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RICA

BEFORE COLUMBUS

They lived 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, and the world they inhabited was anything but new.

i

terstate 70 speed right
: by ancient Cahokia and
i its 15-acre ceremonial
mound, the one that’s 2
acres bigger than the Great Pyramid of
Egypt. Only a curious few puli off to
learn how a feather-crowned dictator
known as the Great Sun used to kneel
atop the earthen temple every morning
and howl when the real sun came up.
At its peak, the town across the Missis-
sippi from present-day St. Louis boast-
ed a trade network that stretched from
the Gulf of Mexico to the Dakotas and
probably had as many residents as did
London at that time. But modern text-
books barely take notice. Cahokia's
problem is that American history, in the
minds of many, started just 5300 years
o ago, back when Columbus discovered

i

ost vacationers on In-

the New World. By 1492, Cahokia
was an IHinois Babylon, a city that
had thrived and vanished.
Like many 20th-century me-

tropolises, 13th-century Caho-
kia could not handie growth,
even though its developers were .
sharp enough to grasp geometry |
and astronomy. Besides building
more than 100 neatly propor-
tioned mounds, they constructed
a circle of tall poles—archaeologists call
it “Woodhenge” —that aligned with the
sun at equinox and solstice. Despite this
evidence of advanced thinking, however,
no Cahokian appears to have anticipated
the consequences of ecological change
and environmental degradation. Corn-
fields that fed 20,000 to 40,000 urbamites
gradually lost their fertility. Forests were
stripped of trees not only to fuel thou-

sands of daily houschold fires but
also to form a 2Y%-mile stockade
wall. As hard times set in, Caho-

kians moved or perished. Centu-
ries later, the French arnived and
found only grown-over mounds.
The Europeans who peopled
America in Columbus’s wake
believed the land had never
been settled, much less civi-
lized. “North America was
inhabited only by wandering tribes who
had no thought of profiting by the nam-
ral riches of the soil,” wrote Alexis de
Tocqueville in 1835. It was, the French
ohserver concloded, “an empty conii-
nent, a desert land awaiting its inhabit-
ants.” Tocqueville’s “empty continent”
phrase endures today in Fourth of Julv
speeches that hail the building of the
nation, but in fact the New World was



ng bt empty in Columbus’s day.
r-take several million, the Western
isphere in 1492 had as many people
revoe. 1t was the teerning and majes-
tic civilizations of Mexico's Aztecs and
" Peru’s Incas that awed the Spanish con-
quistadors - initially —some. gawked like
country buxnpkins ai Montezuma’s capi-
tal. with its several hundred thousand
people—but ancient societies had also
been rising 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 Europe, though ac-
customed to people being burmed or
beheaded, were shocked at what went
on in America. Columbus claimed he
had to take hundreds of Carib Indians
1o Spain for their own good and that of
their Arawak neighbors, whom they
were eating. (He had a harder time ex-
plaining why he aiso enslaved the gen-
tle Arawaks.) While cannibalism and
human sacrifice were rare among Indi-
ans north of Mexico, people in some
tribes killed unwanted infants, had mui-
tiple wives and, i the case of the Hu-
rons, wiped their hands on dogs that
ambled by. Other traits seemed alien as
well: an awed reverence of nature, a
»desire to share and, for many,
ocieties free of oppression
and class stratification. In
addition, most took a
daily bath, a practice
the Europeans ab-
horred. America was
not new, but it was

As whites moved west-
ward across what is

they encountered a fa-

miliar 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 Indies, somewhere berween Ja-

pan and India, and labeled his hosts Jos

Indios. The Indians had no word for their

race. They called their own tribes “peo-

ple” or “real people,” and other tribes

names like “friend,” “enemy” or “poi-
sonous snake,” ‘

The diversity that Ameri-

cans relish today actually

existed long before Co-

lumbus arrived. Most of

the hundreds of lan-

guages the Indians

spoke were as differ-

ent from one another

as Farsi is from

French. Some Indians

loved war. Others

hated it. After every

refuctant fight, Arizo-

na’s Pimas subjected their w
l6-day cure for insanity. So ¥
banned women from their councils.
Others were ruled by female chiefs, like
Georgia’s “Lady of Cofitachequi,” who
greeted Hermando DeSoto with ‘pearls
from the Savannah River. (He ungra-
ciously kidnapped her.) Puppies were a |
gourmet’s delight in some huts. Else-

