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Foreword

As a student preparing to learn from this book, you will notice two
distinctive words in the title. Each of these words tells you something
about the book’s focus.

The first important word is “Christ.” This history book is written in
the light of Catholic truth. The Catholic knows that the most important
event in history was the Incarnation/Redemption/Resurrection and the
most important Person in history was Jesus Christ. History is moving
in a straight line from the Creation to the Last Judgment, and we judge
events by whether or not they glorify God and contribute to the build-
ing up of the Kingdom of God on earth.

In this book, therefore, you will learn of the Catholic roots of our
country. You will find out that Catholic missionaries were on American
soil, bringing souls to Christ and dying as martyrs, long before the first
settlers came to Jamestown or Plymouth Rock. You will learn how the
Catholic Church has fared in our hemisphere. You will meet the great
Catholic herces and hercines of North and South America.

You will also learn to judge events from the standpoint of Catholic
truth. The world judges by material and secular standards, but the
Catholic looks at actions in the light of eternity.

The second important word is “Americas.” This book studies all of
the countries in the Western Hemisphere: in North America, Central
America, South America and the Caribbean. As Catholics we need to
know the history of our brothers and sisters in Christ. The histories of
the United States and of the other countries in our hemisphere have
often been intertwined, and many people from these other countries are
moving to the United States. We need to be aware of their heritage and
their history. Most importantly, Our Lady of Guadalupe is the patron
of all the Americas, North and South. All of us from the Arctic Circle

to Tierra del Fuego are united under her loving patronage.
xiii
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Those of you who are familiar with the book Christ the King: Lord
of History will be familiar with the Catholic way of looking at history.
You will also know that the earlier book, while emphasizing the great
triumphs of Catholic history, also did not hesitate to point out times
when Catholics, even leaders of the Church, did not act in harmony
with God’s will. There have been times when Popes and bishops and
Catholic rulers have been weak, have been corrupt, have been immoral,
We need to be aware of these problems so that we can more fully appre-
ciate the workings of the Holy Spirit in the Church and because truth
is never served by hiding or minimizing unpleasant facts.

In Christ and the Americas, we have also tried to look honestly at
the history of the United States. Not all of the actions of the United
States government have been in harmony with the law of God; not all
American historical figures have always behaved honorably. By learn-
ing the full truth about our country’s history, we will be better prepared
to help the United States overcome its weaknesses.

We live in a country with great natural beauty, with a system of gov-
ernment that was well-devised, and with many inspiring heroes, hero-
ines and moments of history. But as with all earthly things, our country
can be made better, can be brought more in harmony with the will of
God. An accurate account of history can help us understand better what
we need to do to help the country we love come closer to God.

In the words of Pope John Paul II on his first visit to the United
States, “At a time when the struggle between good and evil, between
the prince of darkness and father of lies and evangelical love is grow-
ing more acute, may the light of [the] Immaculate Conception show to
all the way to grace and to salvation.”

CHRIST

AND THE

AMERICAS

“Going therefore, teach ye all nations;
baptizing them in the name of the Father,
and of the Son, and of the Holy Ghost”

—Matthew 28:19




Chapter 1
The New World Meets The Old

WHEN HUMAN BEINGS first arrived in the New World, the West-
ern Hemisphere, they probably came from Asia, crossing from Siberia
to Alaska over what was then a land bridge across the Bering Sea. The
land bridge would have been exposed because water was locked up in
the huge glaciers of the Ice Age. We do not know exactly when men
first set foot in the New World, but we do know that they gradually
spread throughout the Hemisphere, living for hundreds of years as wan-
dering hunters, showing little advancement or progress. Then, around
2500 B.C., the Neolithic Revelution occurred in the New World: Men
began growing crops and raising animals, instead of relying for food
on hunting and gathering. The New World was far behind the Old, which,
according to some calculations, had achieved the Neolithic or Agricul-
tural Revolution around 9000 B.C.

The oldest village sites in the New World date from around 2000
B.C. and appear in Central America. For some reason the vast plains
of North America did not encourage human settlement and progress,
but the jungles of Central America and the high plateaus of Mexico
did. The staple crop was corn—unknown in the Old World—on which
everything else depended. The early farmers of Mexico tattooed their
bodies, turned the earth with digging sticks, and ground the corn to
make a dough which was patted into cakes and baked over the fires.
Their life was primitive and uncivilized, at a time when in the Old
World the Egyptians were ruling a mighty empire and the Hebrews were
learning and maintaining their belief in the one true God, whose name
is “I Am.”

