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To the Reader
(Old & New)




Few invitations in my life have been so daunting as the suggestion of a powerful friend in the British Broadcasting Corporation, that I should follow in the impressive footsteps of Sir Kenneth Clark (Civilisation) and my college friend, Jacob Bronowski (The Ascent of Man) by writing and narrating a thirteen-hour television series on the history of the United States. Civilisation and The Ascent of Man set a standard of historical documentary that has only rarely, if ever, been approached since the BBC reign, over drama and documentary, of the late Huw Wheldon, a dynamo of a Welshman of great verve and imagination.


In the late Nineteen Sixties and early Seventies the chic word amongst producers was ‘commitment.’ Such a project as the one they proposed must ‘make a statement’ about or reflect my ‘commitment’ to a positive ‘point of view.’ So, it was suggested that the series should organize a procession of Themes: American Puritanism, Money in America, Women in America, Religion, etc., etc. I was then just going into my sixties and, as an inquisitive reporter all my life, was more like one of Isaiah Berlin’s foxes (‘seizing on a variety of experiences for what they are in themselves … without seeking to fit them into a unitary vision’) than a hedgehog (‘who relates everything to a single central vision’). Consequently, among the classics I found I inscribed more ticks in the margin in the work of Aristotle, Chaucer, Mark Twain than in Plato, Dante, Shaw.


Consequently, the ‘theme’ idea went, and goes, absolutely against my grain. I have always resisted writing pieces called – as Robert Benchley put it – ‘After 1904, What?’


After a prudential break to allow me to ‘think it over,’ and no further ideological bullying from on high, my preposterous suggestion was accepted that I should attempt, as far as humanly possible, a dispassionate history of the land and peoples that became the United States of America.


Of course it has become conventionally accepted that every long television series will engender a book. But apart from the opportunity to spend two years traveling the whole country again and to read the history from the land it happened on, what was an early revelation to me was that the task of writing and then filming the skeleton of a television script is a very satisfying way of producing, as an historical survey, a full-bodied book. The need to refine ideas, even political issues, into visual images, compels the author to the hard labor of simplifying, of getting down to the nub of, an event, a happening, even of a political issue. This daily discipline was rewarded by what, to me, were remarkable discoveries. A close-up of the blue sticker on a pack of cigarettes did more in five seconds than a five-minute talk on excise taxes and the injustice of ‘no taxation without representation.’ Standing in western Kansas encircled by an horizon of wheat made me appreciate Catherine the Great’s contribution to the victory of the Allies in the First World War. To wander through the relicts of the Forty Niners’ diggings in the foothills of the Sierras, and an hour later to gaze at San Francisco today, made me appreciate more vividly why Karl Marx in London so gloomily wrote: ‘All manifestoes are now inoperative, all revolutionary hopes futile.’ The notion of James Madison as the balance valve between two hot extremes (Hamilton the aristocratic principle and George Mason the democratic) may not have supplied the most felicitous image but it pleased the American Bar Association (and earned its Gavel Award!).


Finally, I ought to acknowledge the magnanimity of my publisher, Colin Webb, in supporting my strong desire not to tamper with the original text, in response to several appeals to ‘update your view of the United States.’ Think, some knowing professionals urged, how many momentous events have occurred in the thirty years or so since the book first appeared! True enough, but none of them has changed my account of the making of the Constitution, or my view that the Civil War was won because, while the South had the audacity, the North had the reserves; or, say, that the invention of barbed wire did more to settle the West than any single pioneer. Let us, however, ‘think’ aloud about these recent momentous changes.


In the past thirty years, a dozen nations have acquired a nuclear potential; two continents have been ravaged by the new plague of AIDS; the emergence of biogenetics has led a move to revise Darwinism. The invention of the Internet produced changes in public information, in transport, in international trade, at least as revolutionary as the invention of the railroad, at which the ‘Greens’ of the Nineteenth Century protested too with missionary fervor (‘You have filled every green valley of England with belching fire and smoke’ – John Ruskin). And the cataclysm of the Eleventh of September has confronted a whole continental population with a daily anxiety not felt since besieged peoples during the Crusades dreaded the tossing of diseased corpses over the fortified city walls.


None of these radical events and novelties can change the two-hundred year record of the triumphs and failures, the grandeurs and miseries of the American story. The recent discovery of carvings in Rhode Island suggesting that the Chinese discovered America in the Fourteenth Century, while adding to the counter claims of the Greeks, Hindus, Scandinavians, Basques, and Welsh, does not diminish the historical enormity of Columbus.


To sum up my response to all beseechments to ‘update’ this story of the American experience, I cannot do better than move to the elevated plane of a fine remark by the late Malcolm Muggeridge: ‘the invention of the atomic bomb makes the Sermon on the Mount neither more nor less profound than it is.’


About the immediate future of the Republic, I can only remind the reader that an historian has no business with prophecy. But, having read over my last chapter, I have to add that since it was written both Western Europe and America have suffered from greatly underestimating the long-term effects of the Nineteen Sixties’ hippie counterculture. There has been a continuous decline in the general respect for an unquestioned authority, either religious or secular. Marriage is no longer Aristotle’s essential model of society but, along with single parenthood, an ‘alternative life-style.’ Drugs have settled in as a chronic social problem in every class of the nation. The highest courts have given up defining adult obscenity or prosecuting it. Unprecedented corruption has been revealed in the world of investment banking and accountancy. Among two generations that have never known either war or hard times, freedom has come to mean freedom to do-as-you-wish, no longer ‘the luxury of self-discipline.’ But, against these developing flaws, must be set virtues abundantly exemplified in this book: inventiveness, imagination, idealism, vast philanthropy, a gift for ruthless self-criticism.


The last chapter, coming close to many of these changes, might be thought the one that could well be revised. I have looked it over and find no cause to change its judgments. On the contrary, I would add a strong stress to the second paragraph of the penultimate page. It begins: ‘as for the rage to believe that we have found the secret of liberty in general permissiveness …’ and ends: ‘the race is on between its decadence and its vitality.’ The reader, as Mark Twain once wrote, may draw any conclusions he chooses.




A.C., NEW YORK CITY, SPRING 2002














Prologue
A Passage to America


During the First World War, I was a small boy in Blackpool, a seaside town on the northwest coast of England, which was then the summertime Mecca of the cotton workers of inland Lancashire. It had hundreds of boarding houses and a stretch of sand on which it was possible to drill thousands of soldiers, since it was six miles long and, at the low tide of the Irish Sea, as much as half a mile wide. The town accordingly became a vast cantonment, and pretty soon after the United States declared war in 1917 the ‘doughboys’ arrived. We had seven of them billeted on us. (I learned much later that the men who wrote the American Constitution put in a clause expressly forbidding the billeting of any soldier in a private house. But the Founding Fathers, with their uncanny foresight, saw to it that this prohibition did not apply to England.) I thus had the experience, extraordinary in those days for a provincial middle-class boy, of encountering in the flesh the legendary tribe of ‘the Yanks,’ who were known to us only through the silent and often baffling antics of Buster Keaton, Mary Pickford, and William S. Hart at the so-called picturedrome.


The Americans moved in like a football team invading a hospital, for by the autumn of 1917 all the vigorous British conscripts had come and gone from Blackpool, and very many of them were already rotting on the fields of France. They had been succeeded by the last scrapings of the barrel, the old and the chronically frail and sick. All the ‘C3s,’ once confidently labeled as unfit for combat and assigned to the auxiliary service of the Royal Army Medical Corps, were now being desperately trained as warriors. To these brave crocks – most of whom would very soon go the way of their comparatively healthy predecessors – were added the ‘blue-jackets,’ a legion of the halt and the maimed who would today be categorized by the Pentagon as ‘impaired combatant personnel’ but in those honest days were known as wounded soldiers.


The melding of these convalescents with the bouncing Americans was not easy. Cynical or crippled veterans of Ypres and the battles of the Somme did not take warmly to eager-eyed youngsters from Iowa and Illinois who announced they had come to win the war so long and inconclusively fought by the British and the French. There was a climactic episode in which a Texan ran into a Lancastrian blue-jacket on Central Pier. They each have their own brand of dead-pan humor unfortunately not recognizable as such to the other. After some dry exchange, the blue-jacket tossed the Texan into the Irish Sea, and for a nervous week or so all the Americans were confined to their quarters. The mordant humor of this situation did not escape a wide-eyed nine-year-old, and so at a tender age I was witness to my first upheaval in Anglo-American relations.


