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Introduction




If you are of a certain age, the name Flip Wilson may mean something to you. After all, comedian Flip Wilson made history. During the early 1970s, the late comic became one of the first African American stars to host a hit television series. With his prime-time variety hour, Wilson helped put some of the color in color TV. But Flip Wilson might not be the first name you would expect to find in a book about Americas beginnings.

Here it is, though, because one of his signature routines was a sketch in which Wilson, bewigged, bejeweled, and fabulously bedecked in elaborate drag, played Spains Queen Isabella. The queen is pondering whether to give Columbus what he wants when the Italian sailor whispers something into the regal ear. Sashaying across the stage, Wilsons Isabella exults in a triumphant falsetto, Chris gonna find Ray Charles!

And that, my friends, is what Columbus was really looking for when he sailed from Spain in 1492.

I relate this story because my historical sensibilities have admittedly been shaped by bits from Flip Wilson, Laugh-In, Mr. Peabodys Wayback Machine, and Mad magazine, alongside such masterly historians as William Manchester, David McCullough, Doris Kearns Goodwin, and Thomas Flemingand because I have always believed that history should be much more fun than most Americans believe it is. But fun doesnt have to mean frivolous.

Take Isabellas Pigs, the opening chapter of this book. If it were a movie, Johnny Depp might get the lead. If it were a video game, parents wouldnt let their kids play. Spotlighting the Spanish conquest of Florida long before Jamestown and Plymouth were settled, it includes pirates, shipwrecks, lost treasure, cannibalism, torture, and numerous massacres, all topped off by feuding monarchs who put the current crop of royals to shame. And pigs.

It was, after all, the real Isabella who told Columbus to pack some pigs on his second voyage. Those pigs kept Spains conquistadors alive as they laid waste to the Americasand the pigs also possibly introduced some of the diseases that wiped out whole native nations. So Isabellas pigs may have played a leading role in the accidental discovery and conquest of the Americas and the decimation of millions of peoplecertainly one of historys great unintended consequences.

Another of those world-changing accidents came when a brash, untrained young militia officer in colonial America led his men on a murderous raid that set off the first world war in history. That ambitious twentysomething was George Washington, and his first brush with battle was nearly his last. Young Washingtons deadly miscalculation not only altered history but also clearly helped forge the man who led America through the Revolution and became its first president.

It is those unintended consequences, particularly the ones that were overlooked or sanitized in gilding Americas great national mythColumbus as intrepid discoverer, Pilgrims and Indians at a joyous feast, the Continental Congress as a colonial-era Kiwanis clubthat lie at the heart of this book. The stories that unfold in these six chapters, which span a period from the Spanish arrival in America to George Washingtons inauguration in 1789, were selected because each plays a central part in shaping the nations destiny and character and each, in some way, belies that American myth.

For the most part, these are tales that the textbooks left out. The picture they present is largely at odds with the safe, sterile version still provided by schoolbooks, teachers, and Hollywood. Those tidy tableaus are the ones preferred by politicians, preachers, and pundits who cling to the simple, whitewashed portrait of Americas past. If any of the harsher realities found their way into our schoolbooks, they were boiled down to a single bloodless line of text, or worse, to a monotonous list of dates and documents. In these stories, Ive tried to flesh out that picture and set the record straight by unearthing some of the buried pieces of Americas hidden history.

Some of these episodes were chosen because they reveal unfamiliar details about familiar events, such as the battles of Lexington and Concord. And some uncover the unknown side of very well-known people, as in the rise and fall of a young American hero whose ego and greed wreaked havoc, turning him into Americas greatest villain: Benedict Arnold. Others were chosen because they include fulcrum moments in which Americas future was tipped in a new direction. Such a shift came when a British assassination plot aimed at a trio of Bostons leading patriots went awry. Had the plandetailed in Warrens Togasucceeded, the course of the Revolution might have been completely altered.

