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PART ONE

FOUNDING THE
NEW NATION

!"!

c. 33,000 B.C.–A.D. 1783

The European explorers 
who followed Christopher

Colum bus to North Am erica in
the sixteenth century had no
notion  of founding a new nation .
Neither did the first European
settlers who peopled the thirteen
English colonies on  the eastern
shores of the continent in  the sev-
enteenth and eighteenth cen-
turies. These original colonists
m ay have fled poverty or religious
persecution  in  the Old World, but
they continued to view them -
selves as Europeans, and as sub-
jects of the English king. They
regarded Am erica as but the
western  rim  of a transatlan tic
European world.

Yet life in  the New World
m ade the colon ists differen t from  their European
cousins, and even tually, during the Am erican  Revo-
lu tion , the Am ericans cam e to em brace a vision  of

their coun try as an  independen t
nation . How did th is epochal
transform ation  com e about?
How did the colon ists overcom e
the conflicts that divided them ,
un ite against Britain , and declare
them selves at great cost to be an
“Am erican” people?

They had m uch in  com m on
to begin  with . Most were English-
speaking. Most cam e determ ined
to create an  agricultural society
m odeled on  English  custom s.
Conditions in  the New World
deepened their com m on bonds.
Most learned to live lives un fet-
tered by the tyrann ies of royal
authority, official religion , and
social h ierarchies that they had
left behind. They grew to cherish

ideals that becam e synonym ous with  Am erican
life—reverence for individual liberty, self-govern -
m en t, religious tolerance, and econom ic opportu-
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n ity. They also com m only disp layed a willingness to
subjugate outsiders—first Indians, who were nearly
ann ihilated through war and disease, and then
Africans, who were brought in  chains to serve as
slave labor, especially on  the tobacco, rice, and
indigo p lan tations of the southern  colon ies.

But if the settlem en t experience gave people a
com m on stock of values, both  good and bad, it also
divided them . The th irteen  colon ies were quite dif-
feren t from  one another. Puritans carved tight,
p ious, and relatively dem ocratic com m unities of
sm all fam ily farm s out of rocky-soiled New England.
Theirs was a hom ogeneous world in  com parison  to
m ost of the southern  colon ies, where large land-
holders, m ostly Anglicans, built p lan tations along
the coast from  which they lorded over a labor force
of black slaves and looked down upon  the poor
white farm ers who settled the backcoun try. Differ-
en t still were the m iddle colon ies stretching from
New York to Delaware. There diversity reigned. Well-
to-do m erchan ts put their stam p on  New York City,
as Quakers did on  Philadelphia, while out in  the
coun tryside sprawling estates were in terspersed
with  m odest hom esteads. With in  individual
colon ies, conflicts festered over econom ic in terests,
ethn ic rivalries, and religious practices. All those
clashes m ade it difficult for colon ists to im agine that
they were a single people with  a com m on destiny,
m uch less that they ought to break free from  Britain .

The Am erican  colon ists in  fact had little reason
to com plain  about Brit-
ain . Each of the th ir-
teen  colon ies en joyed
a good deal of self-
ru le. Many colon ists
profited from  trade
with in  the British
Em pire. But by the
1760s, th is stable
arrangem ent began  to
crum ble, a victim  of
the im perial rivalry
between  France and
Britain . Their struggle
for suprem acy in
North  Am erica began
in  the late seven teen th
cen tury and finally

dragged in  the colon ists during the French and
Indian  War from  1756 to 1763. That war in  one sense
strengthened ties with  Britain , since colon ial m ili-
tias fought trium phan tly alongside the British  arm y
against their m utual French and Indian  enem ies.
But by driving the French from  the North  Am erican
con tinen t, the British  m ade them selves less indis-
pensable to the Am erican  colon ies. More im portan t
still, after 1763 a financially overstretched British
governm ent m ade the fateful choice of im posing
taxes on  colon ies that had been  accustom ed to
answering m ain ly to their own  colon ial assem blies.
By the 1770s issues of taxation , self-ru le, and trade
restrictions brought the crisis of im perial authority
to a head. Although as late as 1775 m ost people in
the colon ies clung to the hope of som e kind of
accom m odation  short of outright independence,
royal in transigence soon  thrust the colon ists in to a
war of independence that neither an tagon ist could
have an ticipated just a few years before.

Eight years of revolutionary war did m ore than
anything in  the colon ial past to bring Am ericans
together as a nation . Com radeship  in  arm s and the
struggle to shape a national governm ent forced
Am ericans to subdue their differences as best they
could. But the sp irit of national un ity was hardly
un iversal. One in  five colon ists sided with  the
British  as “Loyalists,” and a generation  would pass
before the wounds of th is first Am erican  “civil war”
fully healed. Yet in  the end, Am ericans won  the Rev-

olution , with  no sm all
m easure of help  from
the French, because in
every colony people
shared a firm  belief
that they were fighting
for the “unalienable
rights” of “life, liberty,
and the pursuit of
happiness,” in  the
words of Thom as Jef-
ferson’s m agn ificen t
Declaration  of Inde-
pendence. Alm ost two
hundred years of liv-
ing a new life had pre-
pared Am ericans to
found a new nation .
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New World Beginnings
!"!

33,000 B.C.–A.D. 1769

I have come to believe that this is a mighty 
continent which was hitherto unknown. . . . 
Your Highnesses have an Other World here.

CHRISTOPHER COLUMBUS, 1498

Several billion  years ago, that whirling speck of
dust known as the earth , fifth  in  size am ong the

planets, cam e in to being.
About six thousand years ago—only a m inute

ago in  geological tim e—recorded h istory of the
Western  world began . Certain  peoples of the Middle

East, developing a prim itive culture, gradually
em erged from  the haze of the past.

Five hundred years ago—only a few seconds in
the past, figuratively speaking—European  explorers
stum bled on  the Am erican  con tinen ts. This dra-
m atic acciden t forever altered the fu ture of both  
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the Old World and the New, and of Africa and Asia 
as well.

The Shaping of North America

Planet earth  took on  its presen t form  slowly. Som e
225 m illion  years ago, a single supercon tinen t con-
tained all the world’s dry land. Then  enorm ous
chunks of terrain  began  to drift away from  th is
colossal con tinen t, open ing the Atlan tic and Indian
Oceans, narrowing the Pacific Ocean , and form ing
the great landm asses of Eurasia, Africa, Australia,
An tarctica, and the Am ericas. The existence of a sin -
gle original con tinen t has been  proved in  part by the
discovery of nearly iden tical species of fish  that
swim  today in  the long-separated freshwater lakes
of the various con tinen ts.

Continued shifting and folding of the earth’s
crust thrust up m ountain  ranges. The Appalachians
were probably form ed even  before con tinen tal sepa-
ration , perhaps 350 m illion  years ago. The m ajestic
ranges of western  North  Am erica—the Rockies, the
Sierra Nevada, the Cascades, and the Coast Ranges—
arose m uch m ore recen tly, geologically speaking,
som e 135 m illion  to 25 m illion  years ago. They are
truly “Am erican” m ountains, born  after the con ti-
nen t took on  its own separate geological iden tity.