Around 1000 B.C., the Olmecs, a warlike people from the eastern

1
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coastal jungle plain of Mexico, invaded the highlands to the west, estab-
lishing themselves in power. The Olmec magicians claimed special pow-
ers over nature, performing strange superstitious rituals to persuade the
gods to do the will of man. If at times they appeared to be success-
ful -after all, it takes very little magic to learn that crops sprout in the
spring and die in the winter—they also knew failure, for nature is never
wholly predictable. Their desire for power led the Olmecs to think of
ever greater sacrifices to the gods of nature, uniil they began offering
the greatest they could imagine: human beings. In the ancient Olmec
village sites, archeologists find decapitated skeletons, smashed skulls,
bodies without arms and legs, and murdered children. What they deemed
the necessity of human sacrifice was fully accepted by the people of
Mexico, remaining an indispensable part of their culture, even after the
Olmecs were no longer dominant.

The Devil Gods

Some time after 650 B.C., the first civilization appeared in the New
World. A civilization is distinguished from barbarism by the presence
of cities and of writing, and the first people in the New World to achieve
settled communities and written records were the Mayas of Central Amer-
ica and southern Mexico, whose civilization grew out of the Olmec cul-
ture. The first Mayan settlements grew up around the sacrificial altars,
which gradually became marketplaces as well.

Mayan writing has not been fully deciphered to this day. It is com-
posed of weird pictures called Maya glyphs, some of which have been
given such descriptive names as the toothache glyph and the upended-
frog glyph. We are able to read Mayan numbers, however, and know
that their socicty was mathematically advanced. They developed a cal-
endar based on an 18-month year which is slightly more accurate than
our own calendar. They were excellent astronomers; a Mayan inscrip-
tion gives day and month positions for astronomical objects calculated
back hypothetically for more than 400 million years.

Around the time of Christ, the Mayans had their greatest cultural
achievements. Though they still had stone-age tools and never did invent
the wheel, they built huge temple-pyramids and also built beautiful
cities. They developed irrigation, and their mathematics and astronomy
reached a peak. But like the powerful ancient civilizations of the Old
World, the Mayas eventually began to decline. By the 800s A.D., new
tribes gained power, and in the mid-900’s the Toltec people became
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dominant under the great leader Quetzalcoatl.

Quetzalcoat] adopted the name of the god he worshipped, a feathered
serpent. He was a powerful, popular leader, who established his capi-
tal in the city of Chichén Itza on the Yucatan peninsula. Quetzalcoatl’s
greatness is best illustrated by his hatred of human sacrifice.
He did everything he could to stop this bloody practice, and for a brief
time his civilization—freed from this brutality-—flourished. But the habits
of centuries could not be eliminated by onc man. He was eventually
overthrown, and his religious reformation died out. Human sacrifice
returned. Society became collectivized: the individual person was
rn?garded as unimportant. So little value was placed on individuals that
singular pronouns—I, my, mine, me—scarcely existed. Life centered on
the corn fields, the battle fields and the temple-pyramids. Buf there
remained a prophecy which was never quite forgotten: Someday in the
year “One Reed” (which occurred every 52 years), Quetzalcoatl would
return, coming from the east. :

Around 1450, still another tribe gained power: the Mexica—now more
commonly known as the Aztecs. They came from a small island in the
middle of a large lake in central Mexico and were particularly warlike
and bloodthirsty. They established their capital city on their home island,
w‘h.ich was named Tenochtitlan (“Cactus Rock™), and built there a mag-
n1f1cef1t city. The city became wealthy and powerful and remained the
most important city in Mexico, which it has continued to be down to
the present day, being renamed Mexico City.

The most powerful man in the Aztec Empire was not in fact the
Emp_eror Montezuma I, but a successful warrior named Tlacaellel, who
dominated Montezuma I and then picked the next three emperors. He
was the effective ruler of the Aztecs for 67 years, living to be 98 (1398-
1496). The one dominant policy of his rule was human sacrifice.

The two chief gods to whom the sacrifices were offered were
Huitzilopochtli, the Hummingbird Wizard, also known as Lover of Hearts
and Drinker of Blood, and Tezcatlipoca, the Smoking Mirror and Lord
of the Dark. The universal religious symbol in the Aztec religion was
the serpent.