These stories also highlight what novelist Graham Greene called the human factor. Textbook writers rarely explore such human motivations as ambition and avarice, loyalty and betrayal, duty and honor, courage and cowardice. They prefer to leave pride and prejudice to the novelists. But these stories fascinate because they plumb the flesh and blood behind the marble statues or the faces on our currency. The three Puritan women depicted in Hannahs Escape never made it onto any of our money. But the courage and resilience they displayed speaks loudly of a harsh colonial environment far removed from the traditional Thanksgiving Day idyll.

Most importantly, all of these stories continue to reverberate in our world. And that is the real point of telling themand of teaching historyin the first place. We have been conditioned, by television and now the Internet, to look at history in short bursts. These disjointed bits and pieces rarely seem to have much connection to the present. But of course they do; as Shakespeare put it, The past is prologue.

The great conflict engulfing the Western world and elements of Islam is the most immediate and pressing example of historys long, slow ripples. It returns us to Isabellas triumphant Chris gonna find Ray Charles. To most Americans, 1492 means only one thing: Columbus sailed the ocean blue. But that is only one part of the story of that year. A dynamic, extraordinary woman in a mans world, Queen Isabella also set in motion two other events in 1492 that remain fulcrum moments for our times: the forced conversion or exile of Spains Jews and the culmination of la reconquistathe Reconquestin which Spanish armies defeated the last remnant of the Moors, the North African Muslims who had invaded and then occupied the Iberian peninsula for centuries.

So why does that matter? The bombers who struck Madrids commuter railroads with murderous force on March 11, 2004, saw their attack as long-deferred vengeance for 1492. Their hope for an Islamic Reconquest of Spain was not some radical religious fantasy but has a long, bitter history. It animates their jihad. And yes, some peoples historical memories are much longer than others.

Historys ripples also wash over current American political debates. At a time when Hispanic Americans constitute the fastest-growing demographic group in America, the country found itself in the midst of a white-hot controversy that mushroomed over broken borders, immigration reform, and establishing English as Americas official language. In fact, Spanish has been spoken in a good part of America far longer than English has. No, that is not an argument for or against any official language in America. It is simply a historical reality, much overlooked.

The proverbial eight-hundred-pound gorilla sitting squarely in the center of this story is religion, or more precisely, centuries of blood shed over beliefs. The degree to which religious conflict has driven Americas history is a central theme threading through this book. Several of its stories illuminate one of historys most fundamental lessons: people fear what they dont understandor what is different. That fear moves in tandem with the arrogant superiority that comes from the notion of possessing the exclusive truth. This volatile mixture of fearful ignorance and righteous certitude allows one group to demonize and dehumanize another. And once you have accomplished that, it is much easier to hang people as heretics, burn them at the stakeor in ovensand fly jetliners into their buildings. Could any story be more relevant to our times?

What ultimately ties all of these stories together is one of historys pivotal themesgetting and keeping power. Whether it is the power of faith or force, the power of ideas or ideology, the power of propaganda or persuasion, these stories reveal how power has changed hands in American history. And all too often, this American history, to quote Thomas Hobbes from a slightly different context, is a tale of continual fear and danger of violent death.

This hidden history of Americas beginnings reveals a drama that is often appalling and far from noble or tidy, but also consistently remarkable. Like actual childbirth, the birth of America was messy, bloody, painful, and sometimes tragic. Yet it remains rather miraculous. As this book tracks Americas sometimes tortured development, it also recognizes the halting steps made toward the dawn of a new era in human historyan era predicated on that remarkable and radical concept that each of us is entitled to life, liberty and the pursuit of happiness.

And maybe Ray Charles too.

Kenneth C. Davis

Dorset, Vermont

September 2007










    
Part I

Isabellas Pigs







    






1469 Isabella of Castile and Ferdinand of Aragon are married.

1492 The Reconquest (la reconquista) forces the last Moors out of Spain.

As part of a revived Inquisition, all Jews are forced to convert or leave Spain.

Christopher Columbus arrives in the Caribbean; he names Hispaniola (modern-day Haiti and the Dominican Republic) and founds the settlement of La Navidad.