By about 10 m illion  years ago, nature had
sculp ted the basic geological shape of North  Am er-
ica. The con tinen t was anchored in  its northeastern
corner by the m assive Canadian  Shield—a zone
undergirded by ancien t rock, probably the first part
of what becam e the North  Am erican  landm ass to
have em erged above sea level. A narrow eastern
coastal p lain , or “tidewater” region , creased by
m any river valleys, sloped gen tly upward to the
tim eworn  ridges of the Appalachians. Those ancien t
m oun tains slan ted away on  their western  side in to
the huge m idcon tinen tal basin  that rolled down-
ward to the Mississippi Valley bottom  and then  rose
relen tlessly to the towering peaks of the Rockies.
From  the Rocky Mountain  crest—the “roof of Am er-
ica”—the land fell off jaggedly in to the in term oun-
tain  Great Basin , bounded by the Rockies on  the
east and the Sierra and Cascade ranges on  the west.
The valleys of the Sacram en to and San  Joaquin
Rivers and the Willam ette–Puget Sound trough
seam ed the in teriors of presen t-day Californ ia, Ore-
gon , and Washington . The land at last m et the foam -

ing Pacific, where the Coast Ranges rose steeply
from  the sea.

Nature laid a chill hand over m uch of th is ter-
rain  in  the Great Ice Age, beginn ing about 2 m illion
years ago. Two-m ile-th ick ice sheets crept from  the
polar regions to blanket parts of Europe, Asia, and
the Am ericas. In  North  Am erica the great glaciers
carpeted m ost of presen t-day Canada and the
United States as far southward as a line stretching
from  Pennsylvan ia through the Ohio coun try and
the Dakotas to the Pacific Northwest.

When  the glaciers finally retreated about 10,000
years ago, they left the North  Am erican  landscape
transform ed, and m uch as we know it today. The
weight of the gargan tuan  ice m an tle had depressed
the level of the Canadian  Shield. The grinding and
flushing action  of the m oving and m elting ice had
scoured away the sh ield’s topsoil, p itting its rocky
surface with  thousands of shallow depressions in to
which the m elting glaciers flowed to form  lakes. The
sam e glacial action  scooped out and filled the Great
Lakes. They originally drained southward through
the Mississippi River system  to the Gulf of Mexico.
When  the m elting ice unblocked the Gulf of St.
Lawrence, the lake water sought the St. Lawrence
River outlet to the Atlan tic Ocean , lowering the
Great Lakes’ level and leaving the Missouri-
Mississippi-Ohio system  to drain  the enorm ous
m idcon tinen tal basin  between  the Appalachians
and the Rockies. Sim ilarly, in  the west, water from
the m elting glaciers filled sprawling Lake Bon-
neville, covering m uch of presen t-day Utah,
Nevada, and Idaho. It drained to the Pacific Ocean
through the Snake and Colum bia River system s
un til dim in ishing rain fall from  the ebbing ice cap
lowered the water level, cutting off access to the
Snake River outlet. Deprived of both  in flow and
drainage, the gian t lake becam e a gradually shrink-
ing in land sea. It grew increasingly saline, slowly
evaporated, and left an  arid, m ineral-rich  desert.
On ly Great Salt Lake rem ained as a relic of Bon-
neville’s form er vastness. Today Lake Bonneville’s
ancien t beaches are visible on  m oun tainsides up  to
1,000 feet above the dry floor of the Great Basin .

Peopling the Americas

The Great Ice Age shaped m ore than  the geological
h istory of North  Am erica. It also con tributed to the

The Effects of the Great Ice Age 5



origins of the con tinen t’s hum an  history. Though
recen t (and still h ighly con troversial) evidence 
suggests that som e early peoples m ay have reached
the Am ericas in  crude boats, m ost probably cam e
by land. Som e 35,000 years ago, the Ice Age con-
gealed m uch of the world oceans in to m assive ice-
pack glaciers, lowering the level of the sea. As the
sea level dropped, it exposed a land bridge connect-
ing Eurasia with  North  Am erica in  the area of the
presen t-day Bering Sea between  Siberia and Alaska.
Across that bridge, probably following m igratory
herds of gam e, ven tured sm all bands of nom adic
Asian  hun ters—the “im m igran t” ancestors of the
Native Am ericans. They con tinued to trek across the
Bering isthm us for som e 250 cen turies, slowly peo-
pling the Am erican  con tinen ts.

As the Ice Age ended and the glaciers m elted,
the sea level rose again , inundating the land bridge
about 10,000 years ago. Nature thus barred the door
to further im m igration  for m any thousands of years,
leaving th is part of the hum an  fam ily m arooned for
m illenn ia on  the now-isolated Am erican  con tinen ts.

Tim e did not stand still for these original Am eri-
cans. The sam e clim atic warm ing that m elted the
ice and drowned the bridge to Eurasia gradually
opened ice-free valleys through which  vanguard
bands groped their way southward and eastward
across the Am ericas. Roam ing slowly through th is
awesom e wilderness, they even tually reached the
far tip  of South  Am erica, som e 15,000 m iles from
Siberia. By the tim e Europeans arrived in  Am erica in
1492, perhaps 54 m illion  people inhabited the two
Am erican  con tinen ts.* Over the cen turies they sp lit
in to coun tless tribes, evolved m ore than  2,000 sepa-
rate languages, and developed m any diverse reli-
gions, cultures, and ways of life.

Incas in  Peru, Mayans in  Central Am erica, and
Aztecs in  Mexico shaped stunningly sophisticated
civilizations. Their advanced agricultural practices,

6 CHAPTER 1 New World Beginn ings, 33,000 B.C.–A.D. 1769

*Much con troversy surrounds estim ates of the pre-Colum bian
Native Am erican  population . The figures here are from  William
M. Denevan , ed., The Native Population  of the Am ericas in  1492,
rev. ed. (Madison : University of Wisconsin  Press, 1992).
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The First  Discoverers of America
The origins of the first Americans remain
something of a mystery. According to the most
plausible theory of how the Americas were
populated, for some 25,000 years, people
crossed the Bering land bridge from Eurasia to
North America. Gradually they dispersed
southward down ice-free valleys, populating
both the American continents.



Exam in ing the Evidence 7

Making Sense of the New World This m ap from
1540 represen ts one of the earliest efforts to m ake
geographic sense out of the New World (Novus
Orbis on  the m ap). The very phrase New World
suggests just how staggering a blow to the Euro-
pean  im agination  was the discovery of the Am eri-
cas. Europeans reached instinctively for the m ost
expansive of all possible term s—world, not sim -
ply places, or even  con tinen ts—to com prehend
Colum bus’s startling report that lands and peoples
previously un im agined lay beyond the horizon  of
Europe’s western  sea.