I doubt that I harbored then any preconceptions at all about Americans. Everything about them was peculiar and fascinating. They wore Boy Scouts hats, an oddity that was never explained. All their ranks had identical table manners and, so far as we could tell, identical accents, thereby confronting the British officers with touchy problems in guessing at social station. They treated my mother with a New World courtesy that kept them strangers long after their British counterparts would have been close, if off-hand, friends. But they addressed children as equals, and I was treated as a sort of regimental pet. Since my own father, an artist in metalwork, had been drafted in his fortieth year into an airplane factory in Manchester, from which he came on leave only once a month, I had the luck of having seven extra fathers, and no doubt my inclination to take to Americans was incorrigibly determined then.


They were taller than our soldiers and uniformly paler, almost yellow. I now suppose that they came from the cities of the Eastern seaboard, or perhaps the South, where the burning sun is something you stay away from. At any rate, my father (who had not been to America either) explained to me that their biscuity complexions were due to the famous skyscrapers, which kept the sun off their faces the year round. Later on, after I had been subjected to the only American texts then compulsory in an English elementary school (The Deer-slayer, Hiawatha, The Legend of Sleepy Hollow, and the totally incomprehensible Tom Sawyer), my mental picture of the United States, and of such scattered human life as it supported, became sharper but not, I regret to say, more accurate. First, there was New York, with skyscrapers and yellow men, and red men lurking in the suburbs. Then a long stretch of something called the prairie or pampas (we were never told exactly which) and through the middle of this uninhabited wilderness there flowed a wide river – ‘the wide Missouri,’ probably, since that was the subtitle of the only American song we were required to sing in unison. Later still, the musical Show Boat came to England and we knew then that the big river was the Mississippi, thrashing with steamboats and gamblers, who were nudged aside from time to time by a man in a white suit and a bushy white mustache who kept rushing to the stern and dropping a plumbline and shouting, ‘Mark Twain!’ Beyond the Mississippi, it was said, there was another yawning prairie rising eventually to the only range of mountains in America, the Rockies; and at last you came on the Pacific Ocean and the only other American city, San Francisco, which we were told had been founded exclusively by Australian convicts.


There was very little in my excellent grammar school education to rip apart this tough patchwork of preconceptions, for in British schools in those days American history stopped abruptly with the outbreak of the Revolutionary War, on the principle that if they didn’t need us, we didn’t need them. But after the First World War, both the national prejudices I had imbibed and the personal memories of ‘the Yanks’ that tended to contradict them began to blur together and fade as the inevitable reaction against Our Gallant Allies set in. Throughout the 1920s, America became known to us as a lurid society of licentious movie stars, ruthless gangsters, a boastful citizenry, and a grasping government called ‘Uncle Shylock,’ who was out to bleed old Europe white with demands for war reparations. Like most healthy schoolboys, I had no more social conscience than a puppy; so that while it was proper to defer to one’s parents when they bemoaned the money-mad Republic across the seas and contemplated every American import, from canned beef to shirts with collars attached, as typical bits of ‘shoddy,’ these horrors paled for me and my friends before the heroics of Lindbergh, Douglas Fairbanks, and Bobby Jones; the country’s reputation for beautiful and pliant females; the arrival of Fred and Adele Astaire; and the joys of American jazz.


This may seem like a very simple load of mental baggage with which a Cambridge graduate was to set sail for the United States in September 1932 after he had been awarded a fellowship for graduate study at Yale. But I believe that the preconceptions about another country that we hold on to most tenaciously are those we take in, so to speak, with our mother’s milk; and after the showing of the America television series in Britain, it was made plain to me in many penitent letters, some of them from eminent persons, that the infection of these old prejudices is still widespread.


This is not the place to go into all the stages of my subsequent enlightenment, except as they seeded the long, unconscious gestation of this book. My fellowship was intended to train me in the expertise of American theater direction, so as to return and revolutionize the English drama. But one of the ‘obligations’ of my tenure was to be given a car and tour, in the summer vacation, as many of the States of the Union as possible. It was more of an outrageous luxury than an obligation, at a time when bankrupt stockbrokers were pulling their sons out of Yale, and this first safari through America, in the midst of Roosevelt’s Hundred Days, shook me out of my deep ignorance of politics. (In those days, a Senator was to me some sort of American with a toga, and for several years such vital mysteries as ‘judicial review’ and ‘executive usurpation’ were meaningless bits of jargon that the newspapers went on about.) But the upshot of this tour was to make the landscape and the people of America far more dramatic than Broadway; and when I returned to England, I weaned myself away from the theater during a tapering-off period as the BBC’s film critic and then gave myself over to writing and directing programs about American life and history for a country that was then inadequately informed by a mere handful of correspondents in America, half of them in Hollywood. It was only a matter of time before I returned, on an immigrant visa, and found myself – to my astonishment – launched as a second-string foreign correspondent for the London Times and the BBC, required to write and broadcast knowing pieces on the criminal trial of a Tammany leader, the fate of a farm bill, and the indecisive thirteen-hour ordeal of a man waiting to jump from a hotel balcony. During thirty-five years as a foreign correspondent, I must have covered just about everything, from the public life of six Presidents to the private life of a burlesque stripper; from the black market in beef to the Black Panthers; from Estes Kefauver amid the snows of New Hampshire to Jack Nicklaus amid the azaleas of Augusta, Georgia; from Henry Kaiser’s Liberty ships to Francis Chichester’s Gypsy Moth sailing into Staten Island at one in the morning; from the Marshall Plan to Planned Parenthood; from Senator Joseph McCarthy’s last stand to the massacre of Muhammad Ali by Joe Frazier.


I list this bewildering variety of assignments without foolish boast, because it is the stimulating duty of a foreign correspondent to cover everything. Whereas a domestic reporter, even at his best, graduates from general reporting and hops up the ladder to success towards a single specialty (sports, organized labor, the stock exchange, or the State Department), a foreign correspondent is required to act on the preposterous but exhilarating assumption that he takes all knowledge for his province and is equally at home in a textile mill, a political convention, a showing of abstract art, a proxy fight, or a launch pad at Cape Canaveral.


In all, I made about a dozen automobile tours of the country, as well as innumerable regional jaunts, and in one long and lonely drive through the late winter, spring, and summer of 1942, as an accredited ‘war’ correspondent reporting from the American grandstand to an audience of embattled Britons, I found myself rediscovering – on re-tread tires at the compulsory thirty-five miles an hour – the whole American landscape, region by region, county by county. The theoretical purpose of this trip was to see and say what the war was doing to such wildly different specialties as steel production, long-staple cotton, the tattooing of sailors’ forearms, and the manufacture of heels for ladies’ shoes. But what I learned from this memorable experience was that in a continent of (then) forty-eight governments, a half-dozen radically different climates, a score of separate economies, and a goulash of ethnic ingredients, nothing that you say about the whole country is going to be true; and secondly, that the exciting way to learn about the history of this country, and the experience of settling it, is to dig it out of the landscape. It was more fun to come on sheepherders in Idaho talking a peculiar half-Irish, half-Basque lingo than to stay home and read a Congressional report on immigration. A fictional series on, say, ‘The Forty-Niners’ cannot begin to convey the feel of their ordeal as much as a stroll through the graveyards in the foothills of the Sierras.