1497 John Cabot, an Italian sailing for England, sights North America, probably around Newfoundland, and claims the territory for England.

1501 Amerigo Vespucci, sailing for Portugal, reaches the South American coast. Upon his return, he writes to his patron, Lorenzo de Medici, that he has voyaged to a new world. A mapmaker attaches Amerigos name to the New World.

1509 Henry VIII is crowned king of England and marries Catherine of Aragon, daughter of Ferdinand and Isabella.

1516 King Ferdinand dies; Charles I, grandson of Ferdinand and Isabella, inherits the Spanish throne.

1528 Pnfilo de Narvez, accompanied by Cabeza de Vaca, leads a Spanish attempt to conquer Florida.

1531 King Henry VIII divorces Catherine of Aragon to marry Anne Boleyn. In 1534, the Act of Supremacy declares the king to be the head of the Church of England, completing the break with Rome.


1536 John Calvins Institutes of the Christian Religion is published, expanding the Protestant Reformation.

15391543 Hernando de Soto leads a Spanish army through the Southeast; de Soto dies on the banks of the Mississippi on May 21, 1542.

1553 Mary I, daughter of Henry VIII and his first wife, Catherine of Aragon, becomes queen of England. In 1554, she marries Philip II, the future king of Spain, but dies childless in 1558.

1556 Philip II becomes king of Spain.

1558 Queen Elizabeth I succeeds her half sister Queen Mary.

1564 French Huguenots establish Fort Caroline near the St. Johns River in Florida.

1565 St. Augustine, Florida, founded.

Fort Caroline massacre.

1588 The Spanish Armada is defeated by a smaller British fleet.







       

I have established warm friendship with the king of that land, so much so that he was proud to call me and treat me as a brother. But even should he change his attitude and attack the men of La Navidad, he and his people know nothing about arms and go naked, as I have already said; they are the most timorous people in the world.

Christopher Columbus, letter written as he returned to Spain (1493)




Upon seeing the disaster we had suffered, our misery and distress, the Indians sat down with us and all began to weep out of compassion for our misfortune, and for more than half an hour they wept so loud and so sincerely that it could be heard far away.

Alvar Nez Cabeza de Vaca (1555)




The pigs De Soto brought from Cuba may have been descendants of the pigs Queen Isabella enjoined Columbus to take with him on his second voyage.

Charles Hudson, Knights of Spain, Warriors of the Sun (1997)





St. Augustine, FloridaSeptember 1565

IT WAS A STORM-DARK NIGHT in late summer as Admiral Pedro Menndez pressed his army of five hundred infantrymen up Floridas Atlantic Coast with a Crusaders fervor. Lashed by hurricane winds and sheets of driving rain, these sixteenth-century Spanish shock troops slogged through the tropical downpour in their heavy armor, carrying pikes, broadswords, and harquebuses, primitive, front-loading muskets that had been used with devastating effect by the conquistador armies of Corts and Pizarro in Mexico and Peru. Each man also carried a twelve-pound sack of bread and a bottle of wine.

Guided by local Timucuan tribesmen, the Spanish assault force had spent two difficult days negotiating the treacherous thirty-eight-mile trek from St. Augustine, their recently established settlement further down the coast. Slowed by knee-deep muck that sucked at their boots, they had been forced to cross rain-swollen rivers, home to the man-eating monsters and flying fish of legend. Wet, tired, and miserable, they were far from home in a land that had completely swallowed two previous Spanish armiesconquistadors who themselves had been conquered by tropical diseases, starvation, and hostile native warriors.

But Admiral Menndez was undeterred. Far more at home at sea than leading infantry, Admiral Menndez drove his men with such ferocity because he was gamblingthrowing the dice that he could reach the enemy before they struck him. His objective was the French settlement of Fort Caroline, Frances first foothold in the Americas, located near present-day Jacksonville, on what the French called the River of May. On this pitch-black night, the small, triangular, wood-palisaded fort was occupied by a few hundred men, women, and children. They were Frances first colonists in the New Worldand the true first pilgrims in America.