' To worship the devil gods, Tlacaellel’s laws required a thousand sac-
rifices to Huitzilopochtli in every town with a temple, every year; there
were 371 towns in the Aztec Empire, though not all had full-scale tem-
ples. There were other sacrifices as well. It is estimated that at least
50,000 were sacrificed a year, probably more. One early Mexican his-
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torian estimated that one out of every five children was sacrificed. On
occasion, entire tribes, numbering in the tens of thousands, were exter-
minated by sacrifice.

To keep up the supply of victims, Tlacaellel invented the “Ilower
Wars,” conflicts in which the goal was not to kill the opponent but to
capture him for later sacrifice. All Mexican nobility were required to
attend the great sacrifices, and all Mexican warriors were required to
take prisoners for sacrifice. Then, from 1451-1454, a series of unprece-
dented natural disasters struck Mexico. First came a serious drought,
then four consecutive years of snows and killing frosts. The corn crop,
on which the whole society depended, was destroyed year after year,
and the people starved. To appease the devil gods, Tlacaellel required
ever increasing numbers of sacrificial victims.

In 1487 a new pyramid-temple had been dedicated to Huitzilopochtli
in the center of Tenochtitlan. On the flat top of the pyramid was the
principal altar, with 600 smaller altars up and down the sides. Tlacael-
lel organized a four-day-long dedication ceremony. With the booming
of the great snakeskin drums echoing over the city and the surround-
ing lakes, the dedication ceremony began. Thousands of captives, in a
column three miles long, were herded across the plaza. The high priest
and the lesser priests, in blood-drenched robes, led the victims to the
altars. Each trembling man was stretched out flat. The priest plunged
an obsidian knife into the victim’s chest, pulled out his heart and placed
it between the gaping jaws of the stone god. His body was then thrown
over the side. The whole process took 15 seconds.

The mass murder went on for four days and four nights. More than
80,000 men were killed. Most of the nobility, who had been required
to be present, could not endure the seemingly never-ending spectacle
and fled before its conclusion. But Tlacaellel remained to the end.

And what of the ordinary people, living in the midst of such hor-
rors? In the Aztec society, wealth consisted of land and the men to work
it, because there was no money. The emperor and his court collected a
share of all the crops harvested, the pagan priests another share. Almost
no one owned property of his own. The common people lived in tightly
organized communities. Every man-child was dedicated to the war god
at his birth and trained in the art of war from childhood. Discipline
was harsh; for disobedience, a boy could be punctured with cactus spines.
Any boy who failed to become a warrior was put to death or enslaved.
The individual was taught that he stood for nothing: the nation was all.
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He was like an ant, carrying items of tribute into the capital city, so
that the aristocracy could live luxuriously and so that the priests could
devote all their time to the worship of the devil gods, satisfying their
ever-demanding appetites. The people lived in fear and slavery, with-
out hope and without joy.

The Incas of Peru

Far to the south, in the high Andes mountains, in the lush valleys
and barren deserts of Peru, a culture developed which was higher than
that of the primitive savages of North America, but lower than that of
the civilized peoples of Central America. This culture was that of the
Incas, who built cities, had a highly developed governmental system,
and produced amazing architecture, though they never learned to write
and relied solely on oral communication.

The Inca Empire was established in 1200 A.D. In 1438, Pachacuti
came to the imperial throne. He was an ambitious, talented man, prob-
ably the greatest of the Inca emperors. He built a magnificent capital
city at Cuzco and elaborately decorated the Temple of the Sun. The
Sacsahuaman Fort near Cuzco had walls 1800 feet long and 60 feet
high. One of the stones used in the construction was 27 feet high, 14
feet long, 12 feet thick and weighed 200 tons. This construction was
carried out without the aid of the wheel, which the Incas never invented.
Only fleet-footed messengers and slaves carrying litters traveled the
smooth roads criss-crossing the Empire.

Pachacuti and his son Topa Inca extended Inca rule from northern
Ecuador to central Chile, over 350,000 square miles. They easily con-
quered the other tribes, often killing most of the men so that they could
not rebel, or forcibly moving the inhabitants of one conquered area to
another.

Incan society was tightly organized in a pyramidal structure. A gov-
ernment official was in charge of every 100 families and was in his
turn responsible to another official, who was responsible to another,
and so on up to the emperor, who had absolute authority. The Incan
officials kept accurate census records, so that they knew who was born
and who had died and how much in taxes was owed by every man.