Gradually, the im m ense im plications of the
New World’s existence began  to im press them selves
on  Europe, with  consequences for literature, art,
politics, the econom y—and of course for cartogra-

phy. Maps can  on ly be represen tations of reality,
and are therefore necessarily distortions. This m ap
bears a recognizable resem blance to m odern  m ap
m akers’ renderings of the Am erican  con tinen ts,
but it also con tains gross geographical inaccuracies
(note the location  of Japan—Zipangri—relative to
the North  Am erican  west coast) as well as telling
com m entaries on  what sixteen th-cen tury Euro-
peans found rem arkable (note the Land of Giants—
Regio Gigantum —and the indication  of cannibals—
Cannibali—in present-day Argentina and Brazil
respectively). What further clues to the European
m entality of the tim e does the m ap offer? In  what
ways m ight m isconceptions about the geography of
the Am ericas have influenced further exploration
and settlem ent patterns? 



based prim arily on  the cultivation  of m aize, which is
Indian  corn , fed large populations, perhaps as m any
as 20 m illion  in  Mexico alone. Although without
large draft an im als such as horses and oxen , and
lacking even  the sim ple technology of the wheel,
these peoples built elaborate cities and carried on
far-flung com m erce. Talen ted m athem aticians, they
m ade strikingly accurate astronom ical observations.
The Aztecs also routinely sought the favor of their
gods by offering hum an sacrifices, cutting the hearts
out of the chests of living victim s, who were often
captives conquered in  battle. By som e accounts
m ore than  5,000 people were ritually slaughtered to
celebrate the crowning of one Aztec chieftain .

The Earliest Americans

Agriculture, especially corn  growing, accoun ted for
the size and sophistication  of the Native Am erican
civilizations in  Mexico and South  Am erica. About
5000 B.C. hun ter-gatherers in  h ighland Mexico
developed a wild grass in to the staple crop  of corn ,
which  becam e their staff of life and the foundation
of the com plex, large-scale, cen tralized Aztec and
Incan  nation -states that even tually em erged. Culti-
vation  of corn  spread across the Am ericas from  the
Mexican  heartland. Everywhere it was p lan ted, corn
began  to transform  nom adic hun ting bands in to
settled agricultural villagers, but th is process wen t
forward slowly and uneven ly.

Corn  p lan ting reached the presen t-day Am eri-
can  Southwest by about 1200 B.C. and powerfully
m olded Pueblo culture. The Pueblo peoples in  the
Rio Grande valley constructed in tricate irrigation
system s to water their corn fields. They were
dwelling in  villages of m ultistoried, terraced build-
ings when  Span ish  explorers m ade con tact with
them  in  the sixteen th  cen tury. (Pueblo m eans “vil-
lage” in  Span ish .)

Corn  cultivation  reached other parts of North
Am erica considerably later. The tim ing of its arrival
in  differen t localities explains m uch about the 
relative rates of developm ent of differen t Native
Am erican  peoples. Throughout the con tinen t to the
north  and east of the land of the Pueblos, social life
was less elaborately developed—indeed “societies”
in  the m odern  sense of the word scarcely existed.
No dense concen trations of population  or com plex
nation -states com parable to the Aztec em pire
existed in  North  Am erica outside of Mexico at the

tim e of the Europeans’ arrival—one of the reasons
for the relative ease with  which  the European  colo-
n izers subdued the native North  Am ericans.

The Mound Builders of the Ohio River valley,
the Mississippian  culture of the lower Midwest, and
the desert-dwelling Anasazi peoples of the South-
west did sustain  som e large settlem en ts after the
incorporation  of corn  p lan ting in to their way of 
life during the first m illenn ium  A.D. The Mississip-
p ian  settlem en t at Cahokia, near presen t-day East
St. Louis, was at one tim e hom e to as m any as
twen ty-five thousand people. The Anasazis built an
elaborate pueblo of m ore than  six hundred in ter-
connected room s at Chaco Canyon  in  m odern -day
New Mexico. But m ysteriously, perhaps due to pro-
longed drought, all those ancien t cultures had fallen
in to decline by about A.D. 1300.

The cultivation  of m aize, as well as of h igh-
yielding strains of beans and squash , reached the
southeastern  Atlan tic seaboard region  of North
Am erica about A.D. 1000. These p lan ts m ade possi-
ble “three-sister” farm ing, with  beans growing on
the trellis of the cornstalks and squash  covering the
plan ting m ounds to retain  m oisture in  the soil. The
rich  diet provided by th is environm entally clever
farm ing techn ique produced som e of the h ighest
population  densities on  the con tinen t, am ong them
the Creek, Choctaw, and Cherokee peoples.

The Iroquois in  the northeastern  woodlands,
inspired by a legendary leader nam ed Hiawatha, in
the sixteen th  cen tury created perhaps the closest
North  Am erican  approxim ation  to the great nation -
states of Mexico and Peru . The Iroquois Confeder-
acy developed the political and organ izational skills
to sustain  a robust m ilitary alliance that m enaced
its neighbors, Native Am erican  and European  alike,
for well over a cen tury (see “Makers of Am erica: The
Iroquois,” pp. 40–41).

But for the m ost part, the native peoples of
North  Am erica were living in  sm all, scattered, and
im perm anen t settlem en ts on  the eve of the Euro-
peans’ arrival. In  m ore settled agricultural groups,
wom en  tended the crops while m en  hun ted, fished,
gathered fuel, and cleared fields for p lan ting. This
pattern  of life frequen tly conferred substan tial
authority on  wom en , and m any North  Am erican
native peoples, including the Iroquois, developed
m atrilinear cultures, in  which  power and posses-
sions passed down the fem ale side of the fam ily line.

Un like the Europeans, who would soon  arrive
with  the presum ption  that hum ans had dom in ion
over the earth  and with  the technologies to alter the

8 CHAPTER 1 New World Beginn ings, 33,000 B.C.–A.D. 1769



Native Am erican  Civilizations 9

North American Indian Peoples at  the Time of First  Contact  with Europeans Because this map depicts the location of
various Indian peoples at the time of their first contact with Europeans, and because initial contacts ranged from the sixteenth
to the nineteenth centuries, it is necessarily subject to considerable chronological skewing, and is only a crude approximation of the
“original” territory of any given group. The map also cannot capture the fluidity and dynamism of Native American life even before
Columbus’s “discovery.” For example, the Navajo and Apache peoples had migrated from present-day northern Canada only shortly
before the Spanish first encountered them in the present-day American Southwest in the 1500s. The map also places the Sioux on
the Great Plains, where Europeans met up with them in the early nineteenth century—but the Sioux had spilled onto the Plains not
long before then from the forests surrounding the Great Lakes. The indigenous populations of the southeastern and mid-Atlantic
regions are especially difficult to represent accurately in a map like this because pre-Columbian intertribal conflicts had so
scrambled the native inhabitants that it is virtually impossible to determine which groups were originally where.



very face of the land, the Native Am ericans had nei-
ther the desire nor the m eans to m an ipulate nature
aggressively. They revered the physical world and
endowed nature with  sp iritual properties. Yet they
did som etim es ign ite m assive forest fires, deliber-
ately torching thousands of acres of trees to create
better hun ting habitats, especially for deer. This
practice accoun ted for the open , parklike appear-
ance of the eastern  woodlands that so am azed early
European  explorers.

But in  a broad sense, the land did not feel the
hand of the Native Am ericans heavy upon  it, partly
because they were so few in  num ber. They were so
th in ly spread across the con tinen t that vast areas
were virtually un touched by a hum an  presence. 
In  the fateful year 1492, probably no m ore than  4
m illion  Native Am ericans padded through the whis-
pering, prim eval forests and paddled across the
sparkling, virgin  waters of North  Am erica. They
were blissfu lly unaware that the h istoric isolation  of
the Am ericas was about to end forever, as the land
and the native peoples alike felt the fu ll shock of the
European  “discovery.”