On all my trips, from the late 1930s on, I packed in an orange crate in the trunk of my car the federal guides to all the states I was likely to drive through. These had been written by penurious writers and local historians enlisted under the Writers Program of the government’s Works Projects Administration during the Depression. America, which had had no guidebooks worth the name, suddenly had a library of the best; and it was these unsung historians who put me on to hundreds of places along the road that few tourists had ever heard about. So when the British Broadcasting Corporation first proposed to me the alarming project of recounting the history of the United States on television, I was given the courage, or gall, to attempt it because of two passing thoughts: one was that as a correspondent writing for an innocent audience of foreigners, I usually had to trace the most topical news story back to its historical beginning (you cannot assume, as The New York Times must, that its readers can instantly place the history of ‘interstate commerce’ into the context of a sudden violation of it); and through my travels I had acquired something of what Theodore Roosevelt said every President should have, namely, ‘a sense of the continent.’ I might not, as many more learned men could, recall at once a well-articulated skeleton of the outline of American history. I had, of course, read a good deal of American history down the years, but when I think of some historic person or episode, I tend to think first of a place, some corner of that continental field that is forever American, because something charming or hideous or otherwise memorable had happened there. So I jotted down a long list of such places, most of them, I should guess, not much known to tourists or even to the standard history books: Catherine, Kansas (the first planting of Turkey Red wheat); Big Bone Lick, Kentucky (the dinosaurs’ contribution to ‘the dark and bloody ground’); New Harmony, Indiana (the most touted of the ‘communes’); Pittsburg Landing, Tennessee (the menace of the Union Army’s plentiful reserves); The Humboldt Sink, Nevada (the cruelest ordeal of the Gold Rush); Newfane, Vermont (the epitome of native New England architecture); Livingston, Montana (the literal bottleneck in the continental wartime supply route to the Pacific); and so on and on. To arrange these memories of a nation’s history from the landscape and not the books seemed the best I had to offer. There are rafts of formidable and brilliant historians. The papers and magazines are groaning with Cassandras. So without any preconceptions about how it would come out (I am not sure whether the United States is going to come out intact or not), I arranged the episodes in chronological order. Whether it was to succeed or fail, it seemed to me a good, though tortuous, thing to attempt: to try and say what is moving about the American experience over four hundred years at a time when that experience is either forgotten, badly taught, or shamelessly sentimentalized; and to recall what is tough and good about the American system of government at a time when that system is poorly understood and, in some high and low places, perilously close to corruption or betrayal.


The nucleus of this book is, of course, the scripts I wrote for the television film. But film has to be direct and immediate, at the expense of reservations and intellectual subtlety. Film as history is therefore inevitably oversimple (still, it is better to be oversimple than overwrought). Complicated issues, such as the scores involved in the making of the Constitution, have to be reduced to dramatic opposites – so that in the fourth episode, for example, the sort of Constitution that was to emerge turned into a clash between George Mason and Alexander Hamilton, with James Madison as the referee and eventual winner. The fourth chapter is considerably longer than the original script and, I hope, truer to the complexities of the seventeen-week debate. Similarly, the Spanish and French contributions, which had to be mercilessly condensed into a single episode, are here given their proper due. In all, this book is about four times the length of the spoken television scripts.


The first thing a foreigner has to try to take in about America – and it is not something automatically grasped even by all the natives – is the simple size of the place and the often warring variety of life that goes on inside it. In a motion picture of the 1930s, the hero was a young American from the prairie arriving in England to take up a Rhodes Scholarship. He settled for his first trip to Oxford into the snugness of an English ‘railway carriage’ and found himself sitting opposite an English parson buried in his newspaper. As the gaping boy looked out over the small-scale landscape with its velvety pasture, the trim spinneys, and the checkerboard hedgerows, he could not restrain himself. ‘You know, sir,’ he said, ‘I guess the whole of England could be fitted into one corner of Nebraska.’ The parson looked up from his paper and crisply replied, ‘But to what end, young man?’


It is the classic English riposte to the classic American response on first seeing England. From Dickens on, the English have always remarked, with due condescension, on the American preoccupation with size, and the Americans have rarely let them down. And for good reason. If there was one conception more than another that white men had to forget when they came to America, it was of a guaranteed livelihood in a friendly landscape. They had to get used to the idea of a vast and dangerous country whose size alone guaranteed the possibility of success in one part of it after failure in another. The size of the country was the image of their salvation, just as brute size guaranteed sanctuary to the Indians – for a couple of hundred years.


What is consoling about the American concern with size is that once the insular Briton makes the crossing and is exposed to it he tends to share it with a gurgling childlike wonder. In Sussex, he might have been in the habit of driving twenty miles to dinner. But if, like me, he should acquire a friend in some such place as Alpine, Texas, and another in El Paso, he will brag till his dying day that he once drove 360 miles round trip just for a meal. Most people, I believe, when they first come to America, whether as travelers or settlers, become aware of a new and agreeable feeling: that the whole country is their oyster. They may, in fact, settle down in one place and stay there. But America can still fire dull imaginations with the prospect of a continent to explore. In my experience, the only people immune to this vision are those urban types to whom – as the late Fred Allen used to say – ‘everywhere outside New York City is Bridgeport, Connecticut.’ This parochialism is common in all the big cities of the East, but in New York City it amounts to a kind of insensate village pride.


There are, in fact, large regions of the United States that will challenge the hardihood of the most carefree wanderer. As I write this, a forgotten skyjacker is either living off roots and mountain-lion meat or, more probably, is frozen stiff on the slopes of the Cascade Mountains. The airplane passenger, on his first flight west, is invariably astonished to look down for hours on a landscape as seemingly hostile as the barren interior of Australia or the craters of the moon. But practically all of it may be driven across comfortably on cement highways and six-lane freeways. The determined adventurer has to make a special effort, if he wishes to imitate the pioneer, and penetrate the Great Basin in Nevada or the fastnesses of the Bitterroot Mountains or the High Sierras.


A famous American historian announced positively in 1893 that the frontier had disappeared three years earlier. But more free land was homesteaded after 1900 than before, and so late as 1927 there were quantities of free government lands available. Undoubtedly, all the land mass of the United States has been mapped, and the prospects for a livelihood in any part of it are known. This is what we really mean by the end of the frontier, the word being taken to bear its original American meaning not of a state or national border but of the unknown land that lay to the west of a fringe of human settlements.


Before we begin to follow the history of the land and its people, it might be well to have in our mind’s eye a picture of North America at once sharp and memorable. For a long time, Europeans and Americans alike were stuck with the picture of a giant ray with a shrunken tail curling into the Equator. The projection of Gerhardus Mercator, a Flemish mapmaker, did not allow the lines of longitude to converge at the poles, so the areas near the pole appear wider than they really are, and North America broadens out to the north like an open fan.


This causes little confusion to most of us until we hear that the air route from London to San Francisco is shorter over the pole than it is via the Atlantic, New York, and Chicago. For our purpose, what we want is a picture of the terrain as the explorers saw it, then the people who settled it and walked across it, and then went by train, and only in our own time learned less and less of its sweep and character by flying over it.


Fortunately, the broad design was drawn for us, nearly a century and a half ago, by a Frenchman who saw only a little of it from the ground, but he has painted an incomparable big picture of this continent as it may be seen from the godlike height of a space ship. At the very opening of the first chapter of his monumental Democracy in  America, Alexis de Tocqueville remarks that:


A sort of methodical order seems to have regulated the separation of land and water, mountains and valleys. A simple but grand arrangement is discoverable amidst the confusion of objects and the prodigious variety of scenes.


The continent is divided, almost equally, into two vast regions, one of which is bounded on the north by the Arctic Pole, and by the two great oceans on the east and west. It stretches towards the south, forming a triangle, whose irregular sides meet at length below the great lakes of Canada.


The second region begins where the other terminates, and includes all the rest of the continent. The one slopes gently towards the Pole, the other towards the Equator.


Happily for us all, the United States is a stranger to that ‘first region’ in the North, where there are neither ‘high mountains nor deep valley,’ where ‘great rivers mix their currents, separate and meet again, disperse and form vast marshes … and thus, at length, after innumerable windings, fall into the Polar seas.’


The second region embraces what is now the United States. It is, Tocqueville succinctly observes, ‘more varied on its surface and better suited for the habitation of man.’ So, indeed, it is. Which is why the almost four million square miles of Canada house only twenty-one million people, and the three million square miles of the continuous land area of the United States (excluding the outposts of Alaska and Hawaii) support a population of over two hundred million.


When Tocqueville goes on to describe the land mass of what is now the United States, he sees it very much as an astronaut does:


Two long chains of mountains divide it from one extreme to the other: the Allegheny Ridge takes the form of the shores of the Atlantic Ocean; the other is parallel with the Pacific … the vast territory in between forms a single valley, one side of which descends gradually from the rounded summits of the Alleghenies, while the other rises in an uninterrupted course towards the tops of the Rocky Mountains. At the bottom of the valley flows an immense river, into which the various streams issuing from the mountains fall from all parts … the Indians, in their pompous language, have named it the Father of Waters, or the Mississippi.