All land, the llama herds and the mines were owned by the govern-
ment and worked by the peasants. A peasant’s day was long and labo-
rious, and nothing he produced belonged to him. Everything went to
the government officials, who then distributed food, clothing and shel-
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ter to the people. As in Mexican society, the individual counted for
nothing. He existed solely to serve the government. All offenses against
the government were punishable by death.

The wealthy noblemen and the pagan priests lived in luxury in Cuzco,
supported by the labors of the peasants. The emperor was worshipped
as a god, and no one could enter his presence without removing his
sandals and placing a burden on his back to indicate his humble posi-
tion. When an emperor died, his body was mummified, and his favorite
wives and servants usually voluntarily accompanied him in death.

Though on a much smaller scale than the Aztecs, the Incas also had
human sacrifice. On solemn occasions the most physically perfect of
the young boys and girls would be sacrificed to the sun god. Those
chosen as victims regarded their death as an honor.

At the time of the discovery of the Americas, therefore, two advanced
cultures flourished amidst the primitive Indian tribes of North and South
America. In Peru, society focused on the emperor, who had the right
to dispose of any man’s life as he chose. In Mexico, society focused
on the hungry gods and revolved around the necessity of satisfying their
appetites. Thus the New World awaited the Old, and the stage was set
for a clash of cultures unlike any the world had ever seen.

Visitors from the East

Many different European countries had legends of lands to the west.
In our own day, scholars have claimed to find evidence that Irishmen,
Phoenicians, Jews and any number of others reached the New World
long before Columbus. Except in one case, these exploits remain leg-
ends. There now is compelling evidence that St. Brendan the Voyager,
an Irish Saint of the sixth century, reached Newfoundland in a leather
boat. The account of his voyage, The Navigation, long thought to be
fantasy, has been confirmed in all essential respects by Brendan’s fel-
low Irishman, Tim Severin, who duplicated the voyage in the 1970% in
a leather boat made of the same materials and by the same techniques
as Brendan’s. Irish settlements are known to have been made on Green-
land, but none are known in Newfoundland; therefore, although Bren-
dan reached the New World, he made no lasting mark on it.

The first known New World European colonies were established by
the Vikings, the fierce Norsemen who pillaged and burned throughout
Euorope in the ninth, tenth and eleventh centuries, destroying much of
the culture that had been slowly and painstakingly created after the
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decline of the Roman civilization in Western Europe and the influx of
original barbarians.

In the late 10th century, a hot-tempered Viking named Eric the Red
was exiled from Iceland for killing two men in vengeance. He sailed
on to Greenland, where he established a colony on the site of an aban-
doned Irish colony. In 985 he brought 14 colonists. One of them had
asked his son, Bjarni Herolffson, to follow him. On his way to Green-
land, Bjarni was blown off course and ended up on the east coast of
Newfoundland, becoming the first Viking to reach a continental land-
fall, even though by accident. Later, Eric’s son Leif bought Bjarni’s ship
and returned to Newfoundland, which he named Vinland. He wanted
the timber that was there, but made no attempt to found a colony. Leif
became a Christian in Norway a few years later, and soon thereafter
missionaries came to Iceland and Greenland.

The next Viking New World visitor was Thorfinn Karlsefni, who orga-~
nized a colonizing venture to Leif’s Vinland. He could not find it, though,
and ended up in a less hospitable location on the northern tip of New-
foundland. At this spot, called Vinland II, the first white child was born
in the New World, the son of Thorfinn and his wife Gudrid. They named
him Snorti. The colonists had trouble with the naiives, much of it their
own fault because they always assumed the worst of the natives. Finally,
Thorfinn gave up on the colony and returned home with many of his
followers.

The Viking colony lasted only a few more months, then was aban-
doned. The Vikings left nothing enduring; their discoverics did not change
the course of history. And when the Viking power was broken, the mem-
ory of their exploits died with them, becoming only a fading and misty
legend.

