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Preface

The history of Latin America has fascinated observers as much as it has mystified them. There is something apparently alien about the continent, an exoticism that derives perhaps from it having once been perceived as a ‘new world’, although there survive monuments and relics of ancient societies whose cultures remain poorly understood by us even today. This elusiveness – hinting simultaneously at a former state of grace and some original corruption – has rendered the interpretation of Latin American history peculiarly vulnerable to speculation and myth-making. I have therefore approached my task with caution, not to say trepidation.

The primary aim of this book is to provide a general survey for the non-specialist reader. As far as possible I try to present a dispassionate and, at times, a tentative, account of events, pointing to gaps in our knowledge or to areas of controversy. On the other hand, I wanted to avoid draining all colour from the picture, and so my method is often narrative, focusing occasionally on personalities, and, when discussing literary works, intended to give the reader an insight into the outstanding features of the culture.

Because my principal interest is in Latin, as opposed to pre-Columbian, America, I begin with the story of how the continent came to the notice of southern Europeans and how some of its inhabitants were conquered by the Spaniards. Before going on to discuss the hybrid societies that subsequently emerged, I include a chapter outlining the background of the main Indian peoples as well as that of the Iberian conquerors. For the period after independence, I decided to sacrifice a comprehensive survey of all the republics in favour of a selective approach in the belief that this would provide a better focus for discussing representative developments without overlooking local conditions altogether. The twentieth century presented the most difficult problem of coverage; I finally opted for an introductory overview followed by shorter chapters on a number of individual countries whose experience has been especially significant. The narrative is concluded in 1990, the year the text was completed but also a year which can be said to mark the end of roughly a half-century of state-sponsored nationalism.

In recent decades, Latin American literature has received quite extraordinary attention throughout the world. The historical circumstances in which it was produced are less well known. I have tried, therefore, to set my discussion of literature and culture in a wider historical context. In those chapters, I devote some attention to individual authors because I believe their work can afford important insights into the ideas, images and preoccupations that have shaped the ‘mentality’ of a period. Conversely, I thought it would be profitable to bring to bear, as far as I could, the findings of recent historical research on issues which have been the subject of cultural and political debate in Latin America for many years.

A book of this nature inevitably draws on the work of many people. I should like to acknowledge my debt to the numerous scholars who have contributed to our knowledge and understanding of the continent’s past. More specifically, I wish to record my gratitude to the Research Comittee at Birkbeck College, University of London, for awarding me a grant that allowed a long period of uninterrupted research. I also want to thank a number of people who helped in the making of this book: Monique and John Fa for their hospitality and bibliographical assistance in Mexico City; Ian Williamson and Francine Nahai for lending me their house in Suffolk, where large sections of the book were written; and, not least, my wife, Susan, whose encouragement, advice and support were invaluable, as always.

Edinburgh, May 1991
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Part One



THE AGE OF EMPIRE








1. Discovery and Conquest

DISCOVERY

The Lure of the Indies

After enduring a long and testing voyage across unknown regions of the Atlantic Ocean, the Genoese mariner Christopher Columbus came within sight of land in the early morning of 12 October 1492. On making shore, he was convinced that a westward sea passage to the mainland of Asia had been found and that the purpose of his exploration could now be realized: to obtain a licence from the rulers of Japan and China to establish a private trade in gold and spices under the auspices of his patrons, the Catholic Monarchs of Spain.

Asia was a fascinating, if mysterious, continent for Europeans. It was known vaguely as the Indies, a name that applied not only to India itself, but also to Malacca, the Spice Islands and even, loosely, to China and Japan. Few Europeans had ventured very far into its fabulous interior, and images of Asia in the West were coloured by the early fourteenth-century chronicle of the Venetian explorer Marco Polo, who described his overland journey across the central Steppes to the realms of Kublai Khan, ruler of Cathay. Columbus’s imagination was influenced also by other more fanciful accounts of Asia, such as the famous chronicles of Sir John Mandeville, who, towards the end of the fourteenth century, evoked lands inhabited by monsters and exotic beasts, where gold-mines could be found and the Christian kingdom of Prester John lay isolated among the heathen.

Commercial links between Europe and Asia had, in fact, existed for centuries through a number of trade routes in the eastern Mediterranean, which had been dominated by the Italian republics of Genoa and Venice since the eleventh century. A chain of trading colonies in the Levant afforded access to Egypt and Syria, the gateways to the riches of Arabia, India and the Far East. From these distant lands, by way of desert caravans or coastal shipping, came spices, silks and other luxuries, for which there was a rising demand in late-medieval Europe. Genoa and Venice grew rich on this trade and acquired considerable commercial and navigational expertise. The Italians also produced sugar on plantations worked by slaves in their Mediterranean colonies – for the traffic in slaves was an integral part of the commercial exchange between Europe and Asia.

Italian merchants had traded with northern Europe by travelling across the Alps, but the slowness of this means of communication impelled them to seek better trade routes, and, when in 1277 a Genoese fleet sailed through the Straits of Gibraltar bound for England and Flanders, a direct sea link was established for the first time between the Mediterranean and Atlantic economies. Within a few years, communities of Genoese merchants could be found in Seville, Cadiz and Lisbon, and this Italian presence in the Atlantic seaboard of the Iberian Peninsula would result eventually in the westward transfer of commercial concerns and maritime skills that had been acquired, through long experience of the Indies trade, at the eastern end of the Mediterranean.

Oriental luxuries were paid for with gold and slaves, and the richest source of these commodities was Africa – especially the central and western regions below the Sahara known at the time as the empire of the Sudan. In exchange for European goods the Sudan sent slaves, ivory and gold in caravans across the desert to the ports on the Mediterranean coasts of the Muslim-held Maghreb, from where they reached southern Europe. However, as precious metals came to form the basis of the European monetary economy, the general demand for gold could not be satisfied by slow-moving camel trains across the Sahara. In the course of the fourteenth century there arose what Pierre Chaunu has called a ‘gold famine’ in Europe, especially in the south.** Trade with the Orient went into deficit and the system of commerce which had proved so profitable for the Italians found itself in deepening crisis. This decline in trade contributed to the terrible depression in Europe caused by natural disasters, political upheavals and the demographic ravages that between 1347 and 1350 accompanied the Black Death.

Portugal and Spain felt the effects of the depression until about the middle of the fifteenth century. As Chaunu observed, ‘gold almost completely disappeared from the Iberian Peninsula. There was a crisis in Portugal between 1383 and 1434, and a similar one in Navarre.’†† Portugal, additionally, suffered from a lack of corn: it had a poor harvest every third year or so and had to import supplies from North Africa. By the early fifteenth century, material requirements, as well as a revival of a spirit of crusade against the Moors, encouraged the Portuguese to seek more direct control of the sources of gold and grain. In 1415 they crossed the Straits of Gibraltar and captured the port of Ceuta, but their conquest of Morocco was checked at Tangier, with the result that the Portuguese would eventually skirt round the Maghreb and establish a sea route to the Atlantic coasts of sub-Saharan Africa.

