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A FEW HOURS after midnight on the morning of October twelfth in the Julian calendar of the West—or October twenty-second, according to the modern Gregorian calendar—Juan Rodriguez Bermeo, a lookout aboard the caravel Pinta, spotted the coast of either San Salvador Island or Samana Cay in the Bahamas and shouted his exclamation into the darkness. It was the eighteenth year of the reign of Ferdinand and Isabella of Castile, and these mariners were their emissaries.

Cristoforo Colombo—or Christopher Dove as it would be in English—commander of the fleet of three ships, gave orders to take in sail, and to lay closehauled five miles off shore awaiting the rise of the sun. The seas were rolling. Strong winds tore at the crests of the waves. A gibbous moon was setting in a clear sky.

As they awaited dawn, Columbus let it be known that he had earlier seen a light on the island, a few hours before midnight. The ships were making about ten knots when Bermeo cried out. By his claim the commander would had to have seen the light at a distance of more than thirty miles over the curve of the Earth. Columbus thereby took for himself the lifetime pension promised the first man to sight land.

Of Señor Bermeo history has little more to say. It was rumored that he converted to Islam and died fighting alongside the Moors, who had that year of 1492 lost their final stronghold in Spain, in the same year Jews were evicted from the country by royal edict.

We do not know what Columbus and his men envisioned when they came ashore on Samana Cay or San Salvador, the island the local Arawak people called Guanahaní, in a chain the Spanish were to call the Lucayas. But we know that in those first few hours a process began we now call an incursion. In the name of distant and abstract powers, the Spanish began an appropriation of the place, a seizure of its people, its elements, whatever could be carried off.

What followed for decades upon this discovery were the acts of criminals—murder, rape, theft, kidnapping, vandalism, child molestation, acts of cruelty, torture, and humiliation. Bartolomé de las Casas, who arrived in Hispaniola in 1502 and later became a priest, was an eyewitness to what he called “the obdurate and dreadful temper” of the Spanish, which “attended [their] unlimited and closefisted avarice,” their vicious search for wealth. One day, in front of Las Casas, the Spanish dismembered, beheaded or raped three thousand people. “Such inhumanities and barbarisms were committed in my sight,” he says, “as no age can parallel …” The Spanish cut off the legs of children who ran from them. They poured people full of boiling soap. They made bets as to who, with one sweep of his sword, could cut a person in half. They loosed dogs that “devoured an Indian like a hog, at first sight, in less than a moment.” They used nursing infants for dog food.

It was “a continuous recreational slaughter,” practiced by men who felt slights to their personages, imagined insults to their religion, or felt thwarted in their search for gold or sexual congress.

These words of Las Casas’s—who said “I resolve silently to pass over, lest I should terrify the reader with the horror,” a more graphic recounting of these incidents—were written at Valencia in 1542 at the request of historians, “to display to the world the enormities, etc., [that] the Spaniards committed in America to their eternal ignominy.” Las Casas writes in the opening pages of this treatise, “I earnestly beg and desire all men to be persuaded that this summary was not published upon any private design, sinister ends or affection in favor of or prejudice of any particular nation, but for the public emolument and advantage of all true Christians and moral men throughout the world.”
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