Christopher Columbus

In 1451, a son named Cristobal was born to the Colombo family in
Genoa, Ttaly. He grew tall and red-haired and at the age of 22 went to
sea. He took part in many expeditions, including some to the East Indies,
and in his mind a strange notion began to take shape. The route to the
Indies was long and difficult, involving both a sea voyage and an over-
land journey, along which local rulers exacted heavy taxes for the priv-
ilege of crossing their Jand. The Portugucse were venturing around Africa
to avoid these difficulties, but Christopher had apother idea. Why not
sail west, coming into the Spice Islands, India and China by the back
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door? He was sure that it would be an easier, faster route. He calcu-
lated the distance as 2,400 miles from the Canary Islands, the last Euro-
pean outpost in the Atlantic, to Japan. The actual distance was 10,000
miles, and two continents stood in the way, but Columbus knew noth-
ing about the continents and was sure his calculations were accurate.

Many people told him that his figures were in error: Among them
were the advisers to the King of Portugal, whom he approached in 1484;
and the advisers to the Queen of Spain, who received him in May 1486,
But Columbus refused to abandon his dream. He was motivated by far
more than a belief that he was right and the scientists were wrong about
the size of the earth. (They did not disagree about the shape; all edu-
cated men of the time knew the earth was round.) He felt that God had
called him to bring Christianity to lands where Christ was unknown.
By finding an easier route to these lands, he could bring glory to God.

Just as Columbus refused to abandon his dream, so Queen Isabel of
Spain could not forget him. She too had a vision of the glory of God.
Columbus was ready to leave Spain, but made a last appeal to Isabel.
Having just driven the Moslems from Spain, she agreed to his plan in
1492. She found financial backing for his voyage, gave him a royal
commission as Admiral of the Ocean Sea, and sent with him official
documents claiming the lands he discovered for Spain (along with a
letter to the King of China, which she wrote in Latin though she had
no idea whether this king, who she was nof even sure existed, could
read a word of the language).

On September 6, 1492, Columbus’ three ships—the Nifia, the Pinta
and the Sania Maria—weighed anchor in the Old World for the last
time at the littie Spanish port of Palos near Seville. His course was
“West, nothing to the north, nothing to the south.” Columbus had great
confidence in his judgment, but he knew that his men would not always
be so confident, especially as they sailed farther from familiar lands.
Therefore, he kept two records of the distance covered: what he called
the true reckoning for his own use and a false reckoning for the eyes
of the crew, so that they would not be discouraged. As it happened,
Columbus overestimated his speed, so the false reckoning was more
accurate.

By October, the crew was grumbling and upset. They had never been
out of sight of land so long before; they were afraid they would never
see land again. Finally, on October 9, Columbus promised Alonso Pin-
zon, his second in command, that he would turn back if they sighted
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no land within three days. The Admiral was not taking a grave risk with
this promise. From his past experience at sea, he could recognize the
signs that told him land was near. Then, at 2:00 a.m. on October 12,
the lookout on the Pinta cried “Tierra! Tierra! "—“Land! Land!” “Thanks
be to God!” the men prayed, as the tiny speck on the horizon grew
steadily bigger. They landed on the beach around noon. Columbus went
ashore, knelt in the damp sand and thanked God for the safe arrival.
Thinking he was in the East Indies, not knowing he was actually in the
Western Hemisphere (most probably on an island now known as Samana
Cay in the Bahamas), he claimed the land for Spain and christened the
island San Salvador, “Holy Saviour”

Throughout October, November and December, Columbus and his men
sailed from island to islapd, searching for spices and for identifying
landmarks. Instead of a flourishing and wealthy Eastern civilization,
they found primitive, impoverished natives; instead of spices, they found
tobacco. Still Columbus was convinced that around the next island he
would finally find what he had sailed halfway around the world in search
of: the East Indies.

Christmas Eve came to the men far from the Navidad celebrations
in Spain. Yet in spite of their strange surroundings, they held a Christ-
mas FEve feast. The officer on duty during the night had too much
feasting, and thinking no one would know the difference, turned the
tiller of the Santa Maria over to a young boy. The boy had no one to
whom he could turn it over, so he stood sleepily at the helm until
around midnight a grinding, crunching sound awakened his shipmates
to the awful realization that the ship had run aground on a coral reef.
The men were unable to free her and so had to abandon the Santa
Maria. She was the biggest ship, and there was no room for her crew
on board the smaller Nifig and Pinta. Columbus had to leave the extra
men on the island to establish a colony. Then, on January 4, 1493, he
set sail for home.

