

  The Conquistadors' Smallpox War

  Shane Larson



The Conquistadors' Smallpox War
	The Conquistadors' Smallpox War
	Part I: The Worlds Before	Chapter 1: A Continent Full of People
	Chapter 2: The Eurasian Disease Reservoir
	Chapter 3: 1492 and the Caribbean


	Part II: Mexico	Chapter 4: Cortés Lands
	Chapter 5: La Noche Triste
	Chapter 6: The Plague of Cuitláhuac
	Chapter 7: The Siege of a Broken City


	Part III: The Andes	Chapter 8: The Pathogen Goes First
	Chapter 9: The Inca Civil War
	Chapter 10: Pizarro at Cajamarca
	Chapter 11: The Andean Long Catastrophe


	Part IV: The Continental Catastrophe	Chapter 12: The Empty Southeast
	Chapter 13: The Numbers
	Chapter 14: The Story We Tell


	Appendices	Appendix A: Timeline of the Columbian Exchange
	Appendix B: A Note on Sources
	Appendix C: Further Reading and Resources





  
    	
      Title Page
    

    	
      Table of Contents
    

  




The Conquistadors' Smallpox War


Introduction

Everyone knows the story. It is one of the most retold tales in the history of the world, and it goes something like this.

In 1519, a Spanish adventurer named Hernán Cortés landed on the coast of Mexico with roughly four hundred men, a handful of horses, and a few cannon. Within two years he had toppled the Aztec Empire, one of the largest and most sophisticated states on the planet, a civilization whose capital city dwarfed any city in Spain. A little more than a decade later, in 1532, an even smaller band led by Francisco Pizarro—168 men, by the usual count—captured the emperor of the Inca, an empire that stretched along the spine of the Andes for some twenty-five hundred miles and counted millions of subjects. Two empires, two tiny invading forces, two staggeringly lopsided victories.

The standard explanation for these conquests is a story about superiority. Steel against stone and obsidian. Guns and crossbows against spears and slings. Horses against foot soldiers. Oceangoing ships, the wheel, writing, and the cold strategic genius of men who knew how to exploit local rivalries and play factions against one another. The conquistadors, in this telling, were ruthless, brilliant, and overwhelmingly well-equipped. Their technology and their nerve carried the day. The Americas fell because Europe was, in the brutal arithmetic of conquest, simply better armed.

This book argues that the story is not wrong on the facts. It is wrong on the weight.

A Question of Proportion

Cortés really did land with about four hundred men. Pizarro really did capture the Inca emperor Atahualpa with a force you could fit into a few modern buses. Steel swords really did cut through cotton armor, and horses really did terrify men who had never seen them. None of that is invented. The problem is what we choose to emphasize and what we leave out.

The thing that gets left out is the single most consequential force in the entire encounter: disease. When Europeans crossed the Atlantic, they brought with them an invisible cargo that no one at the time understood and no one had loaded on purpose. Smallpox, measles, influenza, typhus, and a rotating cast of other infections traveled in the bodies of sailors and soldiers and, eventually, in the holds of slave ships. These pathogens had circulated in the dense, livestock-saturated populations of Europe, Asia, and Africa for thousands of years. The peoples of the Americas had never encountered most of them. They had no acquired immunity, no inherited resistance built up over generations of exposure, no folk memory of how to nurse the sick through a crowd epidemic.

The result was not a war in the ordinary sense. It was a biological catastrophe without precedent in recorded human history.

The thesis of this book is simple to state and harder to absorb: the pathogens that crossed the Atlantic, and smallpox above all, did far more to determine the outcome of the conquest than the conquistadors did. The men with the swords mattered. The germs mattered more.

What the Germs Did

Consider two moments that this book will examine in detail.

In the summer of 1520, Cortés and his men were driven out of the Aztec capital of Tenochtitlan in a disastrous nighttime retreat the Spanish would remember as the Noche Triste, the Night of Sorrows. They were beaten, bloodied, and lucky to be alive. By every conventional military measure, the conquest had failed. But in the weeks that followed, smallpox erupted inside Tenochtitlan—a city that had never seen it. The epidemic tore through the population, killing the new emperor, Cuitláhuac, who had just led the resistance that expelled the Spanish. It killed warriors, priests, farmers, and leaders indiscriminately, in numbers no battle could match. When Cortés returned to besiege the city in 1521, he was attacking a population already gutted by an enemy he did not command and could not see.