Indirect Discoverers of the New World

Europeans, for their part, were equally unaware of
the existence of the Am ericas. Blond-bearded Norse
seafarers from  Scandinavia had chanced upon  the

northeastern  shoulder of North  Am erica about A.D.
1000. They landed at a p lace near L’Anse aux Mead-
ows in  presen t-day Newfoundland that abounded
in  wild grapes, which  led them  to nam e the spot
Vin land. But no strong nation -state, yearn ing to
expand, supported these ven turesom e voyagers.
Their flim sy settlem en ts consequen tly were soon
abandoned, and their discovery was forgotten ,
except in  Scandinavian  saga and song.

For several cen turies thereafter, other restless
Europeans, with  the growing power of am bitious
governm ents behind them , sought con tact with  a
wider world, whether for conquest or trade. They
thus set in  m otion  the chain  of even ts that led to a
drive toward Asia, the penetration  of Africa, and the
com pletely acciden tal discovery of the New World.

Christian  crusaders m ust rank h igh am ong
Am erica’s indirect discoverers. Clad in  sh in ing
arm or, tens of thousands of these European  war-
riors tried from  the eleven th  to the fourteen th  cen-
tury to wrest the Holy Land from  Muslim  con trol.
Foiled in  their m ilitary assaults, the crusaders nev-
ertheless acquired a taste for the exotic delights of
Asia. Goods that had been  virtually unknown in
Europe now were craved—silk for cloth ing, drugs
for aching flesh , perfum es for unbathed bodies, col-
orfu l draperies for gloom y castles, and sp ices—
especially sugar, a rare luxury in  Europe before the
crusades—for preserving and flavoring food.
Europe’s developing sweet tooth  would have
m om entous im plications for world h istory.

10 CHAPTER 1 New World Beginn ings, 33,000 B.C.–A.D. 1769



The luxuries of the East were prohibitively
expensive in  Europe. They had to be transported
enorm ous distances from  the Spice Islands
(Indonesia), China, and India, in  creaking ships and
on  swaying cam elback. The journey led across the
Indian  Ocean , the Persian  Gulf, and the Red Sea or
along the tortuous caravan  routes of Asia or the Ara-
bian  pen insula, ending at the ports of the eastern
Mediterranean . Muslim  m iddlem en  exacted a heavy
toll en  route. By the tim e the strange-sm elling goods
reached Italian  m erchan ts at Ven ice and Genoa,
they were so costly that purchasers and profits alike
were narrowly lim ited. European  consum ers and
distributors were naturally eager to find a less
expensive route to the riches of Asia or to develop
alternate sources of supply.

Europeans Enter Africa

European  appetites were further whetted when
footloose Marco Polo, an  Italian  adven turer,
returned to Europe in  1295 and began  telling tales of
his nearly twen ty-year sojourn  in  China. Though he
m ay in  fact never have seen  China (legend to the

con trary, the hard evidence is sketchy), he m ust be
regarded as an  indirect discoverer of the New World,
for h is book, with  its descrip tions of rose-tin ted
pearls and golden  pagodas, stim ulated European
desires for a cheaper route to the treasures of the
East.

These accum ulating pressures brought a break-
through for European  expansion  in  the fifteen th
cen tury. Before the m iddle of that cen tury, Euro-
pean  sailors refused to sail southward along the
coast of West Africa because they could not beat
their way hom e against the prevailing northerly
winds and south-flowing curren ts. About 1450, Por-
tuguese m ariners overcam e those obstacles. Not
on ly had they developed the caravel, a sh ip  that
could sail m ore closely in to the wind, but they had
discovered that they could return  to Europe by sail-
ing northwesterly from  the African  coast toward the
Azores, where the prevailing westward breezes
would carry them  hom e.

The new world of sub-Saharan  Africa now cam e
with in  the grasp  of questing Europeans. The north-
ern  shore of Africa, as part of the Mediterranean
world, had been  known to Europe since an tiquity.
But because sea travel down  the African  coast had
been  virtually im possible, Africa south  of the forbid-

Early Explorers 11



ding Sahara Desert barrier had rem ained rem ote
and m ysterious. African  gold, perhaps two-th irds of
Europe’s supply, crossed the Sahara on  cam elback,
and shadowy tales m ay have reached Europe about
the flourish ing West African  kingdom  of Mali in  the
Niger River valley, with  its im pressive Islam ic un i-
versity at Tim buktu . But Europeans had no direct
access to sub-Saharan  Africa un til the Portuguese
navigators began  to creep  down the West African
coast in  the m iddle of the fifteen th  cen tury.

The Portuguese prom ptly set up  trading posts
along the African  shore for the purchase of gold—
and slaves. Arab flesh  m erchan ts and Africans
them selves had traded slaves for cen turies before
the Europeans arrived. They routinely charged
higher prices for slaves from  distan t sources, who
could not easily flee to their native villages nor be
easily rescued by their kin . Slave brokers also delib-
erately separated persons from  the sam e tribes and
m ixed un like people together to frustrate organ ized
resistance. Thus from  its earliest days, even  before
Europeans arrived in  Africa, slavery by its very
nature fostered the extinction  of regional African
cultures and tribal iden tities.

The Portuguese adopted these Arab and African
practices. They built up  their own  system atic traffic
in  slaves to work the sugar p lan tations that Portugal,
and later Spain , established on  the African  coastal
islands of Madeira, the Canaries, São Tom é, and
Principe. The Portuguese appetite for slaves was
enorm ous and dwarfed the m odest scale of the pre-
European  traffic. Slave trading becam e a big busi-
ness. Som e forty thousand Africans were carried
away to the Atlan tic sugar islands in  the last half of
the fifteen th  cen tury. Millions m ore were to be

wrenched from  their hom e con tinen t after the dis-
covery of the Am ericas. In  these fifteen th-cen tury
Portuguese adven tures in  Africa were to be found
the origins of the m odern  p lan tation  system , based
on  large-scale com m ercial agriculture and the
wholesale exploitation  of slave labor. This kind of
p lan tation  econom y would shape the destiny of
m uch of the New World.
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The seafaring Portuguese pushed still farther
southward in  search  of the water route to Asia. Edg-
ing cautiously down the African  coast, Bartholom eu
Días rounded the southernm ost tip  of the “Dark
Continen t” in  1488. Ten  years later Vasco da Gam a
finally reached India (hence the nam e “Indies,”
given  by Europeans to all the m ysterious lands of
the Orien t), and returned hom e with  a sm all but
tan talizing cargo of jewels and sp ices.

Meanwhile, the kingdom  of Spain  becam e
united—an even t pregnant with  destiny—in  the late
fifteen th cen tury. This new un ity resulted prim arily
from  the m arriage of two sovereigns, Ferdinand of
Aragon  and Isabella of Castile, and from  the brutal
expulsion  of the “in fidel” Muslim  Moors from  Spain
after cen turies of Christian-Islam ic warfare. Glorying
in  their sudden  strength, the Span iards were eager to
outstrip  their Portuguese rivals in  the race to tap the
wealth  of the Indies. To the south and east, Portugal
con trolled the African  coast and thus con trolled the

gateway to the round-Africa water route to India. 
Of necessity, therefore, Spain  looked westward.