This ‘grand arrangement’ does not take in the Great Basin beyond the Rockies, or the higher range of the Sierras, but it does describe the three commanding features of the whole: the main mountain range of the East, the Appalachians (in his time called ‘the Alleghenies,’ because the northern ridge of the chain was most familiar); the largest mountain chain of the West, the Rockies; and in between a huge valley down which ‘fifty-seven large navigable rivers contribute to swell the waters of the Mississippi’ along the twenty-five hundred miles of its course.


These features become very clear on a relief map and compose the big picture: a great quadrilateral, three thousand miles at its widest reach between the oceans, and about twelve hundred miles from the Great Lakes to the Gulf of Mexico. The prime asset of the United States is that it lies between the parallels of 26 and 55 N. Above these limits are bleak and unproductive lands, and below them are tropical forests and deserts and humid climates that debilitate the white man when its diseases do not enfeeble him. On the contrary, the United States spans the limits of the climates that white men can live and work in. The ‘prodigious variety of scenes’ encompasses a widening littoral on the East Coast that goes from skiing country through temperate farmland to semitropical swamps and warm winter resorts; westward, over the Appalachians and across the broadest stretch of land, a huge and fertile prairie rising to the Great Plains; and on the West Coast, from north to south, virgin forest falling away to the green, damp England of Oregon, and down through all the various landscapes of California – Switzerland and Burgundy and Yorkshire and Scotland and Spain – to the desert and the balmy seashore of Lower California.


Although a third of the United States is too cold to maintain dependable agriculture, and a quarter of it is desert-dry, across the rest of the continent the North European was able to grow, and in undreamed-of abundance, every crop he had planted at home and many he hadn’t, including maize, cotton, rice, and tobacco. And he was to find here half the world’s coal, and more forest and mineral wealth than on any other continent.


The enviable richness of America’s natural resources is a theme that Europeans like to dwell on whenever they are feeling peevish about some new American achievement like a moon shot or the fact that more than half the families in the United States have an annual income of $15,000. While the Europeans attribute America’s bounty to the luck of her resources, Americans on the other hand like to ascribe it to nothing but character. It usually required a combination of both. As the dramatic history of this country, including the actual invention of a nation, will show.














1
The New-Found Land


Just when America was discovered by the human race is a large puzzle, and a matter of much jealous scholarship. The disputes flare up anew with every unearthing of a skull, a primitive burial ground, a charcoal pit, or a flint knife, and with every fresh scrutiny of an Indian artifact that suggests the symbols or graffiti inscribed in Egyptian tombs or Coptic churches. There are scholars who insist that we cannot know who first began to populate America until we have decided where the human being first appeared on the earth! As late as 1959, it was generally thought that the place was Asia.


In the summer of that year, Dr Louis Leakey and his wife found two skulls, forty teeth, and a collarbone buried in a ravine on the Serengeti Plain, and thereby not only transferred the origins of man to Africa but set back the date of his appearance by over a million years. It is little wonder, then, that the question of when human beings first embarked for America, or strayed into it, is an open one.


There are eminent scholars who are convinced that America was first seen by Egyptians. There are others who assert the more or less plausible claims of the Greeks, the Etruscans, the Chinese Buddhists, the Hindus, the Japanese, even the Basques – and, of course, the Irish. There are prehistoric mounds in Indiana built, according to the Welsh, by the Welsh. The Mormons are still committed to the belief that the people we call Indians (after Christopher Columbus’s error in thinking he had come on ‘the Indies’) are descended from the Ten Lost Tribes of Israel.


But since this book is to be about the history of the part of North America that became the United States of America, we must leave these hassles to the archeologists and anthropologists and turn in relief to the present consensus that the first people who saw what we call America were following ice-age mammals who had stumbled east from Siberia into Alaska in search of more food in greener pastures. It was a trek supposed to lead them in time down to the grasslands of the American interior, on east to the Atlantic shores of Canada, south across the deserts, through semitropical America, and at last to the tip of Chile. Yet fifty-six miles of water separates the Chukchi Peninsula of Siberia from the Seward Peninsula of Alaska. It took sixteen years, two expeditions, and the life of Vitus Bering, a Danish navigator hired by Peter the Great in the early eighteenth century, to conclude that between the two jutting peninsulas, from which today the Soviet Union and the United States of America glare at each other most closely, there was no bridge of land. But there had been, so the accepted theory goes, in the prehistoric time when glacial ice sheets locked up much of our planet’s water supply and lowered the level of the sea. Not until about ten thousand years ago, when one of these ice sheets started to melt, were Siberia and Alaska parted once for all by the waters. We can no more than guess how long Alaska entertained the human race, but the appearance of humans south of Alaska is unanimously fixed at a time not later than fifteen thousand years ago.


Unfortunately, American and Russian scientists have lately been pursuing a line of research that may well wreck the ‘consensus’ that the first Americans came from Siberia. While I was at work on this book, I was introduced by Dr Leon J. Salter to the findings of the American serologist Dr William Boyd and the Russian anthropologist M. G. Levin, who declare that, while the predominant Asian blood type is B, American Indians run exclusively to A and O. (Other researchers dispute this. Dr Jack Rogers took blood samples from 87 Aleut Indians and found that though O was indeed most common, two families had types A and B. Rogers’s wife, a full-blooded Cherokee from Georgia, has AB.)


We had better simply say that long after man had settled in the land masses of Europe, Asia, and Africa, America was unknown to any human being, but that at some point – we now suppose about fifteen thousand years ago – humans began to range the length and breadth of the Americas. It is the popular belief, handed down to generations of schoolchildren, that Indians were of two main sorts: farmers living in villages or pueblos, and hunters – except, of course, in Mexico, where Cortés came on cities of high culture with complicated systems of government not unlike those known in Europe.


In the past forty years, however, anthropologists have done some very thorough digging into the life of the North American Indians and have discovered a bewildering variety of cultures and societies beyond anything the schoolbooks have taught. There were Indian societies that dwelt in permanent settlements, and others that wandered; some were wholly democratic, others had very rigid class systems based on property. Some were ruled by gods carried around on litters, some had judicial systems, to some the only known punishment was torture. Some lived in caves, others in tepees of bison skins, others in cabins. There were tribes ruled by warriors or by women, by sacred elders or by councils, or by fraternities whose rituals and membership were as unknown to the rest of the tribe as those of any college secret society. There were tribes who worshiped the bison or a matriarch or the maize they lived by. There were tribes that had never heard of war, and there were tribes debauched by centuries of fighting. In short, there was a great diversity of Indian nations, speaking over five hundred languages.


For at least a hundred and fifty centuries before ‘Yankee Doodle,’ the Indians’ way of life composed ‘the American way of life.’ It is to most of us a long, dark chapter in American history. And though barrels of lost Egyptian and Asian manuscripts might testify to our ignorant chauvinism, it is the European discovery of America – and the experience of the whites who conquered the continent and settled it – that excites most of us.


So we begin with the simple, colossal question: Who was the first white man to discover America? (It was, incidentally, named after a Florentine businessman and promoter, Amerigo Vespucci, who promoted himself so well that he got his name attached first to South America, and then to the whole continent, though he took no part in the early voyages.) But the first? We simply do not know. The most plausible speculations involve Indian artifacts whose resemblance to the symbols of the ancient civilizations of the Mediterranean Basin can do no more than suggest expeditions of which there is left no trace. But it is certain that the Norsemen, Swedes, and Danes who swarmed over Europe in the tenth century colonized Iceland and Greenland and from there, in the first seven years of the eleventh century, journeyed to the southwest and came on some region of the east coast of North America. Finding ‘self-sown wheatfields and wild grapes, out of which a very good wine can be made,’ they called the place Vinland. Throughout the nineteenth century Icelandic scholars debated whether this attractive region lay on the coast of Rhode Island, Massachusetts, Labrador, Newfoundland, or Nova Scotia. The last seems the most likely, though if so its wine industry must have gone into a swift decline.


Lately there has been some powerful propaganda on behalf of the Phoenicians and the Jews, but the records of their voyages are, to say the least, well hidden in the womb of time. It seems sensible to bypass these scholastic brawls and fall back instead on the end of the fifteenth century and Christopher Columbus, and say at once that his first voyage is a decisive event in world history: it brought to the whole of Europe, in the following century, the first shock of recognition that the American continent existed; and it started the adventure that has never stopped since – the exploration, conquest, and settlement of this new-found land.