where, Indians would rather die: than

eat dog meat. Premarital sex was un-

thinkable among the Cheyenne. But

Mississippi’s Natchez tribe encouraged

teenagers to have flings while they

could. Once a Natchez girl wed, an ex-

tramarital affair could cost her her hair

Or even an ear,

Every American Indian, from the
Abenakis of Maine to the Zunis of
New Mexico, descended from immi-
grant stock. Asian-Americans were the
first Americans, and they came over
12000 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 speed-
ing their extinction.
As long ago as 5,000
years, people in Mexi-
co may have cultivat-
ed maize, better
known as corn, and
early residents of Ari-
zona were growing it in A.D. L Many
people in what is now the United
States existed the next 10 or 15 centu-
ries as nomads, moving about in search
of game, fish and wild plants for food,
but some accomplished much more.

INDIANS SHARED A LOT. AMASAZI
RUINS IN COLORADO'S MESA, vsmﬁt
NATIONAL PARK YIELDED THIS
T3TH-CENTURY MUG BUILT FOR TWO.

different. PUEBLO BONITO 800 YEARS AGO WAS
THE HUB OF A NETWORK OF ROADS
THAT CONNECTED NUMERGUS
VILLAGES IN MEW MEXICO'S TREELESS
now the United States? CHACO CANYON, THIS HEADDRESS

WAS MADE N ONE GF THEM.

Pioneers who found thousands of
abandoned mounds in the Ohio and
Mississippi valleys refused to believe
thev had been built by Indians. “The
natural indolence of the indian and his
averseness to any kind of manual labor
are well known,”

wrote author William

Pidgeon in 1858. Oth-

er 19th-century writ-

ers speculated that

the mound builders

were stray Vikings.

Phoenicians or a lost

tribe of Israel—obvi-

ousty an intelligent

people who were an-

nihilated by Indian

savages. Settlers liked that theory, be-

cause it seemed to justify the treatment

they inflicted on the Indians on the

frontier. Not until the 1890s did educat-

ed people agree that the mounds in fact
were built by the Indians’ ancestors.

'The genius of the mound builders has

become even more evident in recent

years, Just west of the Mississippi in

northeast Louisiana lies Poverty Pomnt, a

3,500-year-old collection of concentric

semicircles of earth. the biggest nearly




cenfral plaza<.a.

that at England’s
efge during similar P
ons-of earth and -

050 feet, as those
o ore circles within
Smiles of Newark, Other
‘precisely meastred
mounds m central Ohio in-
‘three 1,200-foot cir-
and .five 27-acre
sgbares. “Such nice equi-
valences of shapes—and
sizes are not the work of
savages.” says Roger Ken-
nedy, director of the
Smithsonian’s Museum of American
History, who is writing a book entitled
“Medieval America.” “I doubt that the
Harvard freshman class would be capa-
bile of similar intellectual achievement.”

Ewery explorer and early settler seemed
o potice the aroma of America. Rob-
et Beverley was awed by “the pleas-
amiest Smell” of Virginia’s giant mag-
wolias.  DeSoto’s men  admired
Georgia’s “very savoury,
palatable and fragrant”
strawberries. Henry Hud-
#on  paused in  New
York’s harbor to enjoy
the “very sweet smells” of
zass and flowers on the
New Jersey shore. Buit
ihie visitors also smelled
snoke. Many soon con-
thoded that Indian wom-
2m did all the work, while
e men idled away their
mme bunting, fishing and
s=rmng the woods on fire.
The native men, it
mmned out, were practicing
t form of forest management
it put food in their wigwams
zod longhouses. With forches and
sone hatchets, the Nootkas and
Headas of the Pacific Northwest
weppled giant redwoods and
them into whaling ca-
moes. In the eastern forests, In-
£rans slashed and burned to

35 AN CAULPELD

FIVE CENTURIES BEFORE
MOBY DICK, VHLLAGERS
GREETED MAKAH WHALERS
I WHAT IS NOW WASHING-
TON STATE. THE MAKAHS
CARVED NOT GNLY THEIR
BUGOUT CANUES BUT ALSO
BIRDS ON TOTEM POLES.