Attacking before dawn on September 20, 1565, with the frenzy of holy warriors, the Spanish easily overwhelmed Fort Caroline. With information provided by a French turncoat, the battle-tested Spanish soldiers used ladders to quickly mount the forts wooden walls. Inside the settlement, the sleeping Frenchmenmost of them farmers or laborers rather than soldierswere caught off guard, convinced that no attack could possibly come in the midst of such a terrible storm. But they had fatally miscalculated. The veteran Spanish harquebusiers swept in on the nightshirt-clad or naked Frenchmen, who leapt from their beds and grabbed futilely for weapons. Their attempts to mount any real defense were hopeless. The battle lasted less than an hour.

Although some of the French defenders managed to escape the carnage, 132 soldiers and civilians were killed in the fighting in the small fort. The Spanish suffered no losses and only a single man was wounded. The forty or so French survivors fortunate enough to reach the safety of some boats anchored nearby watched helplessly as Spanish soldiers flicked the eyeballs of the French dead with the points of their daggers.1 The shaken survivors then scuttled one of their boats and sailed the other two back to France.

The handful of Fort Carolines defenders who were not lucky enough to escape were quickly rounded up by the Spanish. About fifty women and children were also taken captive, later to be shipped to Puerto Rico. The men were hanged without hesitation. Above the dead men, the victorious Admiral Menndez placed a sign reading, I do this, not as to Frenchmen, but as to Lutherans. Renaming the captured French settlement San Mateo (St. Matthew) and its river San Juan (St. John), Menndez later reported to Spains King Philip II that he had taken care of the evil Lutheran sect.

A priest who accompanied the Spanish army as chaplain took special pleasure in recording the large number of Lutheran Bibles they had captured and destroyed, adding, The greatest victory which I feel for this event is the victory which Our Lord has given us so that his Holy Gospel may be planted and preached in these parts. Of Admiral Menndez, the chaplain wrote, The fire and desire he has to serve Our Lord in throwing down and destroying this Lutheran sect, enemy of our Holy Catholic Faith, does not allow him to feel weary in his work.

Victims of the political and religious wars raging across Europe, the ill-fated inhabitants of Fort Caroline were not Lutherans at all. For the most part, they were Huguenots, French Protestants who followed the teachings of John Calvin, the French-born Protestant theologian. Having built and settled Fort Caroline more than a year earlier, these French colonists had been left all but defenseless by the questionable decision of one of their leaders, Jean Ribault. An experienced sea captain, Ribault had sailed off from Fort Caroline a few days earlier with between five hundred and six hundred men aboard his flagship, the Trinit, and three other galleons. Against the advice of Ren de Laudonnire, his fellow commander at Fort Caroline, Ribault planned to strike the new Spanish settlement before the recently arrived Spanish could establish their defenses. Unfortunately for Ribault and his shipmates, as well as those left behind at Fort Caroline, the hurricane that slowed Admiral Menndez and his army also ripped into the small French flotilla, scattering and grounding most of the ships, sending hundreds of men to their deaths. According to Ren de Laudonnire, it was the worst weather ever seen on this coast.2

Unaware that Fort Caroline had fallen, groups of French survivors of the storm-savaged fleet came ashore near present-day Daytona Beach and Cape Canaveral. Trudging north, they were spotted by Indians, who alerted Menndez. The bedraggled Frenchmen were met and captured by Spanish troops at a coastal inlet about seventeen miles south of St. Augustine on September 29, 1565.

Expecting to be imprisoned or perhaps ransomed, the exhausted and hungry Frenchmen surrendered without a fight. They were ferried across the inlet to a group of dunes, where they were fed what proved to be a last meal. At the admirals orders, between 111 and 200 of the French captivesdocuments differ on the exact numberwere put to death. In his own report to King Philip, Admiral Menndez wrote matter-of-factly, if not proudly, I caused their hands to be tied behind them, and put them to the knife.3 Sixteen of the company were allowed to liveself-professed Catholics who were spared at the behest of the priest, who reported, All the rest died for being Lutherans and against our Holy Catholic Faith.