A crucial intermediate stage in this move down the coast of Africa was the exploitation of the archipelagos of the Azores, Madeira and the Canaries. Their effective discovery in the course of the 1330s and 1340s (there was some awareness of their existence even earlier) shows the extent of the maritime exploration that was being undertaken from the small fishing ports of southern Portugal and south-west Andalusia. However, these Atlantic islands were not colonized until about a century later, when economic crisis acted as a spur to turn them to some advantage: in the 1430s sugar plantations were set up in Madeira and some of the Canary Islands by Iberian settlers. These early ventures into Atlantic waters were to lead to the probing of the African coastline and, once Cape Bojador was rounded in 1434, a sea route was opened for the Portuguese to trade directly in gold and slaves with the Sudan. Within a few decades a number of feitorias (trading stations) were founded at strategic points along the seaboard of northern West Africa and islands offshore.

There followed a remarkable period of maritime expansion by the Portuguese, who by the end of the century would establish a sea route to the Indies, rounding Africa and crossing the Indian Ocean to reach the subcontinent itself and the Spice Islands that lay beyond. As the rising power of the Ottoman empire closed off the traditional trade routes to the Orient through the Levant, Portugal would become the principal intermediary in the trading system between Europe, Africa and Asia, taking over by the 1490s many of the economic activities of Venice and Genoa – the cultivation of sugar, the traffic in slaves and the trading of gold and spices for European goods. Still, the presence of Genoese sailors and merchants in the Atlantic ports of the Iberian Peninsula for close on 200 years was a vital factor in the inauguration of the great Portuguese ‘enterprise of the Indies’.


The Four Voyages of Christopher Columbus (1492–1504)

It was in the context of the Portuguese expansion towards the Indies that Christopher Columbus, a member of the Genoese trading community in Portugal, had conceived the notion of finding a sea route directly westwards across the Atlantic to the mainland of Asia. This was not in itself an absurd idea at the time: it had been accepted in antiquity that the world was round, so it was possible, at least in theory, to sail west to Cathay, thereby avoiding the long journey round the continent of Africa. The intervening ocean, however, was an unknown quantity, whose immensity deterred sailors from attempting a westward crossing to the fabled regions on the other side of the world.

A seafarer from his youth, Columbus had married into an important Genoese family long established in Madeira: his wife’s grandfather had worked with Prince Henry the Navigator, the moving spirit behind the Portuguese explorations of the ocean, and her father had distinguished himself in Portugal’s African ventures. Columbus had taken part in at least one expedition to the great feitoria at São Jorge da Mina on the Gold Coast of West Africa, where he had seen at first hand the workings of the Portuguese trading system of slaving and barter. He realized that a westward sea passage to the Indies would bring huge commercial rewards, not to mention glory and fame. Furthermore, such a link would facilitate Portugal’s strategic and religious aims: it would allow Christians to make contact with the kingdom of Prester John in the East, so enlisting a powerful new ally and outflanking the Muslim enemy; it would also open the way to the conversion of many millions of pagan souls in preparation for the establishment of the universal monarchy that would precede the Second Coming of Christ Himself.

The question that had to be decided was the width of the ocean. Columbus was well acquainted with the theories of ancient and medieval cosmographers, and he knew that the distance separating western Europe from Asia was a subject of some controversy, stemming from the discrepancy between Ptolemy’s estimate of the dimensions of the combined land mass of Europe and Asia, and that of Marco Polo. Columbus’s contemporary, the great Florentine scholar Paolo Toscanelli, supported Marco Polo’s more optimistic estimate, and he encouraged the Genoese mariner to believe that the width of the ocean was much less than was accepted by established opinion. Columbus, moreover, made other miscalculations of his own, which reduced his estimate of the ocean’s width even further – to a mere 2,400 nautical miles from the Canary Islands to Japan, thus placing Japan where the West Indies actually are. If, as was likely, there were undiscovered islands along the way, then a western sea route was very much a practical proposition; it only remained to persuade the king of Portugal to give his backing to this new enterprise of the Indies.

John II of Portugal, however, was not well disposed towards the project Columbus put to him in 1485: its scientific basis was rightly questioned by his own experts, and, in any case, the Portuguese state had already invested too much in the search for a route to the Indies round Africa. The possibility of such a route seemed highly promising at about this time: in 1484 the explorer Diogo Cão had discovered the mouth of the Congo and was in the process of extending the limits of exploration well beyond, planting a marker as far as 21° 47' south; and in 1488 Bartholomew Dias would at last round the Cape of Good Hope, paving the way for Vasco da Gama’s epoch-making passage to India in 1497–8.

In 1485, therefore, Columbus’s plan appeared to the Portuguese Crown to be a far-fetched and wasteful diversion from the much more certain prospect of reaching the Indies round Africa. Columbus approached other European princes, including the rulers of Castile, but none was yet willing to embark on such an adventure. By 1492, however, Ferdinand and Isabella, and especially the latter, having obtained the historic surrender of Muslim Granada, were prepared to risk backing Columbus. The Genoese mariner was granted a licence to undertake an enterprise of discovery; the Capitulaciones de Santa Fe were extraordinarily generous, bestowing upon Columbus the hereditary titles of Admiral of the Ocean Sea, Viceroy of the Indies and Governor of all the lands he might discover on his voyage, as well as the right to a one-tenth share of all the riches yielded up by these discoveries. Ferdinand and Isabella also advanced him a loan, and commanded the little sea ports around Cadiz to help equip and provision the expedition. If Columbus were successful, the Crown would acquire sovereignty over new territories overseas and Castile might conceivably outdo Portugal in establishing a direct sea link with Asia and in controlling thereby the lucrative commerce with the great kingdoms of the East.

On 3 August 1492 Columbus set sail from the south-western Andalusian port of Palos. He had three ships – a Galician nao, the Santa María (100 tons), and two locally built Portuguese-style caravels, the Pinta (60 tons) and the Niña (50 tons). They were manned by a total of eighty-seven men – mostly tough, experienced sailors from the small ports of the region; the most notable were members of the prominent seafaring Pinzón, Niño and Quintero families, without whose help and experience Columbus would not have been able to carry out his project. On this expedition too was the great Biscayan mariner Juan de la Cosa, master and owner of the Santa María, who would gain fame in subsequent years as an explorer and map-maker.