clear the way for cornfields fertilized by
the ashes and to create meadows for

grazing deer and elk. Every autumn, In--

dians burned huge chunks of woodland
to clear away underbrush. The sprouts
that poked each spring through the
charred ground boosted populations of
game ammals, which the Indians could
easily spot in the open forests. The
trees that survived flourished, too. Syca-
mores in Ohio grew seven feet in diam-
eter, and the white pines
of New England towered
200 to 250 feet. Gover-
nor's Istand, now in the
shadow of Manhattan’s
skyscrapers, had so many
big hickory and walnut
trees that the Dutch set-
tlers called it Nut Isiand,
Colonists enjoyed de-
scribing the country they
settled as a “howling wil-
derness”—a phrase from
the Book of Jeremiah-—
and in many places it was.
Bamboo canebrakes, 20 1o
30 feet high and impene-
trable, stretched in parts of
the Southeast for 100 miles or
more, and tangles of brier and
grapevines crowded the cotton-
woods of the river bottoms. The
forests were so boundless, the
settlers liked 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
usually clear, reminding one observer
of “our parks in England,”

Early 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
beautiful.” Passenger pigeons passed in
flocks “for three or foure houres . . . so
thicke they have shaddowed the skie
from us.” Out west, Meriwether Lewis
and William Clark would see huge
flocks of pelicans and sandhill cranes
along the Missouri and dense clouds of
geese over the Columbia River.

Amimals were bigger then. Pennsyl-
vania trouf, nearly 2 feet long, were
easy targets for Algonguian arrows.
Virginia sturgeon stretched 6 to 9 feet,
and Mississippi catfish topped 120
pounds. Off Cape Cod, a few Indians
could catch 30 lobsters in a half hour,
some weighing 20 pounds, and many
Massachusetts oysters had to be sliced
into thirds to be swallowed.

Bison roamed not only the Great
Plains but also the meadows and open
forests of Ohio, Pennsylvania and Vir-
ginia. The western bison were infinitely
more pumerous, thundering along in
herds 25 miles long, but the woods buf-
falo was bigger and biacker with short-
er hair and no hump. A few still re-
mained in George Washington’s time;
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}he “consiclered crossing them with clo-
mestic cattle.

The 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 “wuifles too tedious to
describe,” natives were offering Europe-
ans virtuzally anything they had. from fish
and turkeys to persimmon bread and the
companionship of a chief's daughter.
Colonists interpreted the Indians gen-
erosity as evidence they were childlike.
That they had no desire to accumulate
wealth was seen as a symptom of lazi-
ness. The Indians, concluded one New
Englander, must develop a love of prop-
erty. “Wherever this can be established,
Indians may be civilized; wherever it
cannot, they will still remain Indians.”
The Indians felt quite civilized with
what they did own, often things a Puri-
tan wouldn’t appreciate. Colorado’s
Pueblos kept parrots that came from
Mexico. The Cayuse of Eastern Oregon
swapped buffalo robes for the shells of
coastal Indians. The Ottawas. whose
name meant “to trade,” traveled the
Great L.akes exchanging cornmeal,
- herbs, furs and tobacco. The Chinooks
of the Northwest even developed their
own trade jargon. Their word hoot-
chenoo, for homemade liquor, eventual-
ly became the slang word “hootch.”
Above all else, Indians were religious.
They saw order in nature and obeyed
elaborate sets of rules for fear of dis-
turbing 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 bunter

risked stirring the spirits
if he killed two deer
-when one was all his
tribe needed. Europe's
view of mature, though
rooted in religion, was
much different. Man
should subdue the
Earth, Genesis dictated,
“and have dominion ...
over every living thing.”
Rituals surrounded each im-
portant Indian event. To
prove their courage, the
Ankara of North Dakoia 4
danced barefoot on hot
coals and, with bare
hands, reirieved and
devoured hunks of meat
from pots of boiling wa-
ter. Timucuan leaders
started council meetings in
Florida with a round of emetics

WHEN ENGLANS'S RICHARD
THE LION-HEARTED WAS
LEADING THE CRUSADERS,
FUERLO INDIANS IN ACOMA,
NEW MEXICO, WERE QUIETLY
MAKING POTS SIMILAR TO THIS
VASE CREATED 8Y A GURRENT

HEHABITANT.

brewed from holly leaves. The Hurons of
the Great Lakes carried smoldering coals
in their mouths 1o invoke a spirit to cure
the sick. But often the rituals were pain-
less. From New York to New Mexico,
tradition aliowed a woman to end her
marriage by putting her husband’s be-
longings outside their door-—a sign for
him to live with his mother.