In 1453, there was a decisive turn in the centuries of warfare between the Christians of Europe and the Moslems of Asia. Their common market, bridge, and gateway was Constantinople, our Istanbul. In 1453, the Turks conquered it, and in so doing shut off the commerce between East and West, the exchange of the cloth, leather, wines, and sword blades of Europe for the silks, jewels, chessmen, and spices of Asia. All things considered, the stoppage was much harder on the court treasuries of Europe than those of Asia and, in one vital item, harder on all Europeans. That item was spices.


Some of the big jolts of history have been caused by the denial of a simple human need. A shortage of water. Lack of bearable living space for a large population cramped in a small country. A total absence of timber, which has plagued the Egyptians since the time of Solomon. But spices? Today only fastidious housewives and food critics for fashion magazines regard spices as fundamental to human survival. The vast majority of ordinary European householders look on nutmeg, cinnamon, cloves, paprika, basil, and the like as gilt on the gingerbread. And many of us, including the Latin nations and the inhabitants of most hot countries, have an incurable hankering after pepper. But in the fifteenth century these – and pepper more than anything – were what made food edible. Salt was available – and the only known preservative – but it didn’t do much for food cooked in smoky, open fireplaces. Even in rich houses, the meals came putrid to the table. (Dysentery, by the way, seems to have been considered through most of the last five centuries a hazard as normal as wind and rain.) The spices deceived the palate, if not the digestion, as they sometimes still do.


Spices came from the Spice Islands, which lie east of Borneo and south of the Philippines. We know these islands as the Moluccas, and it is odd that this name should not be as famous in our history as London or Boston. Modern history, you could say, began with the problem of how to bypass Turkey and still get to the Spice Islands of Indonesia – or, more simply still, how to get pepper by sea.


There was a man who believed it could be done and that he had been providentially chosen to do it, although it should be said that his ambitions were a good deal more grandiose than merely the procurement of a cargo of pepper. To appreciate the visionary audacity of this man, to say nothing of his physical courage, we need to examine the only map of the world available to him. It conceived of our planet as a single continuous land mass in the shape – depending on the cartographer – of a pancake surrounded by an unknown ocean, or a giant prawn – a Florida jumbo shrimp – with its two ends enclosing a stretch of that ocean. Flat, in any case. The general belief that the earth was indeed as flat as a pancake implied that beyond the known lands, probably not far out into the ocean, there was nothing but the void of oblivion. Sail to the edge and you would most likely drop off the earth into some unimaginable, reeling fate. The Portuguese had the best merchant marine of their time, but it took them seventy-five years to map the coastline of West Africa; they hugged the coastline, wriggling cautiously around all its bays and indentations, not caring to go too far beyond sight of land into the Atlantic, which they called the Sea of Gloom.


Geographers and mathematicians were beginning to agree that the earth was round, but there were not too many sailors who cared to believe it. There was, however, a superb one, who had spent much time with astronomers and mathematicians and had been a master mariner with the Portuguese. He was born to a working-class family in Genoa: Cristoforo Colombo, known to his future patrons, the Spanish, as Cristóbal Colón and to us as Christopher Columbus. A giant of a redhead, six feet tall at a time when the average virile male was about five foot four, he was also a fast-talking, obsessive egomaniac who combined in curiosity, romantic stubbornness, and sense of mission something of Galileo, Don Quixote, and John the Baptist. With his brother he had run a profitable map-making firm, but not profitable enough to enable him to launch his grand design: to outflank the infidel Turk by sailing west across the so-called Ocean Sea to reach the spices of the Indies. For, if indeed the world was a sphere, then by sailing west from Europe you would come to the Indies and in time to the farthest reach of the earth’s mass, to China and then Japan, or to Japan and then to China. Nobody could say for sure which came first.


The theory that you could reach the Orient by sailing west had been mooted since Roman times. But it was one thing to talk about it and another to dare to prove it. Leonardo da Vinci had made drawings of airplanes several centuries before the Wright brothers, yet making sketches of an attractive fantasy is not the same as getting sponsors for an actual launch. But Columbus, fired by a majestic vision, was prepared to do more than simply prove that the earth was round. A Christian of almost maniacal devoutness, he also longed for the secular trappings of pomp and power, and, beginning with the Indies, he would convert every prince and pauper he encountered and have himself proclaimed governor of every land and island he discovered. 


In the late 1470s he began to tramp round Europe, looking for a royal sponsor. And in the following ten years he found none. He was turned down by the King of Portugal; his brother had no better success with the kings of France and England. Three times Columbus watched and waited while King Ferdinand and Queen Isabella of Spain passed his proposals on to royal councils. They called in expert witnesses and three times concluded that the adventure was perilously impractical and ruinously expensive. He was finally led to say that ‘everyone to whom I spoke of this enterprise thought it a mere jest.’


But what must have been the sharpest hurt was the skepticism of the Portuguese. The testimony of their ship builders, navigators, and ships’ captains must have been as damning as it was conclusive. They could not, or would not, answer the question of where Africa gave out, whether there could be an alternative route to Asia other than by the north. Most daunting of all was the mystery of the Atlantic, the visible part of the Ocean Sea itself. No one had any idea how wide it was or what really lay on the other side of it, except quite possibly perdition. Did the islands that whimsically dotted the maps of the Sea really exist? Were they supplied with grain and fruits for reprovisioning? Had they harbors for safe shelter?


Columbus had convinced himself, by calculations both shrewd and wishful, that he had the answer to all these vexatious questions. And the oftener his plan was rejected, the more dogmatic he became. Like many another evangelist, he compensated for public ridicule by growing paranoid. By now he had inflated his original request for a mere expense account into a set of extraordinary demands. He must be entitled Admiral of the Ocean Sea. He must have ten percent of all the treasure, the gold, the loot he scooped up along the way. The governorship of the Indies and of every country and island he discovered must pass through his eldest son to his heirs ‘for evermore.’


It was too much for Ferdinand and Isabella. They said no once again. So early in January 1492 he left Granada, in disgust, ‘for evermore’ and headed north for another appeal to France. But, on the plea of the Queen’s confessor, one Juan Pérez (an unsung hero of American history), he was stopped on a bridge at Pinos, six miles north of Granada, and brought back: the Queen was disposed to change her mind.


For one thing, the seven hundred-year-old civil war with the Moors had at last come to an end, for in that same January Granada, the last Islamic stronghold, surrendered. For another, Ferdinand and Isabella were reminded that another Genoese, Giovanni Caboto (whom we know as John Cabot), had convinced Henry VII of England that the Spice Islands could be reached by sea. Thirdly, the court treasurer pointed out to the Queen that Columbus’s expedition would cost no more than a couple of royal banquets. And since, like every other European monarch, Isabella was pinched for money after the Turks had cut off trade with the East, and was appalled, like the rest of Christian Europe, by the enormous inroads the Turks were making right on down into Africa, two urgent questions presented themselves, profane and sacred: Who could replenish the royal treasury? And who could save the world for Christ?


In his final eloquent plea, Columbus avowed that both answers could be found in a book recently printed for the first time, the Travels  of Marco Polo in China, undertaken two centuries before. Columbus had read it, believed it absolutely, and in the year it appeared had started his trek for a sponsor. But now he recited its tempting revelations. The Orient, Marco Polo had written, was a land dripping with spices and paved with gold. And, more miraculous still, it was ruled over by a great Christian prince. If he could be reached, this prince would muster his legions and, allied with the glorious Christian monarchs of a united Spain, would surround and contain the infidel Turk. Columbus reinforced the testimony of Marco Polo by solemnly recounting the long and ardent conversations he himself had held with the Almighty that confirmed these marvelous revelations. (As his contract was to testify, his visions did not cloud his instinct for ten percent.) His Christian argument prevailed. His contract, all its grandiloquent provisions indulged, was signed at Granada, and, with the royal blessing and a letter to be delivered to the Grand Khan of China (Cathay), he was commissioned to prepare for his expedition ‘for gospel and for gold.’


There was a wrangling interval with the ship builders, who must have felt like an airplane manufacturer of the First World War being asked to raise the money to put John Glenn into space. They were not disposed to build ships that might sail off the edge of the earth. However, they bowed before a command from the Queen, and the royal treasurer underwrote the cost. Columbus needed three ships, but only two had to be built. The third, already in port, was owned by Juan de la Cosa, the man who eight years later was to draw the first map of the New World. It was bought for Columbus and became his flagship, the Santa Maria. Today it would not be acceptable as a Riviera yacht.