Forced to stop for nearly a month in the Canaries for repairs, the expedition started out on its voyage of exploration proper on 9 September. After a fruitless month at sea, with his men growing restive and fortified only by his determination, Columbus began to notice favourable signs – flocks of birds passing overhead, branches floating by, and then a strange light flickering on the horizon in the dead of night. Finally, two hours after midnight on 12 October, the lookout on the Pinta sighted land – white cliffs lit up by the moon. When dawn broke, the vessels found a small bay and Columbus made the shore; he fell to his knees and thanked the Lord for the mercy of having finally reached land. An ocean had indeed been crossed, but this was not Japan; it was rather a small island in the Bahamas, which Columbus chose to call San Salvador, in honour of his Holy Saviour.

On seeing the three alien vessels, the inhabitants of the island swam out to visit them. The Admiral, as he was now called, noted their appearance: they went about completely naked, some had their bodies painted, their weapons were very primitive, and yet they seemed docile enough, and all too eager to exchange their possessions for trinkets proffered by the Spaniards. Still, this was not what he was looking for: he wanted to reach Japan, and these people were too barbarous to be the subjects of a powerful king. Columbus was a man of rather fixed expectations – he had gambled his life and honour on reaching the Orient, and he now stubbornly sought out evidence that would confirm his preconceptions. Moreover, used as he was to the commercial enterprises of the Italians and the Portuguese, he was keen to assess the economic potential of his discovery. Finding little on San Salvador – though the possibility that the natives might be used for the slave trade did cross his mind – he cruised around other islands in the Bahamas, continually struck by the beauty of the scenery, until he heard of larger islands to the south where gold was to be found. He then arrived on the north coast of ‘Colba’ (later Hispanicized as Cuba), which he hoped might be Japan; however, there was very little gold, though he observed that the natives relaxed by puffing at a large, burning stick of rolled leaves, which they called tobacos, a habit the Spaniards would eventually pick up and introduce throughout Europe.

On the eastern end of the island he learned of the aggressive, man-eating Caribs from the gentler Arawak tribes which he had so far encountered, and so he sailed on eastwards. When he came to another large island which he thought resembled Spain, he called it La Isla Española (Hispaniola – the island which today comprises Haiti and the Dominican Republic). Here the natives wore plenty of gold ornaments and were very welcoming – the naked women offered themselves freely to the strangers. On the north-western coast Columbus came across an important native chieftain, Guacanagari, who, to his great relief, showed some of the attributes of kingship – for this was taken as evidence that they were drawing closer to civilization and, therefore, to Japan or China. When the natives talked of a place called Cibao, Columbus thought they were referring to Cipangu, the name by which he knew Japan.

On Christmas Day the Santa María ran on to a coral reef and had to be abandoned. But Columbus took this disaster as a sign from God that he should found the first Spanish colony there, and with the help of Guacanagari’s men the settlement of Navidad (the Nativity) was built using the timbers of the wrecked ship. A group of twenty-one volunteers was left behind, and Columbus, confident now that he had reached the Indies, set off on 4 January aboard the Niña on the return voyage to Spain.

Atrocious weather caused the Niña to put in first at the Azores and later at Lisbon as well. Nevertheless, John II received the Admiral with courtesy and allowed him to continue his journey to Spain. On 20 April 1493 he arrived before Ferdinand and Isabella at the royal court in Barcelona, accompanied by a retinue which included six natives bearing parrots in cages. Columbus presented himself in triumph as the discoverer of new lands in the Indies, lands which bore gold and could be profitably used for trading by Spain.

The Catholic Monarchs could now look forward to overtaking Portugal in the contest to establish direct trade links with the Indies (the Portuguese would not reach India until 1498). The requisite legitimacy for their enterprise was obtained from Pope Alexander VI, a Spanish Borgia, who issued a series of bulls granting Castile dominion over all lands that might be discovered in the Western Hemisphere. In order to avoid conflict with Portugal, the bulls sought to allocate to each of the rival Iberian powers a section of the undiscovered portion of the globe. A line of demarcation was drawn in 1493 at a longitude 100 leagues west of the Azores and Cape Verde Islands, but at Portugal’s request, and with the diplomatic concurrence of Spain, this line was moved a further 270 leagues westwards by the Treaty of Tordesillas in 1494, thereby unwittingly delivering to Portugal the as yet unknown territory that was to become Brazil.

Even before this diplomatic compromise had been agreed, Columbus had set off from Cadiz on 25 September 1493 with a large expedition of seventeen ships and some 1,500 men (there were no women on board), with the intention of founding a permanent colony on the islands he had discovered. In Hispaniola he found that the natives had destroyed the settlement of Navidad and killed the Spaniards in revenge for their rapacious behaviour. It was an ominous development, which revealed the nature of the men’s expectations. These were hard-bitten adventurers, whose basic motives were not so different from Columbus’s own, though far more crudely conceived. At considerable personal risk they had come out to these lands to find the kind of wealth and status largely denied to them in their mother country. It was patently not in their interest to settle quietly to a peasant’s life tilling the soil or trading peaceably with the natives; there were, after all, great reserves of indigenous manpower that could be put to work to make the Europeans rich enough to live like lords when they got back home to Spain.

Upset by the destruction of Navidad, Columbus sailed eastwards looking for a new site to found a Portuguese-style trading station or feitoria like those on the African coast. A colony, which he called Isabela after the queen, was built in a rather ill-chosen place, and from there the Admiral sent expeditions into the Cibao to locate the source of the natives’ gold. He then embarked on a reconnaissance which took him to Cuba once more and round Jamaica, returning to Isabela in September 1494 only to find more problems of indiscipline among the Spaniards – a faction of Catalans had rebelled against his brother Diego, whom he had left in charge. Facing a growing tension between, on the one hand, his vocation as an explorer and trader (recognized in his proud title, Admiral of the Ocean Sea) and, on the other, his role as governor of the new Spanish colony (Viceroy of the Indies, as his other great title had it), Columbus tried to satisfy the ambitions of unruly Spaniards who wanted quick rewards from colonization: he authorized more brutal expeditions into the interior to search for gold and made a repartimiento (distribution) of captive Indians to work for the Spaniards. He also considered starting a traffic in slaves to improve the economic prospects of his trading colony, and sent off a shipload of about 500 Indians to Spain (some 200 died of cold during the crossing and most of the rest expired shortly after they were put on the market in the Peninsula). The Indian tribes of Hispaniola rose in revolt and marched on Isabela, but they were easily put down by the Spaniards’ guns and savage dogs.

In March 1496 Columbus went back to Spain to defend himself against slanders put about by disgruntled colonists who had returned from Hispaniola. His enterprise of the Indies was becoming discredited at court: there seemed little evidence of rich deposits of gold, no contact had been made with the rulers of either Japan or China, and Hispaniola was apparently seething with discontent; furthermore, the pious Queen Isabella was unhappy with the treatment of the Indians, whom she had expressly forbidden to be taken as slaves. Nevertheless, he was relieved to find that the Catholic Monarchs, despite their reservations, still had confidence in him – possibly because they were concerned about the intentions of the Portuguese, who were known to be preparing a fleet of exploration under Vasco da Gama in the hope of finally reaching India.