Columbus Comes upon a New World

The stage was now set for a cataclysm ic sh ift in  the
course of h istory—the h istory not on ly of Europe
but of all the world. Europeans clam ored for m ore
and cheaper products from  the lands beyond the
Mediterranean . Africa had been  established as a
source of cheap slave labor for p lan tation  agricul-
ture. The Portuguese voyages had dem onstrated the
feasibility of long-range ocean  navigation . In  Spain
a m odern  national state was taking shape, with  the
un ity, wealth , and power to shoulder the form idable
tasks of discovery, conquest, and colon ization . The
dawn of the Renaissance in  the fourteen th  cen tury
nurtured an  am bitious sp irit of optim ism  and
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adven ture. Prin ting presses, in troduced about 1450,
facilitated the spread of scien tific knowledge. The
m ariner’s com pass, possibly borrowed from  the
Arabs, elim inated som e of the uncertain ties of sea
travel. Meanwhile, across the ocean , the unsuspect-
ing New World innocen tly awaited its European  
“discoverers.”

Onto th is stage stepped Christopher Colum bus.
This skilled Italian  seafarer persuaded the Span ish
m onarchs to outfit h im  with  three tiny but seawor-
thy ships, m anned by a m otley crew. Daringly, he
unfurled the sails of h is cockleshell craft and headed
westward. His superstitious sailors, fearfu l of ven-
turing in to the ocean ic unknown, grew increasingly
m utinous. After six weeks at sea, failure loom ed
when , on  October 12, 1492, the crew sighted an
island in  the Baham as. A new world thus swam
within  the vision  of Europeans.

Colum bus’s sensational achievem en t obscures
the fact that he was one of the m ost successful fail-
ures in  h istory. Seeking a new water route to the
fabled Indies, he in  fact had bum ped in to an  enor-
m ous land barrier blocking the ocean  pathway. For

decades thereafter explorers strove to get through it
or around it. The tru th  gradually dawned that
sprawling new con tinen ts had been  discovered. Yet
Colum bus was at first so certain  that he had skirted
the rim  of the “Indies” that he called the native peo-
ples Indians, a gross geographical m isnom er that
som ehow stuck.

Colum bus’s discovery would even tually con-
vulse four con tinen ts—Europe, Africa, and the two
Am ericas. Thanks to h is epochal voyage, an  in terde-
penden t global econom ic system  em erged on  a
scale undream ed-of before he set sail. Its workings
touched every shore washed by the Atlan tic Ocean .
Europe provided the m arkets, the capital, and the
technology; Africa furn ished the labor; and the New
World offered its raw m aterials, especially its pre-
cious m etals and its soil for the cultivation  of sugar
cane. For Europeans as well as for Africans and
Native Am ericans, the world after 1492 would never
be the sam e, for better or worse.

When Worlds Collide

Two ecosystem s—the fragile, naturally evolved net-
works of relations am ong organ ism s in  a stable
environm ent—com m ingled and clashed when
Colum bus waded ashore. The reverberations from
that h istoric encoun ter echoed for cen turies after
1492. The flora and fauna of the Old and New Worlds
had been  separated for thousands of years. Euro-
pean  explorers m arveled at the strange sights that
greeted them , including exotic beasts such as igua-
nas and “snakes with  castanets” (rattlesnakes).
Native New World p lan ts such as tobacco, m aize,
beans, tom atoes, and especially the lowly potato
even tually revolution ized the in ternational econ-
om y as well as the European  diet, feeding the rapid
population  growth of the Old World. These food-
stuffs were am ong the m ost im portan t Indian  gifts
to the Europeans and to the rest of the world. Per-
haps three-fifths of the crops cultivated around the
globe today originated in  the Am ericas. Iron ically,
the in troduction  in to Africa of New World foodstuffs
like m aize, m an ioc, and sweet potatoes m ay have
fed an  African  population  boom  that num erically,
though not m orally, m ore than  offset the losses
in flicted by the slave trade.

In  exchange the Europeans in troduced Old
World crops and an im als to the Am ericas. Colum -
bus returned to the Caribbean  island of Hispan iola
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(presen t-day Haiti and the Dom in ican  Republic) in
1493 with  seven teen  ships that un loaded twelve
hundred m en  and a virtual Noah’s Ark of cattle,
swine, and horses. The horses soon  reached the
North  Am erican  m ain land through Mexico and in
less than  two cen turies had spread as far as Canada.
North  Am erican  Indian  tribes like the Apaches,
Sioux, and Blackfoot swiftly adopted the horse,
transform ing their cultures in to h ighly m obile,
wide-ranging hun ter societies that roam ed the
grassy Great Plains in  pursuit of the shaggy buffalo.
Colum bus also brought seedlings of sugar cane,
which  thrived in  the warm  Caribbean  clim ate. A
“sugar revolution” consequen tly took p lace in  the
European  diet, fueled by the forced m igration  of
m illions of Africans to work the canefields and sugar
m ills of the New World.

Unwittingly, the Europeans also brought other
organism s in  the dirt on  their boots and the dust on
their clothes, such as the seeds of Kentucky blue-
grass, dandelions, and daisies. Most om inous of all,
in  their bodies they carried the germ s that caused
sm allpox, yellow fever, and m alaria. Indeed Old

World diseases would quickly devastate the Native
Am ericans. During the Indians’ m illennia of isola-
tion  in  the Am ericas, m ost of the Old World’s killer
m aladies had disappeared from  am ong them . But
generations of freedom  from  those illnesses had also
wiped out protective an tibodies. Devoid of natural
resistance to Old World sicknesses, Indians died in
droves. Within  fifty years of the Spanish arrival, the
population  of the Taino natives in  Hispaniola dwin-
dled from  som e 1 m illion  people to about 200.
Enslavem ent and arm ed aggression  took their toll,
but the deadliest killers were m icrobes, not m uskets.
The lethal germ s spread am ong the New World peo-
ples with the speed and force of a hurricane, swiftly
sweeping far ahead of the hum an invaders; m ost of
those afflicted never laid eyes on  a European . In  the
cen turies after Colum bus’s landfall, as m any as 90
percen t of the Native Am ericans perished, a dem o-
graphic catastrophe without parallel in  hum an his-
tory. This depopulation  was surely not in tended by
the Spanish, but it was nevertheless so severe that
en tire cultures and ancien t ways of life were extin -
guished forever. Baffled, enraged, and vengeful,
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Indian  slaves som etim es kneaded tain ted blood in to
their m asters’ bread, to little effect. Perhaps it was
poetic justice that the Indians un in ten tionally did
take a kind of revenge by in fecting the early explorers
with syphilis, in jecting that lethal sexually transm it-
ted disease for the first tim e in to Europe.

The Spanish Conquis t adores

Gradually, Europeans realized that the Am erican
con tinen ts held rich  prizes, especially the gold and
silver of the advanced Indian  civilizations in  Mexico
and Peru . Spain  secured its claim  to Colum bus’s dis-
covery in  the Treaty of Tordesillas (1494), dividing
with  Portugal the “heathen  lands” of the New World.
The lion’s share wen t to Spain , but Portugal received
com pensating territory in  Africa and Asia, as well as
title to lands that one day would be Brazil.