The homeward voyage was exiremely rough, in contrast to the
smooth outward journey. In February Columbus ran into some of the
worst storms in recorded history, Between February 13 and 14 he and
Pinzon lost sight of each other as their ships were blown apart in the
gale. They did not see each other again until Spain. The storm con-
tinued to rage on the 14th, and the crew had no hope left, except in
God. They prayed desperately, promising to go on a pilgrimage if they
were spared. Columbus himself had one of his rare moments of despair;
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he wrote an account of his discoveries and dropped it overboard in a
barrel, hoping that if his ship were lost the barrel might eventually
find its way to shore.

But the crew’s prayers were heard, and on February 15 they arrived
safely in the Azores. Still, their troubles were not over because, on
the final leg of the voyage home, they ran into more storms. On March
2, a storm blew away all but one of the Nifia s sails. On the night of
March 3, the ship was being blown by near hurricane-force wind toward
the cliffs off the coast of Portugal. In the greatest display yet of Colum-
bus’ seamanship, the Admiral managed to turn his vessel at the last
moment and save his ship, his crew and the knowledge of his dis-
coveries.

Isabel was delighted with Columbus’ news, believing with him that
he had achieved his goal. He could have retired then and there a wealthy
man, but he was not the retiring type. He wanted to ensure that the
Faith was carried to the Indics and the area properly administered. So
he set sail again in 1493 with a much larger fleet.

Columbus made new discoveries throughout the Caribbean, visiting the
Lesser Antilles, Virgin Islands, Puerto Rico, the south coast of Cuba and
Jamaica. He found to his sorrow that the colony left behind had been
wiped out by Indians, but he established a new colony named “Isabel”
on Hispaniola Island. Again he did not find what he wanted, but only a
little gold, some rather poor spices and a few tropical birds. He sent these
things back to Spain with one of his ships and kept looking.

When he finally returned to Spain on March 10, 1496, almost every-
one but Columbus himself knew that he had not found the East Indies.
But he was able to get backing for a third voyage, in 1498, during
which he made the first continental landfall in the New World at what
is now Venezuela.

Columbus had found a new world, thus dramatically changing the
course of history, but though he is perhaps the greatest mariner of
all time, he did not have the temperament or talent to administer his
discoveries. His administration of the colonies was unwise; he
permitted enslavement of the Indians, against Isabel’s express policy.
When Isabel sent a royal commissioner to investigate, Columbus was
arrested and sent home in chains. The man whose vision, courage
and determination had given the New World to Spain left it disgraced
and humiliated.

Isabel released Columbus, and he made one last visit to the New
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World, his fourth voyage, from 1502-1504. Now he knew that he had
not found the Indies, and he spent most of the voyage looking for a
way through Central America so that he could reach the East. But he
did not find the way, because it did not exist. He returned to Spain,
where he died two years later,

Before Columbus, men rarely sailed out of sight of land, hugging the
shore, scarcely daring to sail down unfamiliar coastlines. Everyone
looked east. Columbus looked west and dared to leave familiar sights

and shores behind him. In so doing, he turned the continent of Europe
E‘n around. The New World was drawn into the orbit of Europe and Euro-
5 ) pean civilization. The world—old and new—would never again be the
2 same,
i Catholic Spain Leads the Way

The knowledge that a whole new world had been discovered set fire
to Spain. Before long, ships were sailing frequently from Spain to the
Western Hemisphere and back again, and Spaniards were leading expe-
ditions of discovery and colonization, slowly mapping out the shape of
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\", 8 the New World. Some men came for gold, some for glory, some for the
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Isabel especially lived for her Faith; her primary mission in life was to
make Spain unshakeably Catholic. She succeeded in her mission. Isabel
was followed on the throne by her grandson Charles I, whose primary
mission in life was to defend the Catholic Church against the Protes-
tant revolutionaries who sought to destroy it from within and the Moslem
Turks who sought to destroy it from without. Some of the Spaniards
who came to the New World were good Catholics, some were bad
Catholics, but all were Catholics. They built a Catholic society which
endures to this day throughout most of South America, Central Amer-
ica, and Mexico, and which has Ieft its mark even in the United States,

North America
Pa_ciﬁc Ocean
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as we can see in so simple a thing as the Catholic names which dot
the map: San Francisco, San Antonio, Trinidad, Santa Fe and hundreds
more.