It took Columbus about eighteen months to put together a new expedition, which was financed this time by the royal treasury under the supervision of the archdeacon of Seville, Juan Rodríguez de Fonseca, an ambitious official who would accumulate over the next two decades immense influence over the direction of the enterprise of the Indies. Columbus set sail in May 1498 and reached the island of Trinidad in July; he then explored the coast of Venezuela, surmising from the strength of the fresh-water currents in the Gulf of Paria and in the delta of the Orinoco that it must form part of a large continent, a tierra firme. But obsessed as he was with his quest for the Orient, he did not realize the implications of his discovery of this great land mass, even though he referred to it metaphorically as an ‘other world’. It would be another Italian explorer, Amerigo Vespucci, sailing on a Spanish ship along sea routes opened up by Columbus, who would formulate the powerful idea that a continent unconnected with Asia had been discovered: he was the first to call it a mundus novus, a ‘new world’. Columbus, for his part, never quite lost his medieval cast of mind; he remained ever the apocalyptic visionary, intrigued by the marvels that were being revealed to him, speculating, for instance, that the Orinoco delta might be the four-headed river that, according to Scripture, irrigates the Earthly Paradise.

On reaching Hispaniola, however, the Admiral found the Spaniards in a state of civil war. The town of Santo Domingo, established in his absence by his brother Bartholomew, had become as ungovernable as the Isabela settlement. Although Columbus tried to achieve a compromise between the warring factions, he and his brothers were resented as foreigners, and his failure to bring the situation under control further eroded his authority. Finally, in August 1500 a royal official, Francisco de Bobadilla, arrived with orders from the Crown to investigate the trouble. The Columbus brothers were arrested and Christopher was sent back to Spain in chains.

This high-handed treatment was, of course, a terrible humiliation for the Admiral, but circumstances dictated a revision of Columbus’s original enterprise of the Indies. The political problems of Hispaniola had become so intractable because the island could not be turned into a trading station such as Columbus had envisaged. Gold was not obtainable through barter as in the Portuguese feitorias on the African coasts; it had to be directly mined, and this required a far more complex operation, including permanent settlement and the organization of a labour supply, an operation which called for the intervention of the state in order to set up an effective apparatus of government. And so Columbus’s personal monopoly of the enterprise, as set out in the Capitulaciones de Santa Fe, was broken. In February 1502 the Catholic Monarchs of Castile sent out an experienced administrator, Nicolás de Ovando, as the first royal governor of what would become known as the Spanish Indies.

But Columbus was still intent on finding a westward passage to Asia, and he was authorized to make a fourth voyage of exploration across the Atlantic, setting out in May 1502 on an expedition which was to last until November 1504. This voyage greatly extended Spain’s knowledge of the newly discovered lands in the Western Hemisphere, for, in trying to find a passage that would lead him to the mainland of Asia, Columbus traced the coastline of Central America along Honduras, Nicaragua, Costa Rica and Panama. When he returned to Spain, he petitioned the Crown for the restoration of some of his privileges, and succeeded, at least, in securing the eventual appointment of his son Diego as governor of Hispaniola with due recognition accorded to the hereditary titles of viceroy and admiral. Christopher Columbus died on 20 May 1506, convinced to the last that he had found the western sea route to the Orient and that the lands he had discovered were islands and peninsulas in Asia.

The troubles afflicting Columbus in his governorship of the earliest Spanish settlements in the Caribbean foreshadowed the immensely complex problems of government that the Spanish state would face in America. The political disorders on Hispaniola were due to a collision between two branches of humanity which were previously unknown to each other and which had incompatible cultural expectations. The Spaniards, like all contemporary Europeans, operated in a monetary economy in which gold was extremely scarce and therefore in tremendous demand; their society, moreover, accorded high status to lordship over a submissive labour force, whether enslaved or nominally free. The people of the islands, by contrast, lived in a subsistence barter economy, in which gold had a purely decorative value and mechanisms of labour service had not been developed. The Spaniards were therefore seeking goods and services which the indigenous societies were simply not equipped to provide.

Neither side understood this conflict of expectations: the Spanish settlers interpreted the Indians’ reluctance to work as laziness, while the Indians could not comprehend the Spaniards’ lust for gold or their demands for labour. This conflict threatened each side with destruction: without a supply of Indian labour to mine for a tradable commodity like gold the Spanish colony could not survive, but the Spanish demand for gold and labour would itself place intolerable pressures on native societies. It was the management of this conflict of expectations, with all the ethical and economic difficulties it raised, that would become the supreme political task of the Spanish Crown throughout the sixteenth century.

The conflict, of course, was intrinsically unequal. For a start, the Spaniards, though very few in number, had far superior technological resources and a strong motivation to achieve a set of clear objectives. But this was not all: there was a hidden biological dimension, which visited disaster upon the native population and aggravated the clash of cultures. The meeting of two hitherto isolated races led to an exchange of viruses that caused a high toll of death on both sides.

The Spaniards fell victim to tropical diseases: of the 1,500 men that went out with Columbus in 1493 to settle Hispaniola, only about 360 were surviving in 1502, when Nicolás de Ovando arrived with a further 2,500 settlers; a year later about half of the latter had died of mysterious ailments known as the modorra and the baquía. Those who survived and acclimatized were called baquíanos, a term that would eventually be applied to the tough old Indies hands who acted as trackers and Indian-fighters on the frontiers of Spanish settlement throughout the colonial period.

The native populations of the islands, on the other hand, would be all but wiped out by smallpox, measles and other Old World diseases, against which they had no immunities because of their complete isolation from other races over millennia. The loss of life from epidemics was clearly appalling, though the extent of the depopulation is still disputed because of the lack of reliable statistics (some authorities believe the population of Hispaniola may have been as large as 8 million; others put it at roughly 50,000).

Disease interacted with economic pressures to create a terrible dynamic of destruction, which took a swift toll of native lives. Most of the Spanish settlers were rough, uneducated peasants from Extremadura and western Andalusia who were quick to mutiny or to disregard authority, for they had come out to the Caribbean islands to make a fortune and then go back home again. Their disregard for Indian welfare was scandalous and would provoke protests from other Spaniards, particularly the clergy. Their frantic demand for Indian manpower led to cruel exploitation, as well as to a flourishing but illicit slave-trade. Driven to exhaustion by punishing work-schedules, vicious treatment and agricultural disruption, the Indians became even more vulnerable to disease, many of them losing the will to live and to procreate.