Three centuries before the U.S. Con-
stitution took shape, the lroguois League
ran a Congress-like council, exercised
the veto, protected freedom of speech
and let wornen choose officehoiders. The
New Yorkers ran a class-
less society, as did many
tribes across America.
But ancient caste systems
also endured. The Great
Sun of the Natchez, a
mound dweller like Ca-
hokia’s Great Sun, used
his feet to push his left-
overs to his noble subor-
dinares. The nobles were not

about to complaim; below them
was a class known as “Stink-
ards.” Besides, the chief’s
feet were clean. He was
carried evervwhere, a
French guest reported,
and his toes never
touched ground.

Columbus’s second voy-
age —the one in which Eu-
ropeans came 0 stay —began

£ 4 -
ACORMA AERIAL BY DAN MCCY -~ RAINGOW

the process that changc&.

Pinta and the Santa Maria as
in 1492, Columbus set cut in-
93 with 1,200 men in 17
ships. In addition to starting
the world’'s most significant’
movement of people, he de-
livered a Noah's Ark of ani-
mals unknown to the New
World —sheep, pigs. chick-
ens, horses and cows —plusa
host of Old World diseases.
What the Admiral of the
Ocean Sea created was the
Columbian Exchange. a
glohal swap of animals.
plants, people, ailments and
ideas that historian Alfred
Crosby calls “the most im-
portant event in human his-
tory since the end of the Ice
Age.” (See pullout.)

For the Old World as
well as the New, the event
was both salubrious and ca-
tamitous, Twenty years af-
ter Columbus colonized
Hispaniola — the island now
shared by Haiti and the Dominican Re-
public -~ diseases and taskmasters re-
duced its Arawaks from a quarter mil-
lion down to 14,000, Within two
centuries, Old World diseases killed
probably two thirds of the New World's
natives, and America did indeed seem
empty. Africans also were dying by the
thousands. They were brought 10 the
New World 1o grow sugar. another im-
port from the Qld World,

Yet, ‘thanks to Columbus, Africa’s
population boomed, Corn, an Amernican
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 guilies of
Georgia with Chinese kudzu, China. in
return, became the globe’s No. 1 consum-~
er of the American-born sweet potato.
“The Columbus story is not an Old
World, New World story.” explams
Smithsonian historian Herman Viola
who heads the Museum of Nawral His-
tory's Columbus Quincentenary pro-
grams. “Tt is two old worlds that linked
up, making one new world.”

It is also a story of winning and los-
ing, with many of the losers gone be-
fore the winners ever showed up.
When whites first penetrated the fertile
Ohio Valley, they found many mounds
but few Indians. The Southeast also
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nearly everything. Instead of -
90 sailors on the Nina, the i



re wiped
y ‘epidemics of

way
routes in’the centy-

sited Cofitachequi's female
12 1540s, pestilence swept her
e, decimating her town and
g others nearby. In one viilage,
apiards found nothing but large
ull of bodies. It was the same
saster the conquistadors at
e “were discovering in Mexico
nd the Pilgrims would no-
later in Massachusetts. Four
re the Mayflower landed,
Ckitted tens of thousands of In-

- ‘that ‘moved north. | £y
, atu- L a hollow fre
olumbus. Two years before

moved 100 miles ahead of the fron- -
tier - a signi that the white man was
or: his way. The smart tribes
moved west, pushing whiatever
band was in ‘their way. The
Chippewds pushed the Sioux
out of the woods of Minnesota
mto the Dakotas. The Sioux
pushed the Cheyenne into Ne- -
braska. The Chevenne pushed the Kio-
was into Oklahorna. Yet not every Indian
fied. The Comanches, with horses de-
scended from Columbus’s stock, thwart-