The Spaniards, in the very year of Columbus’ discovery of America,
had just won a 770-year war with the Moslems, driving them at last
out of Spain with their conquest of Granada, the last Moslem strong-
hold in Spain, and uniting their country under one flag. They were opti-
mistic and courageous and felt there was nothing they could not do.
They were good fighters, used to winning even when the odds were
against them, They could also at times be cruel and bloodthirsty, as
men who have fought long and hard can be.

These were the Spaniards who left their footprints across South Amer-
ica, Central America, Mexico and the southern part of what is now the
United States, footprints which time has not been able to erase.

Catholic Portugal Follows

Though Spain launched the discovery and exploration of the New
World, another, similar nation was close behind. Though smaller than
Spain, Portugal also had optimism, a deep religious faith and unshak-
able courage. Portuguese explorations were sparked by a prince of the
royal family, known as Prince Henry the Navigator, because of his inter-
est in voyaging.

Prince Henry’s telescope looked cast, toward the Indies. He, like
Columbus a few years later, wanted to find a new route to the Indies
to avoid the costly overland route. He also wanted to outflank the
Moslem-held lands and advance the cause of Christianity. So he financed
and encouraged voyages down the African coast. No one knew how far
Africa extended, nor what men might find if they sailed far enough
south, and most men did not care. But Henry gave his sailors and cap-
tains a share of his courage. They began sailing down the coast of Africa,
going a little farther each time. Eventually, Vasco da Gama rounded the
Cape of Good Hope, Africa’s southern tip, and reached India in 1498,
the first man to do so by an all-water route. Prince Henry had already
died by this time, but the voyage would never have been made except
for his vision and encouragement.

The year after Da Gama returned, King Manuel (who was married to
Isabel’s daughter Maria), authorized Pedro Cabral to follow up Da Gama’s
discoveries. Cabral outfitted 13 or 14 ships, painting the red cross of
Christ on their sails. King Manuel himself came down to the harbor to
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see the voyagers off, personally presenting to Cabral a Portuguese flag,
with its depiction of the five wounds of Christ, The fleet sailed on
March 8, 1500.

Cabral did not hug the coast of Africa as earlier Portuguese had done.
Heeding Da Gama’s advice, he made a wide sweep around the conti-
nent to pick up favorable winds and currents. But a wind shift and
stronger currents drove the ships off course. They sailed more westerly
than intended, and on April 21 landed on unexplored territory, where
they were watched by timid natives.

Cabral had reached Brazil, which he claimed for Portugal. At first
no one appreciated the significance of the discovery, regarding Brazil
simply as a stopping place on the way to India, but it was not long
before Portuguese ships were sailing back and forth to the New World
almost as often as the ships of Spain.

A clash between the two powers was avoided by the earlier Treaty of
Tordesillas, signed on June 7, 1494. An imaginary line, called the Line
of Demarcation, was drawn through the Atlantic Ocean, with Spain hav-
ing the opportunity to explore the western lands—most of North and
South America—and Portugal the eastern—which included Brazil, which
was east of the line because of the way the country bulges into the
Atlantic Ocean.

In 1501 the Portuguese Gonaclo Coelho commanded three ships to
follow up Cabral’s discovery. On board as a passenger and self-appointed
navigation officer was an Italian named Amerigo Vespucci. His last name
meant wasp. His first name was that of an uncle and an obscure Saint;
it was destined to be given to the continents of the New World.

Amerigo first went to sea in 1499. He jumped ship in Hispaniola,
returned to Portugal early and wrote an account of the voyage as if he
had been totally responsible for it. A little later he wrote an account of
a voyage in 1497, which had never taken place, in which he claimed
credit for being one of the first Europeans in the New World. In 1504
he wrote about his voyage with Coelho, again giving himself a central
place. The account was so well-written and interesting—Amerigo gave
more details than anyone else about the way the Indians lived—that it
sold many copies and made him well-known. Then a friend of his printed
a map of the New World in which he gave credif to Amerigo’s 1497
“voyape” by placing Amerigos name on the new continents, claiming
that Amerigo was the first European to reach the mainland (as opposed
to the islands). By the time Europe realized that Amerigo was not all

THE NEW WORLD MEETS THE OLD 17

he claimed to be, the use of the term “America” was so widespread
that it could not be changed. Thus did a faker with a gift for words
and a friend in the right place at the right time give his name to the
two continents of the New World.