The need to maintain the supply of Indian labour became a major stimulus to further Spanish exploration and conquest. As manpower fell drastically, Spanish slavers went out in search of more Indians, eventually ranging from one island to another: Puerto Rico was conquered in 1508, Jamaica in 1509, Cuba in 1511. From these islands the Spanish raiders crossed to parts of the mainland, where they established trading posts to barter for slaves, gold and other commodities. Tierra Firme (the northern coast of modern Colombia and Venezuela), discovered by Columbus on his third journey, had by 1509 attracted Spaniards looking to exploit its riches. In 1509 slave-raiders embarked on the conquest of the isthmus of Panama, founding the settlement of Darién; the explorer Ponce de León discovered Florida in 1513, but it was not effectively settled until much later.

The supply of labour, then, posed a vital problem for successive governors of Hispaniola and the islands. It had defeated Columbus because he had been forbidden to enslave the Indians by Queen Isabella. In an effort to stabilize the volatile colony, the next governor, Nicolás de Ovando, adapted a traditional form of labour service, known in Spain as encomienda, to the circumstances of Hispaniola: Indian workers were allocated to Spanish settlers on the understanding that they would be cared for, paid decent wages and instructed in the Christian faith in return for their services. Queen Isabella disliked the encomienda because it involved coercion and so fell short of the ideal of free wage labour, which the Spanish Crown would always uphold; she was also, like her successors, wary of creating a new class of feudal lords in the Indies who might challenge royal authority. Still, encomienda was preferable to slavery, and it had become clear by then that the Indians would not work voluntarily for wages. Though it enshrined forced labour, encomienda represented an attempt to regulate and humanize it by introducing an element of feudal responsibility towards Indian workers on the part of the encomendero. The system would subsequently have an enormous impact on labour relations throughout the Spanish Indies.

On Hispaniola itself, however, encomienda was soon undermined by the rapid Indian depopulation; it therefore failed to eliminate abuses such as overwork and slave-raiding. When in 1509 Ovando was replaced as governor by Columbus’s son Diego Colón, the Spanish state redoubled its attempts to impose law and order on its colonies in the Caribbean. In 1511 the first American audiencia (royal court of justice) was created at Santo Domingo. A year earlier four Dominican missionaries had arrived on the island to help organize the Christianization of the Indians. They were soon appalled by the way Spanish encomenderos treated their Indian workers. In 1511 the Dominican friar Antonio de Montesinos delivered a famous sermon in which he exhorted the encomenderos to treat their Indians humanely on pain of damnation. It was the first major effort by Spanish missionaries to defend the rights of the Indians against the interests of the Spanish settlers. One encomendero responded dramatically to this call to the Christian conscience: Bartolomé de las Casas renounced his encomienda and eventually became a Dominican friar and the moving spirit in the defence of Indian rights for some five decades of his very long life.

The protests of the Dominicans persuaded Ferdinand of Aragon (Queen Isabella had died in 1504) to promulgate the Laws of Burgos in 1512, which set down fair rates of pay and provided for the supervision of encomienda arrangements by royal officials. But these laws proved unenforceable in the Caribbean and were generally ignored. In the same year some attempt was made to control the scandalous practice of slave-hunting: the Crown reiterated its view that only Indians taken in a ‘just war’ could legitimately be enslaved. A Spanish jurist produced a guide to enable conquistadors in the field to determine the conditions for declaring a just war. The Requirement was a document setting out the Spanish monarch’s right to sovereignty over the Indies and outlining the elements of the Christian faith. This declaration had to be read out whenever conquistadors encountered Indian tribes, and only the explicit rejection of its terms would constitute grounds for a just war and the consequent slave-taking. The Requirement was, of course, widely abused by professional slave-hunters.

On the death of Ferdinand in 1516 a further attempt was made by the regent, Cardinal Jiménez de Cisneros, who had been Isabella’s spiritual adviser, to bring Christian justice to the Caribbean. The government of Hispaniola was entrusted to a group of three Jeronymite friars, but they too failed to eradicate abuses of the encomienda system, and, in view of the rapid decline of the Indian population, they permitted the importation of black slaves from Africa to meet the labour requirements of the colony.

These repeated attempts to reconcile economic necessity with Christian principles would continue for the rest of the century. The process of Spanish colonization would, in fact, be accompanied by much official soul-searching – so much so that by the 1550s the Crown would see fit to air all the very complex juridical and ethical issues raised by Spain’s presence in America at a great debate held in Valladolid. By then the moral difficulties under which Crown and Church laboured had been magnified by new conquests on the mainland, which completely overshadowed the problems of Hispaniola and the islands. At the same time, Spain’s transatlantic objectives had become much clearer: America was to provide the main business of empire. For in 1519 Ferdinand Magellan had passed through the southern straits that now bear his name and had penetrated into the Pacific Ocean, his expedition circumnavigating the globe for the first time. The Spaniards were now in a position to appreciate the fact that there was no easy sea route to Asia, and that Columbus’s original ambition would have to be subordinated to the task of exploring and conquering the huge continent which, as they finally realized, lay between the Iberian Peninsula and Japan.

THE CONQUEST OF THE MAINLAND

For over twenty years after Columbus’s first crossing of the Atlantic, the Spaniards discovered little of consequence other than Hispaniola and Cuba. What lay beyond these islands was still a matter for conjecture: voyages of exploration had gradually traced the Caribbean coastline of mainland America but the extent of this Tierra Firme, as it became known, was yet to be revealed. As the native populations declined on the islands, Spaniards took to raiding Tierra Firme for slaves, and from slave-raiding thoughts turned to more ambitious expeditions of conquest and settlement to compensate for the waning attractions of the Caribbean.

In 1513 an expedition under Pedrarias Dávila set out from Spain with royal permission to conquer the isthmian region of Central America. On arrival, Dávila came upon another Spaniard, Vasco Núñez de Balboa, the leader of a group of survivors of an abortive mission to Tierra Firme in 1509, who had already created the settlement of Darién in this inhospitable tropical region. By 1513 Balboa had crossed the isthmus and raised the royal standard over the waters of the Pacific Ocean to claim them for the Catholic Monarchs of Castile. What is more, Balboa had heard rumours of a golden kingdom called Birú which appeared to live up to everything a Spanish conquistador could hope for in the Indies. Pedrarias Dávila soon quarrelled with Balboa and had him executed; he then went on to probe the isthmus for gold and slaves, but failed to turn up any loot which significantly improved upon what had been found on the islands. In 1519 he founded the city of Panama and from there he continued his explorations further afield in search of the fabulous kingdom of Birú.