Spain  becam e the dom inan t exploring and col-
on izing power in  the 1500s. In  the service of God, as
well as in  search  of gold and glory, Span ish  conqu is-
tadores (conquerors) fanned out across the Carib-
bean  and even tually on to the m ain land of the
Am erican  con tinen ts (see “Makers of Am erica: The
Span ish  Conquistadores,” pp. 18–19). On  Spain’s
long roster of notable deeds, two spectacular
exploits m ust be headlined. Vasco Nuñez Balboa,
hailed as the discoverer of the Pacific Ocean , waded

in to the foam ing waves off Panam a in  1513 and
boldly claim ed for h is king all the lands washed by
that sea! Ferdinand Magellan  started from  Spain  in
1519 with  five tiny ships. After beating through the
storm -lashed strait off the tip  of South  Am erica that
still bears h is nam e, he was slain  by the inhabitan ts
of the Philippines. His one rem ain ing vessel creaked
hom e in  1522, com pleting the first circum naviga-
tion  of the globe.

Other am bitious Spaniards ventured in to North
Am erica. In  1513 and 1521, Juan  Ponce de León
explored Florida, which he at first thought was an

16 CHAPTER 1 New World Beginn ings, 33,000 B.C.–A.D. 1769

Bartolom é de Las Casas (1474–1566), a
reform -m inded Dom in ican  friar, wrote 
The Destruction  of the Indies in  1542 to
chron icle the awfu l fate of the Native
Am ericans and to protest Span ish  policies in
the New World. He was especially horrified 
at the catastrophic effects of disease on  the
native peoples:
“Who of those in future centuries will believe
this? I myself who am writ ing this and saw 
it  and know the most  about  it  can hardly
believe that  such was possible.”



island. Seeking gold—and probably not the m ythical
“fountain  of youth”—he instead m et with death by
an  Indian  arrow. In  1540–1542 Francisco Coronado,
in  quest of fabled golden  cities that turned out to be
adobe pueblos, wandered with a clanking cavalcade
through Arizona and New Mexico, penetrating as far
east as Kansas. En  route his expedition  discovered
two awesom e natural wonders: the Grand Canyon of
the Colorado River and enorm ous herds of buffalo
(bison). Hernando de Soto, with six hundred arm or-
plated m en, undertook a fan tastic gold-seeking
expedition  during 1539–1542. Floundering through
m arshes and pine barrens from  Florida westward, he
discovered and crossed the m ajestic Mississippi
River just north of its junction  with the Arkansas
River. After brutally m istreating the Indians with iron
collars and fierce dogs, he at length died of fever and
wounds. His troops secretly disposed of his rem ains
at n ight in  the Mississippi, lest the Indians exhum e
and abuse their abuser’s corpse.

Meanwhile in  South  Am erica, the iron fisted
conqueror Francisco Pizarro crushed the Incas of
Peru  in  1532 and added a huge hoard of booty to
Span ish  coffers. By 1600 Spain  was swim m ing in
New World silver, m ostly from  the fabulously rich
m ines at Potosí in  presen t-day Bolivia, as well as
from  Mexico. This flood of precious m etal touched
off a price revolution  in  Europe that increased con-
sum er costs by as m uch as 500 percen t in  the hun-
dred years after the m id-sixteen th  cen tury. Som e
scholars see in  th is balloon ing European  m oney

supply the fuel that fed the growth of the econom ic
system  known as capitalism . Certain ly, New World
bullion  helped transform  the world econom y. It
swelled the vaults of bankers from  Spain  to Italy, lay-
ing the foundations of the m odern  com m ercial
banking system . It clinked in  the purses of m er-
chan ts in  France and Holland, stim ulating the
spread of com m erce and m anufacturing. And it
paid for m uch of the burgeon ing in ternational trade
with  Asia, whose sellers had little use for any Euro-
pean  good except silver.

The islands of the Caribbean  Sea—the West
Indies as they cam e to be called, in  yet another per-
petuation  of Colum bus’s geographic confusion—
served as offshore bases for the staging of the
Span ish  invasion  of the m ain land Am ericas. Here
supplies could be stored, and m en  and horses could
be rested and acclim ated, before proceeding to the
conquest of the con tinen ts. The loosely organ ized
and vulnerable native com m unities of the West
Indies also provided laboratories for testing the
techn iques that would even tually subdue the
advanced Indian  civilizations of Mexico and Peru .
The m ost im portan t such techn ique was the institu-
tion  known as the encom ienda. It allowed the gov-
ernm en t to “com m end,” or give, Indians to certain
colon ists in  return  for the prom ise to try to Chris-
tian ize them . In  all but nam e, it was slavery. Span ish
m issionary Bartolom é de Las Casas, appalled by the
encom ienda system  in  Hispan iola, called it “a m oral
pestilence inven ted by Satan .”
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The Spanish Conquistadores

In  1492, the sam e year that Colum bus sighted
Am erica, the great Moorish  city of Granada, in

Spain , fell after a ten -year siege. For five cen turies
the Christian  kingdom s of Spain  had been  trying to
drive the North  African  Muslim  Moors (“the Dark
Ones,” in  Span ish) off the Iberian  pen insula, and
with  the fall of Granada they succeeded. But the
lengthy “Reconquista” had left its m ark on  Span ish
society. Cen turies of m ilitary and religious con-
fron tation  nurtured an  obsession  with  status and
honor, bred religious zealotry and in tolerance, and
created a large class of m en  who regarded m anual
labor and com m erce con tem ptuously. With  the
Reconquista ended, som e of these m en  turned their
restless gaze to Spain’s New World fron tier.

At first Span ish  hopes for Am erica focused on
the Caribbean  and on  finding a sea route to Asia.
Gradually, however, word filtered back of rich  king-
dom s on  the m ain land. Between  1519 and 1540,
Span ish  conqu istadores swept across the Am ericas
in  two wide arcs of conquest—one driving from
Cuba through Mexico in to what is now the south-
western  United States, the other starting from
Panam a and pushing south  in to Peru . With in  half a
cen tury of Colum bus’s arrival in  the Am ericas, the
conqu istadores had extinguished the great Aztec
and Incan  em pires and claim ed for church  and
crown  a territory that extended from  Colorado to
Argen tina, including m uch of what is now the con ti-
nen tal Un ited States. 
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The m ilitary conquest of th is vast region  was
achieved by just ten  thousand m en , organ ized in  a
series of private expeditions. Hernán  Cortés, Fran -
cisco Pizarro, and other aspiring conquerors signed
con tracts with  the Span ish  m onarch , raised m oney
from  investors, and then  wen t about recruiting an
arm y. On ly a sm all m inority of the conqu istadores—
leaders or followers—were nobles. About half were
professional soldiers and sailors; the rest com prised
peasan ts, artisans, and m em bers of the m iddling
classes. Most were in  their twen ties and early th ir-
ties, and all knew how to wield a sword.

Diverse m otives spurred these m otley adven-
turers. Som e hoped to win  royal titles and favors by
bringing new peoples under the Span ish  flag.
Others sought to ensure God’s favor by spreading
Christian ity to the pagans. Som e m en  hoped to
escape dubious pasts, and others sought the kind of
historical adven ture experienced by heroes of clas-
sical an tiquity. Nearly all shared a lust for gold. As
one of Cortés’s foot soldiers put it, “We cam e here to
serve God and the king, and also to get rich .” One
historian  adds that the conqu istadores first fell on
their knees and then  fell upon  the aborigines.