Twelve days later, on October 11, the remaining French survivors, including Captain Jean Ribault, whose Trinit had been beached further south, straggled north to the same inlet. Met by Menndez and ignorant of their countrymens fate, they too surrendered to the Spanish. A handful escaped in the night, but on the next morning, 134 more French captives were ferried across the same inlet and executed; once again, approximately a dozen were spared. Those who escaped death had either professed to be Catholic, hastily agreed to convert, or possessed some skills that Admiral Menndez thought might be useful in settling St. Augustinethe first permanent European settlement in the future United States, born and baptized in a religious bloodbath.

Although Jean Ribault offered Menndez a large ransom to secure his safe return to France, the Spanish admiral refused. Ribault suffered the same fate as his men. Following Ribaults execution, the French leaders beard and a piece of his skin were sent to King Philip II. His head was cut into four parts, set on pikes, and displayed in St. Augustine.4 Reporting back to King Philip II, Admiral Menndez wrote, I think it great good fortune that this man be dead, for the King of France could accomplish more with him and fifty thousand ducats than with other men and five hundred thousand ducats; and he could do more in one year, than another in ten.5


JUST SOUTH OF modern St. Augustine, hidden off the well-worn tourist path of T-shirt stands, sprawling condos, and beachfront hotels, stands a rather inconspicuous national monument called Fort Matanzas. Accessible by a short ferry ride across a small river, it was built by the Spanish in 1742 to protect St. Augustine from surprise attack. Fort Matanzas is more a large guardhouse than full-fledged fort. The modest structure, about fifty feet long on each side, was constructed of coquina, a local stone formed from clamshells and quarried from a nearby island. Tourists who come across the simple tower certainly find it far less impressive than the formidable Castillo de San Marco, the star-shaped citadel that dominates St. Augustines historic downtown.

Unlike other Spanish sites in Florida named for Catholic saints or holy days, the forts name comes from the Spanish word matanzas, meaning killings or slaughters. Fort Matanzas stands near the site of the grim massacre of the few hundred luckless French soldiers in an undeclared war of religious animosity. This largely unremarked atrocity from Americas distant past was one small piece of the much larger struggle for the future of North America among contending European powers.

The notion of Spaniards fighting Frenchmen in Florida four decades before England established its first permanent settlement in America, and half a century before the Pilgrims sailed, is an unexpected notion to those accustomed to the familiar legends of Jamestown and Plymouth. The fact that these first settlers were Huguenots dispatched to establish a colony in America in 1564, motivated by having suffered the same sort of religious persecution that later drove the Pilgrims from England, may be equally surprising. That the mass execution of hundreds of French Protestants by Spanish Catholics could be mostly overlooked may be more surprising still. But this salient story speaks volumes about the rapacious quest for new territory and brutal religious warfare that characterized the European arrival in the future America.

That history begins with the Spanish. It commences not with Columbus sailing in 1492 but in 1469, the year in which the teenage cousins Ferdinand of Aragon and Isabella of Castile were married. Isabella and Ferdinand were a remarkable couple whose successes in uniting several fractious small kingdoms into a nation, eliminating the last vestiges of Islamic power in Iberia, revving up the Inquisition, and setting Spain on a path of world domination were extraordinary by any measure. Far from bit players in the American drama, they changed the course of history with their vision of a united, Christian Spain with a vast overseas empire. In chronicling the rise of that empire, Hugh Thomas wrote, The work of Isabel in the first ten years of her time as both heiress and Queen of Castile wasremarkable by any standard. No woman in history has exceeded her achievement.6

Born in April 1451, Isabella was the daughter of Castiles King Juan. She came of age in a Europe that had one foot in the medieval age of knights and castles and one in the blooming Renaissance. Gutenbergs first books were printed two years after Isabellas birth, and his first Bible was produced in 1456. Constantinople had fallen to the Islamic Ottoman Turks in 1453, sending many Greek scholars fleeing to Italy, where the classics were rediscovered, accelerating the rise of the Renaissance. The loss of Constantinople, a key crossroads in the Silk Road trade between Europe and Asia, forced Europeans to look for sea routes to the East, as the Ottomans imposed stiff tariffs on the Asian caravans bound for Europe.