Only one hundred tons in weight and seventy-five feet long, the Santa Maria was not by a long shot one of the big ships of the time, but it was what was needed – a tough maneuverable tub, something between a freighter and a PT boat, sturdy enough to withstand roaring storms and agile enough to take quick shelter in the shallow channels of the imagined Atlantic islands. It was smeared with pitch against barnacles and had stones for ballast. It had a mainmast as long as the keel, one huge square sail, and a small topsail. The two accompanying ships, the Pinta and the Nina, were made over into square-riggers. They were all equipped with a gun or two against the unlikely risk of pirates, and among the more interesting provisions was red wine, the standard laxative, but to the amount of two and a half liters per man per day – which sounds like a very generous ration, though it could well have been meant to keep them all philosophical if the worst happened.


There were forty men – one Portuguese, another Italian, and the rest all Spaniards – aboard the flotilla, including a surgeon and the royal controller of accounts, sent along to keep tabs on Columbus’s swindle sheet when he started to figure the cost of the gold and the spices he would accumulate. There was also a converted Jew who spoke Arabic, which was thought to be very similar to Chinese; he would be the interpreter. On the evening of August 2, 1492, the entire crew went ashore for confession, and on the next morning they set sail from Palos.


They sailed through August and September and came on none of those islands with which geographers had fancifully dotted the Atlantic. The crews grew weary, then anxious, then panicky. After a bout with the trade winds, which would slam at them on the homeward journey, they were close to mutiny. The captains of the two other ships at last signaled for a rendezvous and begged Columbus to turn back. He did his subtle best to reassure them by showing them the log, which he had faked to reduce the record of the miles they had gone from Spain. However, he must have had appalling apprehensions of his own, for he had miscalculated the width of the Sea of Gloom by about fifty percent.


He promised the captains that, if they were still in open sea forty-eight hours later, he would turn back. On the night of October 11, he swears, he ‘prayed mightily to the Lord.’ Whether by luck or divine intervention, on the following day he sighted, as he believed, the mainland of Asia or one of its offshore islands. We know it as San Salvador in the Bahamas. He went on to explore Haiti and then Cuba, which he soon decided was Marco Polo’s Zipangu (Japan). He was a little puzzled by the absence of cities, but there were spices, and cotton, and weird birds, and coppery-colored natives, who kept assuring him – as the Indians did to all succeeding explorers – that inland, always farther inland, there were mountains of gold.


Till his dying day, Columbus never knew that he had not touched the Orient. For the present he was jubilantly convinced that he had, and like a good salesman he hurried back to Spain with what we should call display samples of the products of Japan: exotic plants, brilliant parrots, an alligator, prize natives got up like show horses, a little gold. His foreign sales exhibition was a brilliant success. For his second voyage he fitted out a fleet of seventeen ships, and there was a rush of fifteen hundred men – sailors, soldiers, youngsters on the loose – to explore the wonders of Asia, as well as a clutch of priests to sanctify the expedition and convert the potential slaves.


When Columbus landed again he paused only long enough to deplore the fact that the men he had left behind, having grabbed everything in sight including the native girls, had been massacred. He pushed on into Haiti, and here, in the stream beds, he did find considerable gold. He traced the coast of Cuba until it turned southwest and convinced himself he was now in southern China.


Once more he went home, taking with him this time the contractual five percent of the royal ration of gold. In spite of an oath of secrecy given to the controller of accounts, the magic word ‘gold’ leaked out and very soon there was a more desperate rush of eager adventurers – ‘not a man,’ it was written, ‘down to the very tailors who does not beg to be allowed to become a discoverer.’ Now began the longest, most determined, and most brutal gold rush in history.


For centuries the Spanish have borne, with considerable ire, the weight of this shameful story. And perhaps we ought to throw in here the reminder that if the Spanish of the late fifteenth and early sixteenth centuries combined great physical courage, endurance, and intense religious zeal with devastating cruelty, they probably behaved no worse than any other Europeans would have done who got there first. British schoolbooks confidently describe the English sea dogs Drake and Hawkins as honest, dauntless men. But Drake’s brutalities in sacking the cities of the west coast of South America are a byword among the learned, and Hawkins had spent many untroubled years in the Spanish slave trade. Yet we cannot ignore the exhaustive records of how the Spanish went on the rampage through Central America and Mexico exhausting whole populations in the mines, so that an honest sergeant recalling the cruelties of his life in Mexico lamented that ‘there was more gold than health.’ The marching orders prescribed a ruthless routine: round up the natives, prohibit their religion, enslave them, exhaust the gold, and move on – to more gold, silver, pearls. ‘Everything,’ wrote a chronicler, ‘at the Equator is rich.’


As the later Cortés pushed inland, he came on cities with temples, pyramids, lighthouses, aqueducts, poets, and philosophers. The range and the customs of the native cultures were bewildering, to say the least, and less susceptible to roughshod suppression. So a simple murderous catechism was applied. After Columbus’s first voyage, the Pope, a Spaniard, had drawn a line one hundred leagues west of the Azores and decreed that ‘everything beyond that which shall be charted by our beloved servants shall belong to Spain,’ as a part of Christendom. (After a thundering protest from the Portuguese, they too were included, as ‘our brothers,’ in the new dominion.) The King of Spain had proclaimed his title to it as New Spain. If, therefore, a kingdom or a tribe was hostile, it was no more than a Christian duty to suppress it, to topple its idols, and raise the Cross on the grounds that the natives were double traitors: to the Pope of Rome and the King of Spain, two deities of whom they had never heard.


If the natives were merely sulky or obstinate, they were terrified into submission by two horrors they had never encountered: the firing of monster machines called cannon, and the appearance of living monsters called horses. Many brave priests were sickened by the conquistadors’ outrages, and there is a heart-rending file of protests from them back to their superiors in Spain. One unforgettable story tells of a native king who would not renounce his religion and was about to be burned at the stake. As he felt the first fires lap his body, he was for the last time offered the rite of baptism. He refused, saying he feared that, if he accepted, he might ‘go to heaven and meet there only Christians.’


Within fifty years of the first sighting of San Salvador, the Spaniards had plundered and conquered the whole of Central America and Peru, and shipped home glittering cargoes of rich and barbaric ornaments of gold and silver. Having spanned the width of Mexico, they knew that the land ran on to the north, and they now began to wonder how vast was its expanse and what treasures lay on it.


They had already probed far into Florida. A companion of Columbus on his second voyage, one Ponce de León, had heard from the Indians of Puerto Rico that to the north was not only abundant gold but also a fountain of youth, and in the spring of 1513 he landed a little north of Saint Augustine and promptly claimed the land for Spain. He sailed down and around the Florida Keys and up to the Gulf Coast, but found neither gold nor a fountain. After him, the Spanish made frequent, unauthorized, raids into Florida for slaves to work the West Indies; and they mounted several official expeditions to seek out the rumored piles of gold. They were all defeated by the native Indians, who had learned a lively detestation of the slave raiders, and on one of the last of these fruitless voyages the body of the commander, Hernando de Soto, was buried by his men in the Mississippi River to save it from desecration by the Indians.


But these setbacks did not disabuse the Spanish of their belief in a whole literature woven around the mystical legend that declared that somewhere in the New World there was that ‘terrestrial paradise,’ an actual Heaven on earth that would redeem the hard life of the true believer here below. In many Spanish books written by scholars and divines who had never been to sea, the most confident and bizarre accounts were given of the land to the north of New Spain. It was said to contain mermaids and volcanoes and fantastic animals. It was the place where Judas took his annual vacation from Hell. And the whole landscape sprouted outcrops of gold between the trees, which were hung with chains of precious jewels.


All these fancies came into focus with the supreme Spanish myth of Cíbola, ‘the Seven Cities of Gold.’ In 1540 another Spanish soldier set out to find them. Francisco Vásquez de Coronado is not the most illustrious of the conquistadors, and, indeed, the glamour of his reputation began to fade almost from the day he started his march to the north until it dwindled into the humble fame of a petty official in his fifties, retired on a small grant of land outside Mexico City. But he it was who first explored what today we call the American Southwest, and as a feat of endurance against depressing odds it is one of the great odysseys in the conquest of North America.