Arm ed with  horses and gunpowder and pre-
ceded by disease, the conqu istadores quickly over-

powered the Indians. But m ost never achieved their
dream s of glory. Few received titles of nobility, and
m any of the rank and file rem ained perm anen tly
indebted to the absen tee investors who paid for
their equipm en t. Even  when  an  expedition  captured
exceptionally rich  booty, the spoils were uneven ly
divided: m en  from  the com m ander’s hom e region
often  received m ore, and m en  on  horseback gener-
ally got two shares to the in fan trym an’s one. The
conqu istadores lost still m ore power as the crown
gradually tightened its con trol in  the New World. By
the 1530s in  Mexico and the 1550s in  Peru , colorless
colon ial adm in istrators had replaced the freeboot-
ing conqu istadores.

Nevertheless, the conqu istadores achieved a
kind of im m ortality. Because of a scarcity of Span -
ish  wom en  in  the early days of the conquest, m any
of the conqu istadores m arried Indian  wom en . The
soldiers who conquered Paraguay received th ree
native wom en  each , and Cortés’s soldiers in  Mex-
ico—who were forbidden  to consort with  pagan
wom en—quickly had their lovers bap tized in to the
Catholic faith . Their offspring, the “new race” of
m estizos, form ed a cu ltural and a biological bridge
between  Latin  Am erica’s European  and Indian
races.
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The Conquest of Mexico

In  1519 Hernán  Cortés set sail from  Cuba with  six-
teen  fresh  horses and several hundred m en  aboard
eleven  ships, bound for Mexico and for destiny. On
the island of Cozum el off the Yucatan  pen insula, he
rescued a Span ish  castaway who had been  enslaved
for several years by the Mayan-speaking Indians. A
short distance farther on , he p icked up  the fem ale
Indian  slave Malinche, who knew both  Mayan  and
Nahuatl, the language of the powerful Aztec ru lers
of the great em pire in  the h ighlands of cen tral Mex-
ico. In  addition  to h is superior firepower, Cortés
now had the advan tage, through these two in ter-
preters, of understanding the speech of the native
peoples whom  he was about to encoun ter, includ-
ing the Aztecs. Malinche even tually learned Span ish
and was baptized with  the Span ish  nam e of Doña
Marina.

Near presen t-day Vera Cruz, Cortés m ade h is
final landfall. Through his in terpreters he learned of
unrest with in  the Aztec em pire am ong the peoples
from  whom  the Aztecs dem anded tribute. He also
heard alluring tales of the gold and other wealth
stored up  in  the legendary Aztec capital of Tenochti-
tlán . He lusted to tear open  the coffers of the Aztec

kingdom . To quell h is m utinous troops, he boldly
burned h is sh ips, cutting off any hope of retreat.
Gathering a force of som e twen ty thousand Indian
allies, he m arched on  Tenochtitlán  and toward one
of h istory’s m ost dram atic and fateful encoun ters.

As Cortés proceeded, the Aztec chieftain
Moctezum a sen t am bassadors bearing fabulous
gifts to welcom e the approaching Span iards. These
on ly whetted the conqu istador’s appetite. “We Span-
ish  suffer from  a strange disease of the heart,”
Cortés allegedly in form ed the em issaries, “for which
the on ly known rem edy is gold.” The am bassadors
reported th is com m ent to Moctezum a, along with
the aston ishing fact that the newcom ers rode on  
the backs of “deer” (horses). The superstitious
Moctezum a also believed that Cortés was the god
Quetzalcoatl, whose return  from  the eastern  sea was
predicted in  Aztec legends. Expectan t yet apprehen-
sive, Moctezum a allowed the conqu istadores to
approach h is capital unopposed.

As the Span iards en tered the Valley of Mexico,
the sight of the Aztec capital of Tenochtitlán  am azed
them . With  300,000 inhabitan ts spread over ten
square m iles, it rivaled in  size and pom p any city in
con tem porary Europe. The Aztec m etropolis rose
from  an  island in  the cen ter of a lake, surrounded by
floating gardens of extraordinary beauty. It was con-
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nected to the m ain land by a series of causeways and
supplied with  fresh  water by an  artfu lly designed
aqueduct.

Moctezum a treated Cortés hospitably at first,
but soon  the Span iards’ hunger for gold and power
exhausted their welcom e. “They th irsted m ightily
for gold; they stuffed them selves with  it; they
starved for it; they lusted for it like p igs,” said one
Aztec. On  the noche triste (sad n ight) of June 30,
1520, the Aztecs attacked, driving the Span ish  down
the causeways from  Tenochtitlán  in  a fran tic, bloody
retreat. Cortés then  laid siege to the city, and it
capitu lated on  August 13, 1521. That sam e year a
sm allpox epidem ic burned through the Valley of
Mexico. The com bination  of conquest and disease
took a grisly toll. The Aztec em pire gave way to three
cen turies of Span ish  ru le. The tem ples of Tenochti-
tlán  were destroyed to m ake way for the Christian
cathedrals of Mexico City, built on  the site of the
ruined Indian  capital. And the native population  of
Mexico, winnowed m ercilessly by the invader’s dis-
eases, shrank from  som e 20 m illion  to 2 m illion  peo-
ple in  less than  a cen tury.

Yet the invader brought m ore than  conquest
and death . He brought h is crops and h is an im als,
h is language and h is laws, h is custom s and h is reli-
gion , all of which  proved adaptable to the peoples of
Mexico. He in term arried with  the surviving Indians,

creating a distinctive culture of m estizos, people of
m ixed Indian  and European  heritage. To th is day
Mexican  civilization  rem ains a un ique blend of the
Old World and the New, producing both  am biva-
lence and pride am ong people of Mexican  heritage.
Cortés’s translator Malinche, for exam ple, has given
her nam e to the Mexican  language in  the word m al-
inchista, or “traitor.” But Mexicans also celebrate
Colum bus Day as the Dia de la Raza—the birthday
of a wholly new race of people.

The Spread of Spanish America

Spain’s colon ial em pire grew swiftly and im pres-
sively. With in  about half a cen tury of Colum bus’s
landfall, hundreds of Span ish  cities and towns flour-
ished in  the Am ericas, especially in  the great silver-
producing cen ters of Peru  and Mexico. Som e
160,000 Span iards, m ostly m en , had subjugated
m illions of Indians. Majestic cathedrals dotted the
land, prin ting presses turned out books, and schol-
ars studied at distinguished un iversities including
those at Mexico City and Lim a, Peru , both  founded
in  1551, eighty-five years before Harvard, the first
college established in  the English  colon ies.

But how secure were these im perial posses-
sions? Other powers were already sn iffing around
the edges of the Span ish  dom ain , eager to bite off
their share of the prom ised wealth  of the new lands.
The upstart English  sen t Giovann i Caboto (known
in  English  as John  Cabot) to explore the northeast-
ern  coast of North  Am erica in  1497 and 1498. The
French king dispatched another Italian  m ariner,
Giovann i da Verrazano, to probe the eastern
seaboard in  1524. Ten  years later the Frenchm an
Jacques Cartier journeyed hundreds of m iles up  the
St. Lawrence River.