The modern nation called Spain did not yet exist at Isabellas birth. Instead, several small, warring kingdoms dominated the Iberian peninsula, with Castile among the most powerful of these. Isabellas adolescence came during a time of tremendous intrigue and infighting, both within Castile and among the other Spanish kingdoms, as well as the emerging nations of Europe. These struggles were set, in turn, against the backdrop of the Moorish occupation of Granada, the southernmost region of Spain and the last bastion of Islamic power on the Iberian peninsula. Beginning in 711, the MoorsArab and African Muslims from North Africahad dominated Iberia, creating a culture rich in art, architecture, literature, and learning. For more than seven hundred years, the Moors had lived through shifting periods of coexistence and conflict with Christian Spain. With the rise of the Ottoman Empire threatening Europe from the east, the great conflict with Islam and the desire to recapture Jerusalem only grew more intense. In Isabellas century, there was only one goal, one holy questla reconquista and the removal of the heathens.

Following her fathers death, the convent-educated Isabella was brought to the court of her older half brother, King Enrique IV, a notorious fop whose open homosexuality was noted by the court scribes. His inability to produce any offspring had inspired the derisive nickname Enrique el Impotente. Civil war among competing groups of nobles who questioned Enriques legitimacy as king and the likely poisoning of Isabellas younger brother Alfonso by Enriques allies engulfed Castile in deadly intrigues. Striking a compromise, Isabella and her supporters acknowledged that Enrique was indeed the rightful king, and she was named heir to Castiles throne. Enrique attempted to arrange a marriage for her. But the remarkably strong-willed teenager fended off the suitors presented by her half brother, including the future Richard III of England. Casting about for a husband herself, Isabella settled on a match with her second cousin Ferdinand, heir to the throne of Aragon, one of Spains other chief kingdoms.

Although not as well educated as his intended, Ferdinand was said to possess the quality that inspires devotion. One report to Isabella said: He has so singular a grace that everyone who talks to him wants to serve him. Younger than Isabella by a year, the prince had already led his fathers troops in combat. But the battlefield was not the only scene of his conquests. Before the marriage agreement with Isabella was concluded, he had fathered children with two different women; in modern tabloid parlance, hed be headlined a hunk. In fact, the pair would have been People magazines dream royals. The tall, blue-eyed beauty Isabella and the muscular Ferdinand would have dwarfed most contemporary celebrity couples.

In 1469, the eighteen-year-old Isabella wed seventeen-year-old Ferdinand, with an assist from a papal dispensation that allowed the marriage despite their close blood ties. Among those officiating was Spains cardinal, Rodrigo Borgia, the most infamous of that notorious family. It was Rodrigo Borgia who had arranged for the bull of dispensation that enabled the cousins to marry, and he was rewarded with a dukedom for his eldest son. Father of Lucrezia Borgia, Rodrigo Borgia was elevated as Pope Alexander VI in fateful 1492 and later bestowed upon Ferdinand and Isabella the title los Reyes Catlicos, the Catholic monarchs of Spain, in 1496.

Theirs was a remarkable marriage of political convenience that became a richly successful partnership as well as a torrid love match. In his will, Ferdinand directed that he be buried with his queen: We were united by marriage and by a unique love in life. Let us not be parted in death. The two monarchs kept their individual crowns, but each was named consort of the others kingdom. As part of their unprecedented prenuptial agreement, Isabella held equal authorityan astonishing role for a woman in those times. Their shared power was expressed in an official motto, Tanto monta, monta tantoIsabel como Fernando (It comes to the same thingIsabel is the same as Fernando).