Of noble French and Spanish blood, Coronado was denied his inheritance in a considerable estate by an elder brother. Forced to make his own way, he sought favor at the court. He didn’t find it until his middle thirties, when he met Don Antonio de Mendoza, who had just been appointed Viceroy of Mexico. Coronado sailed with him as a military aide and made an impressive reputation as a disciplined commander and a just administrator of Indian towns in several forays through Mexico. In his fortieth year he was appointed Governor of New Galicia.


 Mendoza had Coronado in mind as the man who should confirm the existence of the Seven Cities and conquer them. But this would have to be a quite new kind of experiment in colonizing, for Pope Paul III, responding to nearly half a century of priestly protests about the enslavement and annihilation of the Indians, had just proclaimed that they were henceforth to be considered members of the human race and that anyone who enslaved them risked excommunication. Mendoza decided to send a reconnaissance expedition north, one that should have none of the trappings of a military invasion. It was led by a Franciscan friar, Fray Marcos, and going along with him as a guide was one of the most exotic and forgotten figures in American history: a Moorish Negro named Estebán, who had wandered around the fringe of the northlands and been received by some Indians as a welcome novelty and by others as a god.


Estebán was a florid and illiterate giant who nonetheless had an extraordinary gift for picking up both the dialects of the Indian tribes and an adoring harem of their women. He was quite fearless and proceeded with two greyhounds always at his heels – a braggart Emperor Jones who evidently hypnotized more tribes than he antagonized, until at last he was to come on one tribe that, refusing to believe he could be the emissary of any white ambassador, killed him. However, on this last journey he went impatiently ahead of Fray Marcos and penetrated into Arizona and Texas. Marcos, coming on behind, stood at last on a hilltop and saw what he was looking for, a collection of seven glittering cities larger than the capital of Mexico. The friar must have had powers of invention to rival Münchhausen’s, or else he was the constant victim of wonderful mirages. For when he returned to Mexico he described in telling detail a trek through various landscapes peopled by submissive Indians and then the crowning spectacle – Cíbola itself, its rich pastures trodden by cows and partridges and camels, and then the first of the cities, its temple walls draped inside and out with precious stones, the ‘very wealthy’ inhabitants wearing girdles of gold and riding on camels and elephants. It could be, it had to be, the delirious friar decided, the road to Cathay.


The written report of Fray Marcos thrilled Mexico City and Madrid and made him for a year or two the most famous man in New and Old Spain. Mendoza at once made Coronado captain-general of a land expedition to retrace the friar’s journey and annex the cities of gold. In February 1540 Coronado, in gilded armor, set out from Compostela with two hundred and fifty horsemen, seventy Spanish foot soldiers, a thousand reliable (that is to say, tamed or friendly) Indians, baggage animals, sheep, goats, herds of cattle, and a train of priests.


Within the month Coronado had entered Culiacán, halfway up the mainland coast of the Gulf of California, which was then the northern-most outpost of New Spain. For another month he followed the river streams and continued with a tough advance party up into the mountains. Once through them on the eastern slopes, he saw ahead of him an unbroken horizon of desert and boulders and scrubland. It was formidable but it was, according to the Marcos report, the route to the Seven Cities. Coronado slogged across it, through Arizona and on into New Mexico, and at the beginning of July, in infernal heat, came into the first of the cities. It was a pueblo of adobe huts, in what has long been the Zuñi Indian country, and after a brief struggle the captain-general took this rude village. There were no camels or elephants or cows, no gold ornaments hanging from trees – indeed, no trees. Nothing but a continuous lunar landscape. Coronado pitched camp to rest and, heavy with disappointment, re-formed his forces and picked scouting parties to go to the east and west and find the glittering prize. The northwestern party was stopped by the apocalyptic deep of the Grand Canyon of the Colorado River. Another party found another collection of seven villages, as rude as the first.


During that first winter Coronado was disheartened enough to seize on the story of an Indian slave that far off to the east there was a rich and populous city known as Quivira. This, then, became the new El Dorado, and, fourteen months after he had started, Coronado marched on into Texas and then, encouraged by other native rumors, turned north again and on through Kansas. They came at last to Quivira, way to the north of our Dodge City. It was yet another miserable village, of the Wichita tribe. In a final venture, he sent out other scouting parties, and they returned and told the same story – rolling, inhospitable plains, small primitive villages. So at last he went back to the main body of his army, which had been limping along well behind the advance guard. We tear through this country today on paved divided highways, and it is impossible for us now to realize not only the arduousness of Coronado’s march but the daily afflictions they took for granted. Most of his horsemen and foot soldiers wore about thirty pounds of armor. They rarely found a stream or lake to bathe in, and hemorrhoids and fistulas were as common as the common cold. Inevitably, the doctors they took along were surgeons.


Coronado had in two years gone up the Gulf of California, through Arizona and New Mexico and Texas, and wheeled into northern Kansas to the Nebraska border before he gave up. In the spring of 1542 he turned south again, marched down by a shorter route along the line of the Santa Fe Trail to the Rio Grande and then westward through the Zuñi country and wretched Cíbola, then through the mountain passages again and down the Gulf of California to Mexico City. He and his troop arrived there in the autumn, full of thought, empty of any riches, ‘very sad and very weary, completely worn out and shamefaced.’


There are very few traces of this epic though shattering march. There is one, an immense mesa crowned by an Indian pueblo brooding over the boulder-strewn desert below. It is Ácoma, in New Mexico, about forty miles west of Albuquerque. One of Coronado’s scouts saw it and returned to the main camp to tell of ‘a great city in the sky … the strongest position ever seen in the world.’ Coronado decided to give it a miss – and wisely, for it was the stronghold of a hostile tribe that remained unconquered by the Spanish for fifty-nine years after Coronado’s men saw it. Indeed, the Ácomas live on the crest there today as they have lived for over a thousand years.


Ácoma is the site of one of the last and most ferocious onslaughts the Spanish were to make, in defiance of the Pope’s proclamation about the humanity of the Indian. The three-day and -night assault is celebrated in an epic poem, and certainly the Spanish took an epic revenge for the Ácomas’ half century of resistance, killing six hundred and imprisoning as many, tossing the seventy warrior chieftains off the great cliff and binding to lifetime servitude another five hundred, mostly women and children. Those who could not be wooed out of their religion were literally thrown to the dogs or flogged into devotion to the Carpenter of Nazareth.


But, as usual, time softened the sting of these atrocities, and thirty years later a mild Franciscan priest, Father Ramírez, walked to the fortress barefoot and unarmed and, with the single weapon of a cross, converted the Ácomas.


There is also, another twenty miles to the west, a towering bluff, El Morro. Indian guides led Coronado to it when his men were fainting from thirst. At its foot is a pool of pure water, and on its massive face, smoothed by the desert winds to the sheen of bones, is an inscription in Spanish done with the point of a sword by a grandee who came along sixty-odd years later to find, from Coronado’s map, the same oasis. It says: ‘Through here passed the Governor Don Juan de Oñate, after his discovery of the Sea of the South, 16 April 1605.’ (By the Sea of the South he meant that he had been as far as the Gulf of California.) This Oñate set up the first Spanish government in the Southwest, and it is worth a passing thought – from an Englishman, anyway – that the Palace of the Governors at Santa Fe was built ten years before the Pilgrims landed on the Massachusetts coast.


But even by Oñate’s time the dream of extending New Spain through North America had been shattered once for all – and not in America or by its natives, but by the greatest sea battle of the sixteenth century. Philip of Spain’s free access to North America depended, like Napoleon’s or Hitler’s, on mastering Europe by the conquest of Britain. And when, in the summer of 1588, the ‘invincible’ Armada was first battered by the broadsides of the English sea dogs, then panicked by fire ships, and then scattered by a shift of the wind as far north as the Firth of Forth, Spain’s grip on New Spain was frozen where it had first taken hold. The Atlantic thereafter became an open highway for the Dutch, the French, and most of all the English; and from then on Spain was powerless to prevent the planting in turn of New France in Canada and a new England in Virginia and Massachusetts. 


For the next two hundred years these remote provinces of New Spain – today’s Arizona, Texas, California, and New Mexico – slowly developed an outpost economy and a military government throughout a burning landscape half the size of Europe. The Spanish had introduced the two indispensable elements of life in western America, the horse and the cow. It was the horse that first terrified the Indian into submission; it was the horse that set him free, and freewheeling, from Mexico to the Canadian tundra.


