persons.É

As for the vastmainland[Mexico]ÉWecanestimateverysurelyand truthfully that in the
forty years that have passed,with the infernal actions of the Christians, there have been
unjustly slain more than twelvemillion men, women,and children. In truth, I believewithout
trying to deceive myself that the number of the slain is more like fifteen million.É

Their reason for killing and destroying such an infinite number of souls is that the
Christianshavean ultimate aim, which is to acquiregold, and to swell themselveswith riches
in a verybrief time and thus rise to a high estatedisproportionateto their merits. It should
be kept in mind that their insatiablegreedand ambition, the greatesteverseenin the world,
is the causeof their villainies. And also, those lands are so rich and felicitous, the native
peoples so meek and patient, so easy to subject, that our Spaniards have no more
consideration for them than beasts.And I say this from my own knowledgeof the acts I
witnessed.But I should not sayÒthanbeastsÓfor, thanksbe to God, theyhavetreatedbeasts
with some respect; I should say instead like excrement on the public squares.É

The Indians began to seekwaysto throw the Christiansout of their lands.É And the
Christians,with their horsesand swordsand pikesbeganto carryout massacresand strange
crueltiesagainstthem. Theyattackedthe towns and sparedneither the childrennor the aged
nor pregnant women nor women in childbed, not only stabbing them and dismembering
them but cutting them to piecesas if dealing with sheepin the slaughterhouse.Theylaid
bets as to who, with one stroke of the sword, could split a man in two or could cut off his
head or spill out his entrails with a single stroke of the pike. Theytook infants from their
mothersÕbreasts,snatchingthem by the legs and pitching them headfirst against the crags
or snatched them by the arms and threw them into the rivers, roaring with laughter and
sayingas the babiesfell into the water,ÒBoilthere,you offspring of the devil!ÓOther infants
theyput to the sword along with their mothers and anyoneelsewho happenedto be nearby.
Theymade some low wide gallows on which the hangedvictimÕsfeet almost touched the
ground, stringing up their victims in lots of thirteen, in memory of Our Redeemerand His
twelveApostles,then set burning wood at their feet and thus burned them alive.To others
they attachedstraw or wrapped their whole bodies in straw and set them afire. With still
others,all those theywantedto capturealive,theycut off their handsand hung them round
the victimÕsneck, saying, ÒGonow, carry the message,Ómeaning, Take the news to the
Indians who havefled to the mountains. Theyusuallydealt with the chieftainsand nobles in
the following way:they made a grid of rods which they placedon forked sticks, then lashed
the victims to the grid and lighted a smoldering fire underneath,so that little by little, as
those captives screamed in despair and torment, their souls would leave them.4

LasCasasspent most of his life fighting for the indigenous peoplesof Central and South
America. He tried to build a settlementon the coastof Venezuelawith farmers rather than
soldiers, worked to convert indigenous peoples by peaceful means, and argued for the
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abolition of Indian slavery.His descriptionsof the conquesthorrified King CharlesV and
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