Spaniards Explore the New World

Other achievements were more genuine. Vasco Nufiez de Balboa went
on a voyage to the New World, then settled in Hispaniola as a planter.
Unfortunately, he soon ran out of money and was being annoyed by his
creditors. So he stowed away on a ship by hiding in a provision cask
that was lowered into the storage hold with the rest of the cargo. When
he was discovered, the captain was first angry, but then came to appre-
ciate Balboa’s ingenuity and courage. On September 1, 1513, Balboa
led an expedition across Central America. No one knew at that time
just how wide it was, but everyone hoped that an easy way across could
be found. Balboa and his men hacked their way through the thick growth
of the tropical rain forest and waded through the swamps. Finally, on
September 25, Balboa climbed a small hill and looked upon the Pacific
Ocean—the first European ever to do so. He reached the shore on Sep-
tember 29, taking possession of this Southern Sea, as he called it, in
the name of the Emperor Charles V.

Juan Ponce de Leon was red-haired, strong, aggressive and active. As
a boy he had fought against the Moors for Ferdinand and Isabel. At the
age of 19, he volunteered to accompany Columbus on his second voy-
age. He made many other voyages to the New World, becoming ever
more intrigued and excited by it. In 1513, he launched a voyage under
his own command, with the stated purpose of finding a “Fountain of
Youth,” A persistent myth had spread through the New World that some-
where there existed a spring which would restore to old men the pow-
ers of youth, Since the New World seemed strange and exotic, it is not
surprising that the myth was believed. Juan found no such fountain, but
he did find Florida, sailing up and down the coast of this peninsula and
becoming the first white man to explore the continental United States.
He also discovered the Gulf Stream, that swift current originating in
the Gulf of Mexico. He was eventually wounded in a fight with Indi-
ans, dying of the wounds in Cuba.

In the meantime, the islands of the Caribbean were being colonized.
Cuba, the largest, was conquered and colonized in 1511 by Diego
Velazquez. From Cuba, two expeditions were sent out which reached
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Mexico in 1517 and 1518, On the second expedition, Spaniards for the
first time crossed into the territory ruled by Montezuma II, Emperor of
the Aztecs, and also for the first time realized that this empire prac-
ticed human sacrifice. The leader of that expedition, Juan Grijalba, was
not quite up to facing the magnitude of the Aztec evil, so he decided
to return to Cuba.

Montezuma and his priests also had to make a decision. They knew
that fair-skinned men from the “Eastern Ocean” had arrived in their
domains. They also knew of an ancient legend that Quetzalcoat]l would
one day return from the Eastern Sea and rule again over his people.
The prophecy had been very specific that he would return in the year
1-Reed in the Aztec calendar, which recurred once every 52 years. As
it happened, 1519 would be a 1-Reed year.

If one of these strangers was indeed Quetzalcoat], then Montezuma
and his priests had better not antagonize them. What should be done?
Montezuma, never a man of action, decided to wait and see. Wait—
untii the next year, 1-Reed.

Another man was waiting, rather more impatiently. He was prepar-
ing to lead Spain’s third expedition to Mexico. His name was Hernan
Cortés, and though he did not yet know it, he would challenge the devil
gods directly and write his name forever in history.

REVIEW QUESTIONS

1. How did men first come to the Western Hemisphere? When did the
Neolithic Revolution take place there?

2. Who were the Olmecs? What did they bring to American culture?

. What was the first civilization in the New World? What was ifs
form of writing? What were some of its accomplishments?

4. What was the significance of Quetzalcoatl?

5. How did human sacrifice come to be vastly increased? What was
the significance of Tlacaellel?

. Describe Aztec society.

. What were the characteristics of Incan culture?

. Why did Columbus want to find a new route o the Indies? What
was his plan? Why was it rejected by most? Why did Isabel accept
it?

9. When did Columbus sight land? Where did he land?
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10. What happened to the Santa Maria? What were the conditions on
the return voyage?

11. What happened on Columbus’ second voyage? How did his third
voyage end?

12. What was the main significance of Columbus?

13. Describe Spain at the time of the explorations.

14. What were the achievements of Portugal during the Age of Explo-
rations?

15. Give the significance of Vespucci, Balboa, and Ponce de Leon.

PROJECTS
1. Do additional research on any of the explorers mentioned in this
chapter and prepare a report.
2. Do additional research on Brendan the Voyager and/or Tim Severin’s
voyage and prepare a report.
3. Do additional research on the Viking explorations in the New World
and prepare a report.