Supported by Spains powerful clerics, Ferdinand and Isabella aimed to unite Spain and took the fieldboth of them literally went off to battlewith Isabella proving her mettle as both a military organizer and strategist. When an enemy was defeated, she personally rode out to accept the surrender. Having subdued Spains contentious nobles, Ferdinand and Isabella moved on to their crowning accomplishment. In 1491, with an army that bridged the medieval world of armored knights and lancers with the new eras first artillery weapons, they surrounded Granada, Islams last Iberian bastion. A force of some eighty thousand men, including ten thousand knights, began the siege that would complete la reconquista.

But ridding Spain of the Moors was only part of their holy war. In their quest for a kingdom free of heathens and heresy, the Reyes Catlicos viewed Jews and other unbelievers as another threat. They brought the Inquisitionknown as the Holy Officeback to Spain in 1478 and saw it rise to new heights of power and cruelty. Isabella and Fernando were urged on by prominent clerics who claimed that many of the Spanish Jews who had convertedconversossecretly continued practicing their religion, which in the Churchs view posed a grave threat to Christianity. The notorious court that imprisoned, tortured, or killed those suspected of heresy was led by Toms de Torquemada, whose name became synonymous with the Spanish Inquisitions worst excesses. A descendant of a converso himself, Torquemada joined the Dominicans and acquired a reputation for zealously wearing the penitents hair shirt and sleeping on rough planks. After Isabella took the throne, Torquemada served as her confessor and made her pledge to devote herself to the liquidation of heresy.

During the next few years, some thirteen thousand people were found guilty of carrying out secret Jewish practices, often making their confessions after torture. During this time, at least two thousand people were executed for heresy by the Inquisition. Thousands of others were imprisoned or had their property confiscated. In 1492, Torquemada wrote the royal edict that ordered the Jews from Spain unless they were baptized. The number of Jews expelled from Spain is uncertain, and old estimates ranged from two hundred thousand to as many as eight hundred thousand. However, contemporary historians such as Henry Kamen argue convincingly that such numbers were exaggerated by centuries of English propaganda aimed at Spain and Roman Catholicismthe so-called Black Legendand he suggests a much lower number, perhaps forty thousand of the approximately eighty thousand Jews in Spain at the time.7 Some of those expelled Jews found a welcome, although an expensive one, in Rome, where Pope Alexander VI willingly received them as long as they could meet his price for sanctioning their conversions.

To Isabella, the Inquisition was a useful political tool as well, consolidating the power of the Catholic monarchs. As James Reston Jr. wrote in Dogs of God, Of particular interest to Ferdinand was the provision in the popes bull which authorized the crown to fine the culprits and confiscate their holdings, and to deposit the sizable proceeds into the hard-pressed royal treasury.8 In other words, the Spanish Inquisition financed the war against the Moors. It would also help underwrite the Age of Exploration and Spains New World empire.

Late in 1491, the Moorish leader, Boabdil, agreed at last to terms of surrender of the besieged Granada. On January 1, 1492, the last Muslim city in western Europe surrendered, and five days later, the triumphant monarchs entered the city. Throughout Europe, the Spanish victory over the Muslims in Spain was celebrated. In Rome, Cardinal Borgia staged a bullfighta novelty to Romansand Pope Innocent celebrated an outdoor mass to honor the conquest of the Moors.

This epochal triumph also opened the door for Columbus. Convinced that the risks were small and the potential returns great, Isabella approved the Columbus expedition. And what about the legendary pawning of her jewels to pay for the trip? Already in debt to finance the war against the Muslims, Isabella did offer to pledge some of her royal jewels to fund the undertaking, which actually cost less than the wedding of Isabellas daughter Catherine to the prince of England. But with some of her necklaces and crowns already in one bank to secure an earlier loan, there was no need. Her bankers saw a wise investment as well, and put up most of the cash. On April 17, 1492, the Spanish monarchs agreed to terms with the Genoese sailor. The document named Columbus Admiral of the Ocean Sea and said he would be governor-general of all territory he discovered. He would be named a dona title with certain privileges. Columbus would also have a right to 10 percent of everything he foundgold, jewels, spices, landin the new territories.