A decade earlier, and a continent away, the pattern was even starker. Smallpox reached the Inca Empire before Pizarro did. Moving overland through indigenous trade and travel networks, the disease ran ahead of the Spanish like a scout from hell. It killed the Inca emperor Huayna Capac somewhere around 1524 to 1527, along with his designated heir, before any conquistador had set foot in his territory. The succession crisis that followed split the empire into a civil war between two of Huayna Capac’s sons, Atahualpa and Huascar. By the time Pizarro arrived in 1532, the Inca state was already fractured, exhausted, and bleeding from a war disease had started. The 168 Spaniards did not topple a unified empire at the height of its power. They walked into the wreckage of one.

Across the whole hemisphere, over the long sixteenth century and beyond, the toll was almost beyond comprehension. The most careful modern estimates suggest that something on the order of ninety percent of the indigenous population of the Americas died in the century or so after contact—the great majority of them from disease, not from the sword. Whole regions emptied. Languages, religions, and bodies of knowledge vanished. It was, by any reasonable measure, the largest demographic collapse in the human record.

A Correction, Not a Debunking

It would be easy to read all this as an attempt to let the conquistadors off the hook—to say that disease did the killing, so the men can be excused. That is not the argument, and the reader should set that worry aside now. Cortés, Pizarro, and the men who followed them were violent, acquisitive, and frequently cruel, and they understood themselves to be conquerors. The Spanish crown and church built an extractive empire on the ruins disease left behind, and that empire imposed its own enormous suffering through forced labor, dispossession, and war. Disease and conquest were not separate stories; they fed each other. Epidemics shattered the societies that might have resisted, and conquest then scattered survivors, broke up families, and pushed people into the crowded, malnourished conditions where the next epidemic could spread faster.

What this book offers is a correction of proportion. The popular story makes the human drama the whole picture. The fuller picture puts that drama inside a vastly larger biological event—one that no individual, Spanish or indigenous, set in motion or could have stopped. This is the argument developed by a line of scholars who reshaped how we understand the encounter, from Alfred Crosby’s work on the biological consequences of contact, to William McNeill’s account of disease in human history, to the long demographic investigations of Noble David Cook and William Denevan, to the synthesis that reached a wide public through Charles Mann. This book stands on their shoulders. It is an attempt to tell the story of the conquest as historical epidemiology—empirical, multi-causal, and honest about what we know and what we are still arguing over.

The Road Ahead

The book is built in four parts.

The first part sets the stage on both sides of the ocean. Chapter 1 takes the reader into a pre-contact Americas that was not an empty wilderness but a crowded, sophisticated, and—crucially—biologically undefended hemisphere. Chapter 2 crosses to Eurasia to explain where the diseases came from: how millennia of dense settlement and life alongside domesticated herd animals brewed a reservoir of crowd diseases, and how the survivors of that long ordeal carried partial immunity in their blood.

The second part follows the pathogens into the New World, beginning with the Caribbean after 1492, where the catastrophe first announced itself. The third part examines the two great mainland empires—the Aztec and the Inca—and shows how disease shaped each conquest from the inside. The fourth part widens the lens to the whole hemisphere and the centuries that followed, and asks what it means to understand this history correctly.

We begin where the story really begins: not with a Spanish sail on the horizon, but with the tens of millions of people who were already here.





Part I: The Worlds Before




Chapter 1: A Continent Full of People

For most of the twentieth century, schoolchildren in Europe and the Americas learned a version of history in which the New World was, before Columbus, a near-empty place. A vast and lightly peopled wilderness of forest and plain, dotted here and there with small bands of hunters and a few scattered villages. The land was waiting, in this telling, to be discovered, settled, and filled. The arriving Europeans did not displace a teeming civilization; they moved into open country.

This picture was wrong. It was so wrong that correcting it has been one of the great projects of modern scholarship, and the correction matters enormously for everything that follows in this book. Because if you want to understand the scale of what disease did to the Americas, you first have to grasp how many people were there to begin with. You cannot measure a collapse without knowing the height from which things fell.

The Long Upward Revision

The story of how scholars revised their estimates of the pre-contact American population is, in its own way, as dramatic as any conquest narrative. In the early decades of the twentieth century, the prevailing guesses for the population of the entire Western Hemisphere in 1492 hovered around eight to fifteen million people. The most influential figure of that era, the anthropologist Alfred Kroeber, put the number for the whole hemisphere remarkably low, and for North America north of Mexico he proposed barely a million. These numbers fit comfortably with the wilderness myth. A continent with a few million scattered inhabitants was, for all practical purposes, empty.