The Spanish also left behind, in their branding signs and the embossing of saddles, a whole heraldry of ranching, and in conjunction with this they established the rodeo. The purpose of the rodeo was to round up, once a year, all the cattle that had run free or multiplied on the open range; to distinguish one man’s herd from another, the yearling calves were branded with the owner’s initials or some chosen emblems registered with the governor of each province. While the word ‘cowboy’ is a direct translation of vaquero, much of the language of ranching, and the Spanish words for the kind of country it was done in, have passed over to the present-day practitioners and, indeed, to most children brought up in the Southwest: corral, mesa, arroyo, patio, adobe, mustang, sombrero, desperado, poncho, alfalfa, bronco. By small changes or abbreviation, other Spanish words were naturalized in English: ‘stampede’ for estampida, ‘lariat’ for (la) reata, ‘lasso’ for lazo, ‘chaps’ for chaperajos, which protected the wearer against the desert scrub called ‘chaparral’ (chaparro). The word ‘cinch,’ until fairly recently a common slang word for something quickly or easily done, derives from the Spanish word for the saddle girth, cincha. When it was securely fastened, it was said to be ‘cinched.’


During the eighteenth century, the plundering life of the conquistadors gave way to the vigorous life of the rancheros. The last great military expedition came about through one of those paranoid rumors from which even the most civilized nations are not exempt. In the late 1760s Upper California – what we today call California – was part of New Spain, though it had been only vaguely explored, not settled. The only people known to live there were Indians rumored to be so fierce that the captain-general who had conquered all of Lower California said that to subdue them it would be necessary to hire sixty gorillas from Guatemala. The Spanish governors, secure down in Mexico, had no plans to colonize the north, until King Charles III of Spain received a report that Russians had been sighted in Monterey Bay in alarming numbers. They were heralds of a nightmare that has haunted California into our own time: the Russian menace. The Russians had been drawn there by the presence, in large schools, of the sea otter, which brought fantastic prices in the China trade. The skins could be exchanged for quicksilver, the absence of which in California had hampered the development of the provinces of New Spain; for at that time quicksilver (mercury) was the magic element for extracting gold and silver from their ores. But it was dreadfully obvious to the King of Spain that the Russians were intending to set up an empire in Upper California. In simple fact, the Russians wanted nothing more than the sea otter himself, a plump and comical beast, a Disney version of Colonel Blimp, who has the round brown face of a well-fed cat and swims on his back, his belly protruding, his whiskers bristling, his paws calmly folded across his chest. Indeed, when the sea otter was fished out, the Russians left.


But long before then King Charles had ordered military expeditions out of Mexico by land and sea, to build a chain of forts and hold the coast of California. As always, priests went along to lend a degree of humanity to the job of ‘pacifying’ the natives. For this special mission, a Franciscan, Father Junípero Serra, was sent out to Mexico in 1767 and a year later started off with Captain Gaspar de Portolá on the conquering land expedition into Alta (Upper) California. If in the Spanish record there is one man more than another whose life could possibly redeem the ferocity of the conquistadors, Father Serra is that man. He gave himself wholly to the barbaric Indians, and for every fort built to protect the coastline he built a mission, so that the Russian menace bore some fruit in producing the twenty-one missions that are the Spaniards’ main architectural legacy to California.


Altogether, Father Serra walked between four and five thousand miles up and down the coastline and the inland valleys on an infected foot he refused to treat, over scrub desert and through dense mountains, always stopping on saints’ days to lay the foundations of a mission and ring a bell and cry, ‘Come, come and receive the faith of Christ.’ The route of his walk is today the route of the main north-south highway, and it is vividly marked in the spring by the blossoming mustard whose seeds the friar scattered as he went. Father Serra, who died in his seventieth year at Carmel, is the first and noblest of a great, though not greatly prized, American tradition: the priests, in the main Spanish and then French, who crossed the seas and tramped the enormous curve of wilderness from Lower California around to Montana to care for a few Indians and, later, trappers. Junípero Serra, De Smet, Ravalli, Megarini, Prando, Father Point. They accepted the terrible emptiness of the West as the good ground to work in, carried the barest essentials and lived out their Catholicism in the fearful innocence of its Founder.


Apart from the thousands of Spanish place names, the march across the American landscape from the eastern border of Texas, through the Southwest and up and along the nine hundred-mile sweep of today’s California, there are one or two other relics of the Spanish empire in North America that ought to be mentioned, for I doubt that one American in a hundred is aware that they are part of the Spanish legacy. I refer to several of the basic American crops – oats, wheat, barley, and oranges. And it was the Spanish who took the rudest indigenous cereal of the Indians and made it the sustaining staple from the Canadian border to Cape Horn – namely, maize, everywhere in America called ‘corn,’ in accordance with the habit of all English-speaking countries in giving the name to their commonest staple crop, whether it is oats, barley, or – as in England – wheat. (When the Americans introduced the dry breakfast cereal to Britain, they had the tact not to market cornflakes in translation as ‘maize flakes’; had they done so, it is pretty certain that the custom would not have caught on.)


Of the other nations that explored the New World and were to challenge England for a claim to it – most notably the Netherlands, Portugal, and France – much the most impressive was France. She was also the first. If it comes as a surprise to hear that Spain had set up the first government in the West in Santa Fe eleven years before the Pilgrims stumbled on Cape Cod, a bigger surprise is available in the news that the French started their colonial experiment in North America a hundred years before the Mayflower.


Only twelve years after Columbus’s first voyage, Breton fishermen started to work the cod banks off Nova Scotia. And, while the Portuguese and the English were ferreting along the North American coast from Labrador to Florida, trying to find the entrance to that waterway through to the Orient, the humble Bretons were pushing into the mainland and coming on Indians loaded with animal furs. Although the Bretons found to their delight that they could catch fish in those waters simply by hauling them up in baskets, they soon began to see the possibilities of a profitable fur trade. The Indians were as fascinated by bits of metal, axes, and iron kettles as the Bretons were by the furs. 


This simple system of barter was the rude start of a fur trade that burgeoned when the fishermen penetrated the gulf and the river of Saint Lawrence. In time they abandoned the cod for the beaver and were soon trapping and skinning every animal in sight – and, incidentally, putting out the tentacles of the French dominion in the North. An empire could not, of course, be built and held by a scattered army of trappers and fishermen, however hardy. But in their way these rude Bretons were the poor man’s conquistadors of the North. Their descendants helped form a new nation, reaching from the Atlantic to the Pacific, and they still live there securely nearly a century after Spain lost every big and little holding in the New World.


The French ‘kingdoms in the North’ were made possible by four explorers – Verrazano, Cartier, Champlain, and La Salle – and, in the first place by a King of France who had the nerve to snap his fingers at the Pope. Francis I was born two years after Columbus landed at San Salvador and came to the throne when he was twenty-one. A violent athlete, with a passion for hunting, tennis, and women, by the time he reached his late twenties he needed all the revenues he could lay his hands on to satisfy the luxury of his court and the foibles of his mistresses. By then the French, the English, the Irish, and the Dutch had begun the systematic piracy of Spanish ships homeward bound with the loot of ‘the Indies.’ In 1522 Cortés celebrated the final conquest of Mexico by packing into a galleon a curator’s collection of gold and silver objects and mosaic masks. The shipment was captured by the French on the last leg of its journey, off the tip of Portugal at Cape Saint Vincent. It exhibited in dazzling fashion the wealth of the Indies and egged on the fond suspicion of Francis I that perhaps a shorter route to similar treasure lay through the Far North of America. Francis was a blundering and profligate ruler but he has immortalized himself, in the history of America, by his sharp retort to a furious reminder from Spain that the Pope had proclaimed everything a hundred leagues west of the Azores as Spanish property: ‘We fail to find this clause in Adam’s will.’


Francis decided it was France’s turn to discover the northern passage to the Indies. He chose his own Columbus in another Genoese, Giovanni da Verrazano, got the money for an expedition from the French silk merchants, and sent Verrazano off. Verrazano had no luck finding the elusive passage in the West Indies and sailed instead all the way up the North American coast. Chesapeake Bay turned out to be a bay. He paused to decide that the Hudson River was probably another, and he sailed on past Cape Cod, probed the coast of Maine, and continued on to Newfoundland and the Strait of Belle Isle. 
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