BIXTEENTH-CENTURY
Novz‘rn CAROLINIANS
LIKER FEATHERS
AND HODY PAINT,

rished. A generation
their gifts of corn saved
gland’s toehold settleme g
Jamestown, the Powhatan
Indians were systematicaliy 7
wiped out, their crops dnd
villages torched by settlers
who wanted more land 1o’
grow tobacco. Florida’s T
ucuas—of whom it was said-
“it would be good if among Christians
there was as little greed to torment
men’s minds and hearts” —vanished i -
the eariy 19th century, victims of epi-

1 pe

who didn’t 1

- hen Christéphe:r-- :

imagined himself embarked on
* the final crusade. He would
. hinda route to Asia and
enough gold to mount an as-
sault on holy Jerusalem from
the east. With the conquest,

% ! and nostalgic for chivalry
Columbus set sail imaginarypast. - e
W onthe Atlantic, he Under the canny leadership -

of Ferdinand and Isabella, . "
Spain amassed in the name of
Christianity the largest empire |
the world had ever seen. “Unz-
der the pretext of religion,? -
wrote an admiring Nicolo Ma-

the man who called himself

* “bearer of Christ” would usher
i the Second Coming and the
endof theworld.

For all his grandiosity, Co-
lumbus was not dismissed by
his contemporaries as some
wild-eved fool. He was, in fact,
a perfect product of his times.

- Atrthe close of the 15th centu-
ry, Spain itself was consumed
by a great religious fever, burn-
ing heretics, conguering the
Moors and expeliing or con-
verting tens of thousands of
Jews. A country on the cusp of
maodernity, it had transformed
#self into a nation state, made |
great strides in military tech-
nology, mapping and naviga-
tion and joined the rest of Eu-
rope in the study of classical
antiquity. Yet it was still a me-
dieval country, too, obsessed -

with apocalyptic prophecies

chiavelli, “Ferdinand has had:.
recourse to a pious cruelty, and
been transformed from a small
and weak king into the greatest
monarch in Christendom,” -
Christian soldiers. Just a de-.

-1 cade before Ferdinand and =+~

Isabella were married in 1469,
the Christian world had been
thrown into panic with the -/
Muslim conguest of Constanti-
nople. When in 1492 the Span-
ish ruiers defeated the infidel
at Granada, they emerged as
Europe’s supreme defenders
of the faith. The Pope reward-
£d them with the title Los -
Reyes Catdlicos, “the Catholic
monarchs.” Three months lat-
er. still glowing from that vic-
tory, they acceded to Colum-
bus’s petition for their _ -
patronage of his crusade,

As Spain battled the enemy
without, it also waged war:

within. *“Spain had a mission to
redeem the world,” writes Ox-
ford historian John Elliott,
“but had first to cleanse the
temple of the Lord of its impu-
rities.” Pogrotms had begun in
the Iate 1300s, and in 1449 the
first “purity of blood™ decree
excluded all persons of Jewish
ancestry —even baptized con-
verts—{rom certain positions
in the government and church.
In 1492, Isabella signed the
Edict of Expuision, which ban-

 THE SPAIN THAT COLUMBUS
. LEFTBEHIND

ished Spain’s 150,000 Jews.
The Inquisition, begun in 1481,
tossed into prison wayward
Catholics accused of blasphe-
my, homosexuality and bestial-
ity. It burned at the stake the
“genuine heretics,” converted
Jews and Mushims accused of
practicing their original faiths
in secret and leading authentic
Christians astray.

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

L4
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aﬁd conflicts w1th the Spamsh
ish ard Creeks. Natchez's Great
wound up with-his feet on the

‘pround, enslaved in the West Indies by

he French, who eradicated his tribe.
California’s. Chumash shrank from
70,000 to 15,000 toiling for the friars.
Soon-after the Gold Rush, the tribe,
Hkeé mosgt in California, ceased 1o e:xist.
The four-century clash of cultures made
2 of every 3 tribes as extinct as the Car-
olina parakeet.

The lapd they left is different now.
The white pines that towered over New
England became masts for the Royal
Navy’s sailing ships. The redwoeds that
stretched from the Rockies 1o the Pa-
cific, like the cypresses that crowded
the Mississippt Valley, exist in pockets
smaller than the Indians’ shrunken res-
ervations. The hours-long thunder of
bison hooves no longer shakes Kansas
or Nebraska, where only a few stretch-
es of grassland remain like the prairie

J’oh'n Muir described a century ago—

“one sheet of plant gold, hazy and van-
ishing in the distance.” The prairie now
feeds the nation with Old World food

- like wheat and pork.