Then the estimates began to climb, and they kept climbing for the better part of a century. A school of researchers working out of Berkeley in the middle of the century—among them Sherburne Cook and Woodrow Borah—took a different approach. Rather than relying on impressionistic accounts of how “empty” a place looked to early travelers, they dug into the surviving administrative records of the Spanish Empire: tribute rolls, tax assessments, baptismal counts, the dry bureaucratic paperwork of an empire that needed to know how many people it could tax and convert. Working backward from these records, and accounting for the catastrophic die-off the records themselves documented, they arrived at numbers far higher than anyone had dared propose. For central Mexico alone, their estimates ran into the tens of millions on the eve of contact.

Other scholars pushed the hemispheric total higher still. By the latter part of the twentieth century, the geographer William Denevan assembled and weighed the competing estimates and arrived at a working figure for the whole hemisphere in the neighborhood of fifty-four million people. Some researchers proposed numbers approaching or exceeding one hundred million. The debate has never fully settled, and serious scholars still disagree, sometimes sharply. But the center of gravity moved decisively. The hemisphere that was once imagined to hold eight or ten million people is now generally thought to have held something on the order of fifty to a hundred million—comparable to, and quite possibly greater than, the population of Europe at the same moment.


The single most important fact about the Americas in 1492 is also the one most thoroughly erased from the popular memory: it was crowded. The emptiness that later observers described was not the natural state of the land. It was a wound.



That last point deserves emphasis, because it explains much of the confusion. Many of the Europeans who left us vivid descriptions of an empty, parklike New World were not seeing the world as it had been. They were seeing it after the first waves of epidemic disease had already swept through, sometimes years or decades ahead of the observers themselves, carried along indigenous trade routes faster than any European could travel. The forests that English colonists found so conveniently open in New England, the abandoned fields, the eerily depopulated river valleys—these were often the aftermath of plagues that had already done their work. The wilderness was, in a grim sense, manufactured. The colonists walked into a graveyard and mistook it for a frontier.

The Great Civilizations

To call the pre-contact Americas merely “populated” undersells it. The hemisphere was home to civilizations every bit as complex, in their own terms, as those of the Old World—cities, states, monumental architecture, mathematics, astronomy, long-distance trade, and the organized labor of millions.

The most famous, because the Spanish encountered and destroyed it most dramatically, was the Aztec or Mexica state of central Mexico. Its capital, Tenochtitlan, sat on an island in a lake in the Valley of Mexico, linked to the shore by causeways and fed by an engineering marvel of canals, dikes, and floating garden plots called chinampas. Estimates of its population vary, but the city likely held somewhere between two hundred thousand and three hundred thousand people, which made it larger than any city in Spain and among the largest cities anywhere on earth at that moment. The Spaniards who first saw it left no doubt about their astonishment; men who had seen the great cities of Europe wrote that they could scarcely believe what was in front of them, and some wondered whether they were dreaming. The Mexica presided over a tributary empire that drew goods and labor from a vast network of subject peoples, an arrangement that—as we will see—both extended their power and seeded the resentments the Spanish would exploit.

To the south and east lay the world of the Maya, whose great Classic-period cities had reached their peak centuries before the Spanish arrived and had since fragmented into a patchwork of smaller kingdoms. The Maya were not a single empire but a civilization of city-states sharing a sophisticated written script—the only fully developed writing system in the pre-contact Americas—along with an advanced calendar, a deep tradition of astronomy, and the mathematical concept of zero. By the time of contact the great Classic centers like Tikal and Palenque were long abandoned, their stone temples being reclaimed by jungle, but the Maya peoples themselves were very much present, numerous, and culturally vital across the Yucatán and the highlands of what is now Guatemala.

In South America, along the Andean cordillera, the Inca had assembled the largest empire in the pre-contact hemisphere—an astonishing achievement of organization that they called Tawantinsuyu, the realm of the four parts. It ran for thousands of miles, from present-day Colombia down into Chile and Argentina, knitting together dozens of distinct peoples and ecological zones. The Inca built and maintained a road network of tens of thousands of miles, complete with rope suspension bridges over Andean gorges and way-stations stocked with supplies. They moved goods, armies, and messages across this network with remarkable speed, using relay runners and an accounting system of knotted cords called quipu in place of writing. They built terraces up mountainsides to farm steep terrain, engineered irrigation, and stored surplus food in state warehouses against famine. This was a state capable of feeding, taxing, and mobilizing millions.