In these restless times there were many other Spaniards who had dreams of conquest and plunder. Between 1517 and 1518 Diego Velázquez, the conqueror of Cuba, had sent out two expeditions to reconnoitre the coasts of the mainland around the areas we now know as the Yucatán peninsula and the Gulf of Mexico. These had brought back evidence of a rich civilization in the interior, so Velázquez set about equipping an expedition with the purpose of setting up a base as a preliminary to further exploration and eventual conquest. Following normal procedure, Velázquez applied to Spain for the requisite authorization from the Crown, but before the royal assent could reach Cuba the commander appointed to lead the expedition stole a march on Velázquez and set sail without permission from the port of Santiago. This upstart was Hernán Cortés, a 33-year-old hidalgo from Medellín in the province of Extremadura who had distinguished himself as a soldier and administrator on Hispaniola and Cuba since he arrived in the Caribbean at the age of nineteen. The expedition he led was modest: in his ships he carried some 600 men, 16 horses, 14 cannon and 13 muskets; yet with these resources he proposed to confront whatever might lie beyond the wall of mountains on the mainland that barred ready access to the riches of the Indies.

From Cuba, Cortés made the short crossing to the island of Cozumel off Yucatán, where he came across a Maya-speaking Spanish castaway called Jerónimo de Aguilar. Further up the coast in Tabasco he was given a woman called Malintzin – Doña Marina to the Spaniards – who spoke Nahuatl as well as the Maya tongue, and who was to serve Cortés faithfully thereafter as interpreter and mistress. With the services of these two speakers of indigenous languages, Cortés was in an excellent position to assess the nature of the opposition he faced and to devise an informed strategy for his campaign of conquest. Indeed, the quality of Cortés’s strategic thinking was to prove crucial to his success, for very soon he came under observation by agents of the emperor Montezuma, following reports of the arrival of strange men with white faces who had been borne upon winged towers across the sea.

On Good Friday, April 1519, Cortés founded Veracruz, the ‘City of the True Cross’, at a place on the coast of the Gulf of Mexico which fell within the jurisdiction of the Aztec emperor. By so doing, he hoped to win some legitimacy for his enterprise, given that he had departed Cuba without royal permission and in defiance of Velázquez’s authority. A few days later the first emissaries from Montezuma arrived bearing ritual gifts and advising the Spaniards to turn back. Cortés, however, would do no such thing; instead, he sent all the gold he had so far gathered back to Spain in the hope of appeasing the emperor Charles V and pre-empting any decision to disqualify him from enjoying the fruits of the conquest he was planning. Then he scuttled all his ships. There could now be no turning back: ahead lay the Aztec capital Tenochtitlán, and there was nothing for it but to march on the city and somehow take it.

As the Spaniards advanced towards the seat of Aztec power, Cortés learned of the political divisions within Montezuma’s empire, and of the extent to which the Aztecs were resented by subject peoples and by other kingdoms. He determined to exploit these antagonisms while concealing from the Aztecs his true intentions. At Cempoala he was able to enlist the support of the Totonacs, and subsequently, after a ferocious battle, the Spaniards persuaded the Tlaxcalans, who were historic enemies of the Aztecs, to join them in their campaign to topple Montezuma. When they arrived in the kingdom of the Cholulans, the Spaniards made an initial show of friendship to these willing vassals of the Aztecs, but Cortés uncovered what appeared to be a plot to kill him and decided to carry out an exemplary massacre of nobles and priests assembled for a religious festival in the city. According to native sources, such equivocal tactics sowed confusion and dismay among the Aztecs, giving the invaders a psychological edge over the Indians.

Montezuma, for his part, would appear to have decided early on upon a similar strategy of perplexing the Spaniards, by combining ritual diplomacy with unspecified threats and covert attacks. However, it remains unclear what his real intentions could have been in allowing the Spaniards to advance so far into the heart of his realms. Speculation has focused on the apparent weakness of his character and on his alleged belief that Cortés was the god Quetzalcoatl come to reclaim his kingdom, but these suppositions must be treated with caution: Montezuma was not a hereditary monarch; he had been chosen by an aggressive, imperialist people and must therefore have been a man of outstanding qualities of leadership, one who would have been little disposed to give away a whole empire in the belief that a poorly equipped stranger was a visiting god. Rather, it is far more likely that Montezuma simply misread Cortés, amongst other reasons because the ends of war and politics in Middle America were quite different from those of Renaissance Europe. Where Europeans fought to kill, occupy and plunder, the Indians regarded battle as a ritual of dominance and submission, in which it was preferable to take prisoners alive in order to have them ceremoniously sacrificed to their bloodthirsty gods. Because the Spanish invasion ended in disaster for the Aztecs, Montezuma’s tactical errors may well have been retrospectively embroidered by Nahuatl poets and Spanish chroniclers into a haunting fable of foreboding and doom.

There is no question, however, but that Montezuma underestimated the depths of Cortés’s cunning and resolve. After two days’ march from Cholula, the Spaniards arrived within sight of the Aztec capital and advanced towards it despite repeated warnings by friend and foe that Montezuma had laid a trap and was planning to destroy them. As they approached, the majesty of the setting caused great wonderment. Bernal Díaz, a soldier in Cortés’s small army, later wrote:



When we saw all those cities and villages built in the water, and other great towns on dry land, and that straight and level causeway leading to Mexico, we were astounded. These great towns and cues [temples] and buildings rising from the water, all made of stone, seemed like an enchanted vision from the tale of Amadís. Indeed, some of our soldiers asked whether it was not all a dream.**



When they reached the main causeway into the lake-bound city, the lord of Texcoco came out to greet the Spaniards and invite them to an audience with Montezuma. Even though he realized that he might well be walking into a trap, Cortés led his men into Tenochtitlán, the most densely populated metropolis in the New World. In the event, he was well received by Montezuma, who accommodated Cortés and his force of some 400 men in a complex of large buildings within the city. For about a week the Spaniards lived in constant fear of being set upon and killed despite the overt courtesies that were being shown to them by the emperor and his household. But with his commanders becoming increasingly agitated about the real intentions of Montezuma and his ministers, Cortés finally decided to seize the emperor and hold him hostage in the Spanish quarters, on the pretext that the emperor had treacherously ordered an attack on the Spanish garrison at Veracruz in which a Spanish commander had been killed. In effect, Cortés was attempting a coup d’état, with such a small force, it was plainly impossible for him to make a frontal assault on Aztec power. By capturing Montezuma, the trapped Spaniards could play for time and try to manipulate imperial authority to their own advantage. The fate of Mexico would therefore hinge on the outcome of a battle of wits between two men.

