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Aican cosst.
ore or less monopolie

by the Portugucse: Angola and Mossmbigue, where e
stretches of grassy, open land allowed the Portuguese to pene-
trate far inland and actively colonize, in contrast to their more
limited West African trading strategy. As a result, Portugucse
remains the language of government in Angola and Mozam

bigue today. These regions hecame chief sources for the slave
trade only after the Portuguese were edged out of West Africa
by competition from other European counties. But that gets
ahead of our story.

For now, having observed how Portugals exploration-of. ¢
" the ethnic and-demographic foundations for s blickandhite
Brazil, let us return to the sedentary societies of Mexico and

Peru, where Astec and Inca rulers boasted astonishing golden
treasures,

o other areas of Africa remained m

Tk FALL oF THE AZTEC AND INCA EmpiRes
While Brazil vemairied - bacl

W like powerful magnets, becoming the
1o grct poles of Spanish coloization. For three centaris,
Mexico and Peruwould remain the richest and mast populous

ch-mdrfm Astec and Inca cmperors commanded tens of
thousands of warriors and vast material resources. Their pre-
‘ipitous defeat at the hands of a few hundred Spanish adven-
turers s unparalleld in world hisory. Severalcircumstances
onspired to make it possible.

In 1519, when they fist set foot in Mexico, the Spaniards
alseady knew  lot sbout America. Aftr al, a full goperation
had passed since they began settling the Caribbean islands
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where Columbus made landfall: Hispaniola (today divided
‘between Haiti and the Dominican Republic) and Cuba. The

initial Spanish experience there with the semisedentary Araviak
people; who were ot so different from the Tupi, had begun

e outcome
was similar to what had transpired on the Brazilian coast. Dis
ease and abuse decimated the Caribbean's indigenous people
within a generation. Soor they would cease to exist altogether,
tobe replaced by African slaves.

“The Spanish invaders were not-soldiers. but. undiseiplined
adventurers seeking private fortunes: The first to arrive laid
claim to the indigenous inhabitants and, eventually, the land,
leaving litle for the next wave of adventurers. These had to
conquer somewhere else. Operating from the Caribbean bases,
Spanish newcomers began to explore the coast of Central and
South America, crossed Panama, and found the Pacific Ocean,
making contact with many different indigenous groups and
beginning to hear rumors of glittering, mysterious empires in
the mountains beyond the Garibbean. So it was that, by the-
time he found the Aztec Empire; the Spanish leader Herndn
Cortés-had already been dealing with indigenous Americans-
for fifeen years.

In the conquest of Mexico, no other single Spanish advan-
tage outweighed the simple fact that Cortés more or less knew
what was happening, whereas Mexica leaders, including Moc-
tezuma, the Aztec emperor, had no earthly idea who, or what,
the Spaniards might be. For centuries the story has circulated
that Moctezuma suspeeted: the-Spaniards-were-gods: from
Autec mythology, that Cortés himself could be Quetzalcoatl, a

white-skinned deity whose coming had been foretold in proph-
o TSRO oS ST AT e e, because

it originated scveral decades after the arrival of the Spaniards,
Although repeated a thousand times, it should now be cor-

rected. On the other hand, thelist of never-before-seen things.
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that the Spanish brought was long andlntimidating; tall-masted

sailing ships, ferocious attack dogs, horses of monstrous size,

cannon belching fire and thunder, steel blades, and body armor.
TN TR TR T PR ot v

always present among the conquistadors), andhad o prior clue

ogically, they
regarded these outlandish invaders as beings from outside the
world they knew. Searching for a name 10 call the Spaniards,
the Mexica used the Nahuatl word teul, which at the time was
routinely translated into Spanish as dios, or ‘god” Since the
word teul could be used for a spiritor demon, it did not imply
adoration, but it ‘The Span-
iards’ humanity, vulnerability, and hostile intentions did not
become clear until Cortés and his expedition had been wel-
comed into Tenochiitlan, where they took Moctezuma hostage.