North of Mexico, the picture was different but no less substantial. Along the Mississippi and its tributaries, the mound-building cultures had raised cities of earth. The greatest of them, Cahokia, near present-day St. Louis, flourished a few centuries before contact and at its height may have housed ten to twenty thousand people, with monumental earthen platforms—one of them, Monks Mound, larger at its base than the Great Pyramid of Giza. By 1492 Cahokia itself had declined, but the broader Mississippian world of chiefdoms, towns, and ceremonial mound centers still spread across the Southeast. In the arid Southwest, the Ancestral Puebloans had built the great houses of Chaco Canyon and the cliff dwellings of Mesa Verde, and their descendants, the Pueblo peoples, lived in dense, multistory adobe towns—true apartment complexes of stone and mud—farming corn, beans, and squash in a punishing landscape.

The point of this whirlwind tour is not to catalog wonders for their own sake. It is to dismantle, fact by fact, the idea that the Americas were a thin scatter of primitives. The hemisphere held empires and city-states, engineers and astronomers, dense cities and intensively farmed countryside, tens of millions of people organized into societies that managed water, food, labor, and trade across enormous distances. By the standards that any honest observer would apply, these were great civilizations.

A Landscape Made by Human Hands

It was not only the cities that were crowded. The countryside between and around them had been shaped by human labor on a scale that later European observers, conditioned to expect wilderness, consistently failed to recognize.

The agricultural foundation of the Americas was extraordinary. Over thousands of years, indigenous farmers had domesticated and bred a suite of crops that would eventually feed the entire world: maize, potatoes, beans, squash, tomatoes, peppers, manioc, cacao, and many more. The transformation of a scraggly wild grass into the productive, fat-eared maize of the contact era was a feat of selective breeding as impressive as anything achieved in the Old World. In the Andes, farmers had domesticated thousands of varieties of potato, suited to different altitudes and soils, and had invented techniques of freeze-drying tubers in the cold mountain nights to store them for years. These were not the practices of people scraping by at the margins. They were the practices of sophisticated agricultural societies feeding dense populations.

The land itself bore the marks of this labor everywhere. The Aztec chinampas turned marshland into some of the most productive farmland on earth. Andean terraces climbed mountainsides in green staircases, each step a feat of engineering that controlled erosion and made steep slopes arable. In the Amazon basin—long imagined as pristine, untouched rainforest—researchers have found evidence of large settled populations, of soils deliberately enriched by human hands into the dark, fertile earth that farmers still prize, and of orchards and managed forests that blurred the line between the wild and the cultivated. Across much of the hemisphere, indigenous peoples managed the land with fire, clearing underbrush, encouraging the growth of useful plants, and creating the open, parklike landscapes that later Europeans mistook for the work of nature.

This matters for our story in two ways. First, it underscores the sheer number of people: you do not terrace a mountain range or drain a lake basin or enrich the soil of a rainforest with a few scattered bands of hunters. You do it with millions of organized laborers. Second, it explains the optical illusion that so misled later observers. When the population collapsed, the managed landscape did not vanish overnight. The cleared forests grew back. The terraces crumbled. The fields went fallow and returned to brush. A European arriving a generation or two after the first epidemics saw what looked like untouched wilderness, never suspecting that he was looking at an abandoned garden whose gardeners were dead.

A Question of Health

Here we arrive at one of the strangest and most important facts in the whole story, and it cuts against the popular assumption almost completely. The peoples of the pre-contact Americas were, by and large, in good health. In some respects they were healthier than the Europeans who came to conquer them.

This is not a romantic claim about noble savages living in harmony with nature. It is an observation grounded in the physical evidence—in the bones and teeth that archaeologists recover and analyze. The skeletal record from many pre-contact American populations shows people who were generally well-nourished, often taller than their European contemporaries, and free of a whole category of diseases that ravaged the Old World. The Spanish themselves, who were not inclined to flatter the people they were conquering, repeatedly remarked on the cleanliness of indigenous cities and persons. Tenochtitlan, with its public latrines, its canals for waste removal, its swept streets and frequent bathing, was by all accounts cleaner than the European cities of the day, where filth ran in open gutters and bathing was regarded with suspicion.

The Americas had their own diseases, of course. People got sick and died of intestinal infections, of respiratory ailments, of the ordinary toll of life before modern medicine. There were regional afflictions—certain parasites, certain fevers. The pre-contact world was not a paradise free of suffering, and no serious account claims it was.