However, at a critical stage in the Spanish coup d’état, news arrived that Pánfilo de Narváez had landed at Veracruz with a large force of Spaniards from Cuba, with orders from the governor Velázquez to punish Cortés for his initial insubordination. Cortés decided that only he could deal with this untimely threat to his whole enterprise, and so he set off with the greater part of his force to confront Narváez, leaving one of his commanders, Pedro de Alvarado, in charge of guarding Montezuma. Alvarado was faced with a difficult and volatile situation: since the imperial office was elective and not hereditary, the emperor’s authority was in danger of becoming discredited the longer he remained a captive. For their coup to succeed, the Spaniards needed to follow up their seizure of Montezuma with further decisive action in order to secure their position. But the arrival of Narváez had removed Cortés at precisely the wrong moment, leaving the depleted Spanish force in Tenochtitlán at the mercy of Montezuma’s aggressive nephews. Alvarado became alarmed when he heard rumours of a plot by the Aztec nobility to attack the Spaniards; he therefore led a pre-emptive assault on an assembly of Indian priests and nobles attending a religious ceremony. The resulting massacre outraged the Aztecs, who rose in rebellion and laid siege to Alvarado in the Spanish quarters.

Meanwhile, Cortés had managed to persuade the bulk of Narváez’s army to support his conquest of the Aztec empire rather than make war on fellow Spaniards. But on his return to Tenochtitlán he found the Spaniards at bay and the Aztecs in a belligerent mood. He also lost patience with the captive Montezuma, whom he suspected of having secretly contacted Narváez with an offer to help him against Cortés in return for his release. Montezuma’s authority had, in any case, all but evaporated, since he had effectively been replaced as emperor by Cuitlahuac, one of his brothers. He died shortly after Cortés’s return, allegedly from wounds received when he was hit by stones thrown by his own people as he went out to appeal for calm before an angry multitude besieging the Spanish quarters.

Montezuma’s death left Cortés’s strategy in ruins; provisions were running very low and there were many Spaniards dead or wounded. The Spanish commander therefore chose to withdraw from Tenochtitlán. On 30 June 1520 the Spaniards fought their way out of the city, sustaining very heavy casualties and losing in their retreat much of the gold and jewellery they had amassed. The noche triste, this ‘sorrowful night’ of defeat, marked the nadir of Spanish fortunes in Mexico: Cortés’s coup d’état had failed disastrously and his remaining forces limped back to Tlaxcala to recover.

Having exhausted the ruses of psychological warfare, Cortés’s only option was a full-scale assault on Tenochtitlán. For six months the Spanish leader planned his campaign at Tlaxcala; he summoned reinforcements from the Caribbean, recruited thousands of Indian soldiers, and had brigantines built in sections to be hauled over the sierras and reassembled for use on Lake Texcoco. The Spaniards also had a hidden ally they could have known nothing about; this was the smallpox virus, which had been brought over from Cuba to the mainland by one of Narváez’s soldiers and was now spreading among the Indians, who had no immunities against this Old World disease. The new Aztec emperor, Cuitlahuac, was an early victim and he was succeeded by Cuauhtemoc, a ruler who could no longer entertain any illusions about Spanish intentions in Mexico and who was therefore prepared to defend his city and empire to the last man against the European invaders.

In December 1520 Cortés marched into the Valley of Mexico and spent a further three months preparing for war. Finally, in April, the Spanish offensive began: Cortés laid siege to Tenochtitlán, using his brigantines to patrol the lake so as to stop food supplies getting to the city. Still, the first direct assaults proved a failure and costly in lives, even though the Spaniards nearly succeeded in taking the central temple. It became clear that fighting in the maze of narrow streets cancelled out the advantage that horses and guns gave the heavily outnumbered Spanish forces. Cortés saw that if he was to take Tenochtitlán at all, he must raze it to the ground; and so, for some four gruelling months of bitter fighting the Spaniards and their Indian allies pulled down, building by building, the city Cortés was to describe as the most beautiful in the world. On 13 August, when barely a quarter of Tenochtitlán was left standing, the emperor Cuauhtemoc, who had led the heroic resistance of the Aztecs, was captured and forced to surrender. Anxious to reward his exhausted troops in the manner they expected, Cortés had Cuauhtemoc tortured in an attempt to discover the whereabouts of the treasure the Spaniards had lost during the noche triste.

After his victory Cortés devoted himself to rebuilding Tenochtitlán and unifying the former dominions of the Aztecs under Spanish rule. In this he succeeded brilliantly, becoming a revered figure for the Indian masses and acquiring the charismatic authority of a ruler in his own right. Charles V rewarded him with great estates, the right to receive tribute from thousands of Indians and the noble title of Marquis of the Valley of Oaxaca. Yet the extent of Cortés’s personal power in New Spain, as he called the territories he had conquered, was to arouse the envy of rivals and the suspicion of the Crown itself, anxious as it was to curb the political ambitions of the conquistadors in these rich and distant lands. In 1527 Cortés was relieved of the governorship of New Spain and an audiencia (a judicial council of royal officials) took over the administration of the kingdom. Cortés saw fit to return to Spain on two occasions to defend himself against detractors at court, and, in fact, died there in 1547. After Cortés the government of New Spain degenerated under the rule of Nuño de Guzmán, president of the first audiencia, into a brutish exploitation of the Indians. In 1530 Guzmán was removed and a second audiencia restored some measure of order to the turbulent colony. Royal authority was at last firmly established when New Spain was created a viceroyalty in 1535 and placed in the charge of Antonio de Mendoza, one of the greatest administrators of the Spanish empire.

Hernán Cortés’s splendid victory accelerated the tempo of Spanish expansion in America and raised the ceiling of individual ambition; it was as if the many Spanish captains in the Indies were in a race with one another to conquer a second Mexico. Cortés himself lost little time in embarking on further explorations, ranging northwards along the Pacific coast to a wild region he called California, after a mythical land of warrior women featured in Las sergas de Esplandián (‘The Exploits of Esplandián’), a best-selling romance of chivalry of the period, and southwards to the kingdoms of the Maya and thence into Honduras.

In 1524 two of Cortés’s captains led expeditions into Central America. Cristóbal de Olid went to Honduras but tried to lay claim to the territory for himself, angering Cortés by making a deal with his old enemy Velázquez, the governor of Cuba. Cortés set off to punish Olid and found himself on a terrible march through swamps and jungles. As it turned out, Olid had been murdered by the time Cortés arrived in Honduras. In fact, the expedition proved to be entirely futile – no new kingdoms of gold were found and Cortés stained his reputation by ordering the death of the captive Aztec emperor, Cuauhtemoc, on suspicion of stirring the Indian soldiers on the expedition to mutiny. Central America was to disappoint the hopes of its first conquerors. Cortés’s other captain, Pedro de Alvarado, spent the next ten years in the conquest of Guatemala and El Salvador without coming across anything to rival the riches of the Aztec empire. Pushing down into Nicaragua, he encountered other Spanish expeditions sent up from the isthmus by the rapacious governor of Panama, Pedrarias Dávila.