Bythe middle of 1521, smallpox and indigenous allies had helped
Cortés annihilate Tenochtitlan, and the Aztee Empire as a

‘whole quickly collapsed
Still, the

stunningly rapid and complete Spanish triumph in both cases
calls for explanation. Once again, experience was on the Span-
ish side. The leader of the Peruvian expedition,

s s s concpntor o e A e
relative), employed a tried-and-true maneuver, something the
Spanish had been practicing since their first Caribbean encoun-
ters with indigenous people, when he treacherously took the
Inca ruler Atahualpa-hostage in 1532. Then, (00, the Spanish
advantage in military technology must be recalled. Horses, steel,
and (less importantly) gunpowder gave the invaders a devastat
ing superiority of force, man for man, against warriors armed
only with bravery and stone-edged weapons. Spanish weaponry
produced:staggering death-tolls: At one point, the Spanish
under Cortés massacred ten times their numberin a few hours._
at the Astec tributary city of Cholula. Spanish military advan.
tages came from their Old World heritage, which included
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TeNocHTITLAN AND T1s SURROUNDING Lae. The Aztec capital wis
Tnked 1 he ke shore by cansvny and s crovct. e Ve by
a eries of canals. Note the squsre ceremonial complex at the cty cenier.
Smaller cites and installaions are visible around the cdge of the lake in
this 1524 map. Newberry Library Chicago

gunpowder from China and horses from Asia. Old World
microbes were Spanish allies, too
Imagine the horror of the Incas when Pizarro captured the

Inca emperor, Atahualpa. Atahualpa had arrived with an army-

n y
jards, Atahualpa had reason (o be overconfident, and he walked

into an ambush. WW
logical-victery; so he drew on another tried panish

tactic, one repeatedly used in Mexico:
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e. At Pizarro’s invita-
tion, Atahualpas multitude of folloviers entered a square where
the Spaniards had hidden cannons. Without warning, the can-
‘nons fired into the crowd at close range, creating gruesome car-
‘nage. Then Spaniards on horses charged into the mass of bodies,
swinging their long steel blades in bloody arcs, sending heads
and arms flying, as no indigenous American weapon could do.
Meamwhile, surprise-and armor proteeted: izarro's-men. Not
one of them died that day, yet they succeeded in taking Ata-
hualpa prisoner, killing and maiming thousands of his men in
the process. Atahualpa's-people brought motintains of gold to
tansom him, but Pizarro had him excctited anyway. Depriving
the indigenous defenders of leadership was part of the “divide-

 Mexico,

| Aatec taxes and tributes had weighed heavily on the shoulders
of other Nahuatl-speaking city-states. Tributary city-states had
furnished sacrifcial victims for the Aztec sate relgion, the ide-
clogy that glorified Astec imperial expansion and bathed the
pyramids of Tenochtitlan in the blood of hundreds of thousands.
Asaresult Gortés found ready alliances, most notably with the
nearby indigenous city of Tlaxcala, an old rival of Tenochitan.
Eager to end Aztec rule, rival cities sent thotisands of warriors to.
help Gortés.

Pizarro, too, used indigenous allies to topple the Inca Empire.
Unlike the Astecs, the lncas had imposcd a centralized povier
that broke up rival citytates and resettled: their populations.

While the Aztecs had merely imposed tributes, the Incas admin-
istered, building roads and storage facltis and garrisons. Like

empire. Unfortunately for the Incas, however, both the reigning.
‘emperor and his successor had died suddenly in the cpidemic
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that, advancing along trade routes ahead of Pizarro, rvaged the

Inca. ruling family, creating asuccession crsis Just before:he: -

Aa- -
hualpa Jed one side and his brother Huascar the other. The wily
Pizarro was able to play the two sides against each other,achiev-
ing the ultimate victory for himself, Each side in the Inca civil
war saw the other as the greatest threat. How-could they o
that Pizarro's tiny.expedition was only.the-niering wedge of

vasteolonizing forces beyond the Atlantic?

Autec and Inca trcasures soon aitracted Spaniards by the
thousands. The defeat of Astec and Inca power was only the
first step in cstablishing Spanish dominion over the mainland

placeiafterthirdesttuction. This was a grdual process, requi

THE BIRTH OF SPANISH AMERICA

Even before the dust of imperial collapse had settled in
Mexico and Peru,

-
alty, but most tool a form called enconrienda, whereby the con-

‘ . In this system, indigenous
people were “entrusted” (he meaning of the word encomiena)

10 each canqueror, who had.the responsibility of Christianizing .,
‘them and the privilege of making them work for him.

Enco-
‘miendas of conquered Moors had been awarded aplenty during
the Christian reconquest of Iberia, s it was a familia system
o the Spaniards. Conquerors whorreceived encomiendas became. .
much like European nobles; able to live from the labor of se-.
Jike farmers who delivered part of thei crops as regular ributer