Columbus sailed out of Palos, Spain, in August 1492. The restas they sayis history.


These islands are richer than I yet know or can say. In this island of Hispaniola, I have taken possession of a large town which is most conveniently situated for the goldfields and the communications with the mainland both here, and there in the territories of the Grand Khan, with which there will be a very profitable trade. I have named this town Villa de Navidad and have built a fort there. Its fortifications will by now be finished and I have left sufficient men to complete them. They have arms, artillery and provisions for more than a year.

In fact, the men that I have left there would be enough to destroy the whole land, and the island holds no dangers for them so long as they maintain discipline.9

CHRISTOPHER COLUMBUS,

letter written as he returned to Spain (1493)



For his second voyage, begun in June 1493, the admiral was provided with many more ships, as well as some fifteen hundred settlers, including a full complement of priests, royal accountants, and an unspecified number of women. Queen Isabella also made a very significant suggestion. Understanding the old adage that an army fights on its stomach, Isabella is credited as the one who encouraged Columbus to take some pigs aboard ship, along with dogs and horses.

Once introduced to the New World, Isabellas pigs became one of the staples of Spanish armies and colonists. Able to forage for themselves and remarkably fertile, the pigs provided a valuable source of easily transported and self-perpetuating protein. For the conquistador on the move, the pigs offered many advantages, according to historian Charles Hudson: Pigs are the most efficient food producers that can be herded. A pigs carcass yields 65 percent to 80 percent dressed meat. A four-ounce serving of pork yields 402 calories. Pigs are unusually fecund. A female as young as nine months may become pregnant, and she can give birth to as many as twelve in a litter. Thus a herd of pigs can increase prodigiously within a few years.

Along with the side benefit of producing fertilizer in the form of manure, these pigs offered one other very estimable advantage to Spanish Christians, as Hudson points out. They ate pork not only for sustenance but also to remove any suspicion that they were Jews.10

Perhaps the greatest unintended consequence of this mobile mess hall may have been the waves of disease that are credited with wiping out so much of the native American populace the Spanish encountered. In 1491, Charles C. Mann fingers the pigs, the ambulatory meat locker, as the possible culprit behind the deadly epidemics that swept the New Worlds original inhabitants. Swine, mainstays of European agriculture, transmit anthrax, brucellosis, leptospirosis, trichinosis, and tuberculosis. Pigs breed exuberantly and can pass disease to deer and turkeys, which then can infect people. Only a fewpigs would have to wander off to contaminate the forest.11

The Spanish ships plying the routes to the New World carried something else. A generation of battle-tested Spanish soldiers, many with little hope of inheriting wealth or titles, had seen that there was a new path to power in Isabella and Ferdinands Spain. Glory, gold, titles, and property flowed from service to crown and Church. Armed with the latest weapons of war and the conviction that heathens could be converted or killed, the new breed of Spanish warriors were no longer the courtly knights of medieval romances. They became the conquistadors who laid waste to the Caribbean islands and Americas.

Following Columbus four voyages, Old World knowledge of the New World exploded in the dazzling Age of Discovery. As Spanish ships brought back news of this New World and its riches, what more proof did anyone need of the righteousness of Isabella and Ferdinands quest to defend the faith? In ridding Spain of the Jews, defeating the Moors, and purifying the faithful through the Inquisition, the Catholic monarchs had done Gods work. And theyd found a whole new world of heathens to convert! The fact that so many of the natives were falling to dreadful epidemics seemed only to offer further proof that those pagan gods were false and their Christian God was taking no prisoners.

This is how the world must have appeared to Spains King Charles I, successor to Ferdinand in 1516. On his fathers side, Charles was a member of the royal Hapsburg family and through that association was also named Holy Roman Emperor Charles V in 1519. The future king of Spain was raised in Brussels and did not learn to speak Spanish until after he succeeded to the throne. But he clearly understood the language of
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