The Conquest of Peru

Since killing Balboa, Pedrarias Dávila had found nothing to compare with the fruits of Cortés’s conquest, despite his brutal scouring of the southern parts of Central America, a region once optimistically known as Castilla del Oro – Golden Castile. However, news of the Spanish success in Mexico had convinced him that he should concentrate on Nicaragua, where the prospects seemed better than in the south, which had so far yielded not much more than fanciful reports of a land of gold called Birú or Peru. Even so, two veterans of the Indies, Francisco Pizarro and Diego de Almagro, obtained permission from Dávila to search for Peru. A first attempt in 1524 proved discouraging, but a second expedition in 1527 reached the city of Tumbes (north-west Peru), and brought back items of gold and silver and other evidence of an advanced civilization. On the strength of these findings, Pizarro went to Spain in 1528 to obtain a capitulación or licence from the Crown entitling him to conquer and settle Peru independently of Pedrarias Dávila. When he returned to Panama, Pizarro brought with him a large number of fellow Extremadurans, including his four half-brothers. His partner Almagro had been recruiting men in Panama in preparation for the conquest, and another partner, the priest Hernando de Luque, was responsible for raising capital for the venture from wealthy investors.

Francisco Pizarro and Diego de Almagro were established figures in the colony of Panama, owning profitable estates and rights to Indian tribute, but they were also hardened conquistadors with an extraordinary appetite for adventure: when they set off to conquer Peru, they were both in their fifties, an advanced age for the time. Pizarro had first arrived in the Indies in 1502 and had taken part in several expeditions of conquest. From Hispaniola he had gone to the mainland with Diego de Ojeda in 1509; then he had crossed the isthmus under Núñez de Balboa on the expedition which discovered the Pacific Ocean in 1513; some years later he went over to Pedrarias Dávila and conspired in Balboa’s arrest, after which he received land and Indians from the new governor of Panama. Unlike Hernán Cortés, Pizarro was no gentleman: a former swineherd, he was born out of wedlock and remained uneducated and quite possibly illiterate. Almagro was no better: he was a foundling from Castile who had come to the Indies as a fugitive from justice and had managed to climb his way up to a position of lordship over Indians on the isthmus – such were the opportunities for advancement in the treacherous world of Panamanian politics under Pedrarias Dávila.

Although they had been partners in other ventures, the capitulación of conquest that Pizarro brought back from Spain disappointed Almagro; he resented the fact that Pizarro had been granted the title of Governor and Captain-General of Peru, while he had only been promised the much less lucrative governorship of the city of Tumbes. Another potential source of friction was Pizarro’s reliance upon his half-brothers and friends from Extremadura, who formed a clique within the expeditionary force. Almagro’s resentment subsided, but circumstances would later cause it to flare up into open hostility.

In December 1530 Pizarro set sail from Panama with the main expeditionary force, consisting of about 180 men and 27 horses; Almagro was to follow once he had recruited more Spaniards. On reaching the coast of Ecuador, Pizarro landed his troops and set off for Tumbes, a long march that was plagued by setbacks, disease and Indian attacks. When finally they reached Tumbes, the Spaniards learned that the great empire of the Incas, which they hoped to conquer, was in complete turmoil, having been torn apart by a dynastic war of succession caused by the death of the emperor Huayna Capac from smallpox (the mysterious disease had swept down from Mexico and was now ravaging the population of the central Andes).

The succession was being disputed by Huayna Capac’s son, Huascar, and his half-brother, Atahuallpa, who had raised a rebellion in the northern provinces near Ecuador. At the time of Pizarro’s arrival Atahuallpa had emerged as the victor and was making his way south to the sacred city of Cuzco, the centre of the Inca world, where his troops were holding Huascar prisoner. Pizarro learned that Atahuallpa was at the time encamped not far from Cajamarca, a city which had been abandoned by most of its inhabitants during the civil war.

Freshly reinforced from Panama, Pizarro decided to seek out Atahuallpa and, as Cortés had done with Montezuma, to take the Inca hostage. As had occurred in Mexico, the Indians kept the Spaniards under surveillance as they made their way to Cajamarca, but, again for reasons which are not clear, the native emperor forbore to destroy an invasion force numbering a mere 60 horsemen and some 100 foot-soldiers. In November 1530, nearly two years after he had left Panama, Pizarro reached Cajamarca and installed himself in the city. He then sent a party of Spaniards to invite Atahuallpa to a meeting. The Spanish emissaries sought to impress the Inca with a display of horsemanship, a ploy which appeared to succeed since the horse was completely alien to the Indians. Atahuallpa agreed to come to Cajamarca the following day, but, in the event, appeared in the evening, having been informed by his spies that the Spaniards unsaddled their horses at night and were therefore more vulnerable to attack.

As the sun declined on the evening of Saturday 16 November 1532, Atahuallpa entered the empty square of Cajamarca on a magnificent litter borne by 80 nobles and escorted by 6,000 men; thousands of warriors in full battle order had been drawn up on a plain outside the city awaiting further orders. For his part, Pizarro had hidden his hundred-odd men in the vacant buildings surrounding the square, where they had been waiting for hours in terrified apprehension. Atahuallpa was perplexed by the absence of the Spaniards and took it as a sign of fear at the strength of his army. But then the priest Vicente de Valverde appeared in the square accompanied by only a native interpreter, and commenced to recite the Requirement, a formal request that the heathen submit to the authority of the Pope and the king of Spain and permit the teaching of the Christian religion. Rejection of the Requirement was considered sufficient grounds for declaring a ‘just war’ on behalf of the Spanish Crown. Atahuallpa, who had never before set eyes on a book, took Valverde’s breviary and examined it with curiosity before tossing it to the ground. Valverde then turned away and cried out to the concealed Spaniards that the Inca had repudiated the word of God. Upon an agreed signal Pizarro’s men launched their attack: cannon and guns opened fire on the crowded square, horsemen charged out of the buildings and Pizarro tried to drag Atahuallpa from his litter – which he managed to do only after the Inca’s bearers had all been cut down by the Spaniards while fiercely resisting the assault on their emperor. The Spanish horsemen and soldiers chased the panic-stricken Indians out of the city, and then turned on the Inca army waiting on the plain outside Cajamarca; between 6,000 and 7,000 Indians lost their lives, and many more were wounded.

Francisco Pizarro had pulled off an astonishing coup de main: in one evening he had seized control of an empire, for the rule of the Inca emperor, whose authority was believed to be divine, was absolute and unquestioned. Like Montezuma before him, Atahuallpa had utterly misjudged the Spaniards; he had found it impossible to conceive that so puny a force could presume to attack an empire which he himself had only just won after a bloody civil war. Out of curiosity he had allowed them to reach Cajamarca, and he later admitted that his intention had been to capture Pizarro and kill or enslave his men. What had spared
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