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
apartments have been inhabited Since
the 12th century, through droughts,
Apache raids and a brutal occupation
in which the enslaving Spaniards
chopped off one foot of each adult

| male. Acomans are reluctant to pro-

mote the fact that their settlement 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 fig-
ure they have had enough visitors. W

By LEWIS LORD WITH SARAH BURKE

-Eyes of Discovery,” Wiltiam Cronon’s

MORE 10 ﬁiSCOVER

tamng in Octobier, the Smrﬂm

an's Museurn of Natural History in
the nation’s capital will provide a 14-
month look at the processes of encoun-
ter and exchange that Columbus set in
motion in an exhibition called “Seeds of
Chanige.” Works on the subject inclide
Henty Hobhouse's book by that title and
Alfred Crosby's “The Colimbian Ex-
change.” Among valuable books on early
Arnerica are Robert Siverberg’s “The
Mound Builders,” John Bakeless's “The

“Changes in the Land,” William Bran-
don's “Indians,” Jack Weatherford’s “In-
dian Givers,” Herman Viola's “After Co-
jumbus,” Carl Waldman's “Eneyclopedia
of Native American Tribes” and Roger
Kennedy's “Rediscovering America.”

write: Homeland, US. News & World Report, 2400
N Street, N.W., Washingion, DC 20037-196.
Minimum of five copies at 50 cents each (shipysine
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' Franciscan religious order saw |

.in the agrarian Amerindians

““ideal material for a more inno-"

_cent Christian community, and
-under its influence fsabelia -
.-urged conversion of the na-

‘tives. She could not, in fact, do

otherwise, since the papal
grant of the new territories was
contingent on the promise to
redeem the noble savage,

“: But if there were ulterior
otives, Isabella was skiflful at
sking them with her faith.

She was a genius of political
spin. At the funeral of her
brother, whose death laid open
the succession to the throne,

- {sabetla 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 ostentatious humility. Isa-
bella was so chaste, it was said,
that when Ferdinand was away

Fzmmmna AND ISABELLA °
DECLARED COLUMBUS “annmn;. .

'OF THE OCEAN SEA™ UPON HIS
RETURN TO SPAIN IN 1492, i

wEE .:w--—": B "‘.'

‘she slept surrouncied by cham~

bermaids to protect her virfue.

- With their combined talents,
Ferdinand and Isabella soon

-achieved unprecedented politi-

cal 'control over their empire.

They made Castilian the na- .

tional language and resurrect-
ed the Santa Hermandad, a
police force and tribunal that

- savagely enforced the king's

law. In constant need of gold,
they becarne increasingly de-
pendent on colonial plander —
taking a practice standard for
the times to new heights, ‘
. Like Columbus, the conquis-
tadors were extravagant
dreamers. Most were young
noblemen, the disinherited.
second sons of poor families,
generally uneducated, buten-
tranced by fancies of armored
knights and heroic deeds. -
These impoverished aristo-
crats amused themselves with
already archaic courtly rituals:
elaborate dances, jousting and

| bearbaiting. They were

mocked by Cervantes a century
later in his account of the
grand delusions of Don Qui-
xote. But like America’s cow-

: boy myth, Spam s ;mage of the
-I conquistador gripped the na-
“tional psyche for centuries.

" Beyond Spain’s borders, a
different and darker myth
about the Spanish character
prevailed. Enemy nations
propagated the belief that the

‘| Catbolic nation was uniquely
-barbaric, resulting in what

many view as an anii-Spanish,

-anti-Catholic bias in the writ-

ing of American colonial his-

| tory. The propaganda ob-

séured the fact that Spain,
while guilty of atrocities, was
alone among European powers
in seriously questioning the
morality of its practices. In-
deed, Isabella in 1500 prohibit-
ed expropriation of Indian
lands, forced labor and en-

‘slavement —in contrast to the

" English and French. The bias
among historians softencd only
after Franco's death, and today

there is renewed debate about
medieval Spanish culture and

‘the true nature of the colonists’
relations with American na-

tives. Ironically, while most
historians are busy beatifying -
the Indians and vilifying the
imperialists, Spain is seeking
its own historical redemption.

By MIIAM HORN
WrTH DANA HAWKING
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