But here is the crucial absence. The great crowd-killing epidemic diseases of Eurasia—smallpox, measles, influenza, typhus, the bubonic plague, mumps, diphtheria, whooping cough—were, with remarkably few exceptions, simply not present in the Americas. The hemisphere had escaped the entire family of acute, contagious, immunity-conferring diseases that had been scourging the Old World for thousands of years. A child born in the Valley of Mexico or the Andean highlands faced many dangers, but smallpox was not among them. No one in the Americas carried antibodies to measles, because no one in the Americas had ever had measles. There was no folk knowledge of how these diseases spread, no tradition of quarantine, no surviving population that had weathered them before and could tend the sick while remaining on their feet.

This absence was not luck. It had causes, and understanding those causes is essential.

Why the Americas Were Spared—and Why That Was a Trap

The leading explanation for the absence of crowd epidemics in the Americas comes down to animals, and it is worth tracing carefully, because it is the hinge on which this entire book turns.

Most of humanity’s worst epidemic diseases did not originate in humans. They jumped to us from animals—specifically, from the domesticated herd animals that people in Eurasia had lived alongside, in close and filthy proximity, for thousands of years. Measles appears to be descended from a cattle disease, related to rinderpest. Smallpox has relatives among the poxviruses of animals. Influenza circulates and recombines in pigs and birds. The list goes on. When humans domesticated large, social, herd-living mammals and then crowded together with them—sharing barns, drinking their milk, breathing their air, living in dense settlements where a new pathogen could pass from host to host without burning out—they created the conditions for animal diseases to adapt to human bodies and become human plagues.

The Americas lacked the raw material for this process. Eurasia had an extraordinary endowment of domesticable large mammals: cattle, pigs, sheep, goats, horses, donkeys. The Americas, by an accident of biogeography and the extinctions that had swept the hemisphere thousands of years earlier, had almost none. The major large animal domesticated in the New World was the llama (and its relative the alpaca), confined to the Andes. Llamas are not herded in dense barns, are not milked in the intimate way Old World dairy animals are, and do not live in the close, continuous contact with humans that breeds pandemics. There were no American cattle, no pigs, no chickens, no horses until the Spanish brought them. The biological factory that manufactured Eurasian plagues had no equivalent in the Americas.

There is more to the explanation than animals alone. The dynamics of disease in cities also matter. Acute crowd diseases like smallpox and measles need a large, continuously replenished population of susceptible hosts to keep circulating—a steady supply of people, especially children, who have never been exposed. Below a certain population threshold, such a disease burns through everyone available and then dies out for lack of new victims. The great cities of the Americas were large enough that, had these diseases been introduced and established, they could in principle have sustained them. But they had never been introduced. And the American populations, for all their size, were somewhat more isolated from one another by oceans, deserts, and mountains than the interconnected landmass of Eurasia and North Africa, where caravans and ships had been stirring the disease pot for millennia.

There is a further wrinkle worth noting, because it is sometimes raised as a challenge to this whole picture. If the Andes had llamas, and llamas can carry diseases, why did the Inca not develop their own crowd plagues? The answer lies in the particulars of how llamas were kept. Unlike Old World cattle and pigs, llamas were not packed by the thousand into barns adjoining human dwellings, were not milked daily in intimate contact, and were not slaughtered and butchered in the dense urban abattoirs that gave Eurasian zoonoses their endless opportunities. The kind of sustained, crowded, multispecies intimacy that turned an animal germ into a human pandemic never developed in the Americas, even where domesticated animals existed. The single most important variable was not merely the presence of animals but the intensity and density of human-animal contact, and on that measure the New World and the Old World were worlds apart.

So the Americas were spared. For thousands of years this was simply a blessing—a hemisphere where children did not die of smallpox, where measles never swept a village. But it was a blessing that contained a trap, and the trap was sprung the moment the two worlds touched.

Immunity to a disease is not free. It is purchased, generation after generation, in the bodies of the people who survive exposure and pass on whatever resistance they have, while the most vulnerable die. A population that has lived with smallpox for a thousand years is a population that has paid that price over and over, and the survivors carry the dearly bought capacity to live through it. A population that has never seen smallpox has paid nothing—and is therefore defenseless. Every single person, of every age, is fully susceptible. There are no survivors to nurse the sick, because there is no prior outbreak anyone survived.

The peoples of the Americas in 1492 were, in this precise sense, a vast undefended population. Not weak, not primitive, not unhealthy—on the contrary, robust and numerous and accomplished. But biologically naked before a category of threat they had no way to anticipate, no way to fight, and no way even to comprehend. They were a continent full of people who had been spared the great plagues for so long that the sparing had become a fatal vulnerability.

The diseases that would exploit that vulnerability were not waiting in the Americas. They were waiting across the ocean, in the crowded, animal-saturated, plague-hardened world of Eurasia. To understand what was coming, we have to go there.