To secure the northern  periphery of their New
World dom ain  against such encroachm ents and to
convert m ore Indian  souls to Christian ity, the Span-
ish  began  to fortify and settle their North  Am erican
borderlands. In  a m ove to block French am bitions
and to protect the sea-lanes to the Caribbean , the
Span ish  erected a fortress at St. Augustine, Florida,
in  1565, thus founding the oldest con tinually inhab-
ited European  settlem en t in  the fu ture Un ited
States.

In  Mexico the tales of Coronado’s expedition  of
the 1540s to the upper Rio Grande and Colorado
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River regions con tinued to beckon  the conqu ista-
dores’ in terest northward. A dust-begrim ed expedi-
tionary colum n, with  eighty-three rum bling wagons
and hundreds of grum bling m en , traversed the bare
Sonora Desert from  Mexico in to the Rio Grande 
valley in  1598. Led by Don  Juan  de Oñate, the
Span iards cruelly abused the Pueblo peoples they
encoun tered. In  the Battle of Acom a in  1599, the
Span ish  severed one foot of each survivor. They pro-
claim ed the area to be the province of New Mexico
in  1609 and founded its capital at San ta Fe the fol-
lowing year.

The Span ish  settlers in  New Mexico found a few
furs and precious little gold, but they did discover a
wealth  of souls to be harvested for the Christian  reli-
gion . The Rom an  Catholic m ission  becam e the cen -
tral in stitu tion  in  colon ial New Mexico un til the
m issionaries’ efforts to suppress native religious
custom s provoked an  Indian  uprising called Popé’s
Rebellion  in  1680. The Pueblo rebels destroyed
every Catholic church  in  the province and killed a
score of priests and hundreds of Span ish  settlers. In

a reversal of Cortés’s treatm en t of the Aztec tem ples
m ore than  a cen tury earlier, the Indians rebuilt a
kiva, or cerem onial religious cham ber, on  the ru ins
of the Span ish  p laza at San ta Fe. It took nearly half a
cen tury for the Span ish  fu lly to reclaim  New Mexico
from  the insurrectionary Indians.

Meanwhile, as a further hedge against the ever-
threaten ing French, who had sen t an  expedition
under Robert de La Salle down the Mississippi River
in  the 1680s, the Span ish  began  around 1716 to
establish  settlem en ts in  Texas. Som e refugees from
the Pueblo uprising trickled in to Texas, and a few
m issions were established there, including the one
at San  Anton io later known as the Alam o. But for 
at least another cen tury, the Span ish  presence
rem ained weak in  th is distan t northeastern  outpost
of Spain’s Mexican  em pire.

To the west, in  Californ ia, n o serious foreign
threat loom ed, an d Spain  d irected  its atten tion
there on ly belatedly. Juan  Rodriguez Cabrillo had
exp lored the Californ ia coast in  1542, bu t he failed
to fin d  San  Fran cisco Bay or an yth in g else of m uch
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in terest. For som e two cen turies thereafter, Califor-
n ia slum bered un distu rbed by European  in truders.
Then  in  1769 Span ish  m ission aries led  by Father
Jun ipero Serra foun ded at San  Diego the first of a
chain  of twen ty-on e m ission s that woun d up  the
coast as far as Son om a, n orth  of San  Fran cisco Bay.
Father Serra’s brown -robed Fran ciscan  friars toiled
with  zealous devotion  to Christian ize the th ree
hun dred thousan d n ative Californ ian s. They gath -
ered  the sem in om adic In dian s in to fortified  m is-
sion s an d taugh t them  horticu ltu re an d basic
crafts. These “m ission  In dian s” d id  adop t Chris-
tian ity, bu t they also lost con tact with  their n ative
cu ltu res an d often  lost their lives as well, as the
white m an’s d iseases doom ed these b iologically
vu ln erable peop les.

The m isdeeds of the Span ish in  the New World
obscured their substan tial achievem ents and helped
give birth  to the “Black Legend.” This false concept
held that the conquerors m erely tortured and
butchered the Indians (“killing for Christ”), stole
their gold, in fected them  with  sm allpox, and left lit-
tle but m isery behind. The Spanish invaders did
indeed kill, enslave, and in fect countless natives, but
they also erected a colossal em pire, sprawling from
Californ ia and Florida to Tierra del Fuego. They
grafted their culture, laws, religion , and language
onto a wide array of native societies, laying the foun-
dations for a score of Span ish-speaking nations.

Clearly, the Span iards, who had m ore than  a
cen tury’s head start over the English , were genuine
em pire builders and cultural innovators in  the New
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World. As com pared with  their Anglo-Saxon  rivals,
their colon ial establishm en t was larger and richer,
and it was destined to endure m ore than  a quarter
of a cen tury longer. And in  the last analysis, 
the Span ish  paid the Native Am ericans the h igh

com plim en t of fusing with  them  through m ar-
riage and incorporating indigenous culture in to
their own , rather than  shunn ing and even tually 
isolating the Indians as their English  adversaries
would do.
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Chronology

c. 33,000- First hum ans cross in to Am ericas 
8000 B.C. from  Asia

c. 5000 B.C. Corn  is developed as a stap le crop  in
highland Mexico

c. 4000 B.C. First civilized societies develop  in  the 
Middle East

c. 1200 B.C. Corn  p lan ting reaches presen t-day
Am erican  Southwest

c. A.D. 1000 Norse voyagers discover and briefly settle
in  northeastern  North  Am erica

Corn  cultivation  reaches Midwest and
southeastern  Atlan tic seaboard

c. A.D. 1100 Height of Mississippian  settlem en t at
Cahokia

c. A.D. 1100- Christian  crusades arouse European  
1300 in terest in  the East

1295 Marco Polo returns to Europe

late 1400s Spain  becom es un ited

1488 Díaz rounds southern  tip  of Africa

1492 Colum bus lands in  the Baham as

1494 Treaty of Tordesillas between  Spain  and
Portugal

1498 Da Gam a reaches India
Cabot explores northeastern  coast of

North  Am erica for England

1513 Balboa claim s all lands touched by the
Pacific Ocean  for Spain

1513,
1521 Ponce de León  explores Florida

1519-
1521 Cortés conquers Mexico for Spain

1522 Magellan’s vessel com pletes 
circum navigation  of the world

1524 Verrazano explores eastern  seaboard of 
North  Am erica for France

1532 Pizarro crushes Incas

1534 Cartier journeys up  the St. Lawrence River

1539- De Soto explores the Southeast and 
1542 discovers the Mississippi River

1540- Coronado explores presen t-day 
1542 Southwest

1542 Cabrillo explores Californ ia coast for Spain

1565 Span ish  build fortress at St. Augustine

late Iroquois Confederacy founded, according
1500s to Iroquois legend

c. 1598- Span ish  under Oñate conquer Pueblo 
1609 peoples of Rio Grande valley

1609 Span ish  found New Mexico

1680 Popé’s Rebellion  in  New Mexico

1680s French expedition  down Mississippi River 
under La Salle

1769 Serra founds first Californ ia m ission , 
at San  Diego

For further reading, see page A1 of the Appendix. For web resources, go to http://college.hmco.com.
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