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It is called teuatl [sea], not that it is a god; it only means wonderful, a great marvel. And its name is ilhuicaatl.


It is great. It terrifies. It is that which is irresistible; a marvel; foaming, glistening, with waves; bitter – most bitter; very salty. It contains man-eating animals, life. It is that which surges. It stirs; it stretches ill-smelling, restless.


I live on the sea. I become a part of the sea. I cross over the sea. I die in the sea. I live on the sea.


Bernardino de Sahagún, and his Indigenous Nahua collaborators, Florentine Codex, completed c.1578
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Timeline


c.950–1150	Height of Toltec influence in Mesoamerica


c.1000	Norse people temporarily settle in the lands of the Mi’kmaq and other peoples including at L’Anse aux Meadows, in present-day Canada


c.1325	Aztec-Mexica people settle at their capital of Tenochtitlan


c.1450 or earlier	Iroquoian peoples form the Haudenosaunee Confederacy and establish the Great Law of Peace, a detailed oral constitution


11 October 1492	Christopher Columbus ‘discovers’ America, when he sights the Caribbean island of Guanahaní (San Salvador)


November 1492	Columbus kidnaps Indigenous people from Cuba and ships them to Spain


December 1492	Spanish found La Navidad, the first permanent European settlement in the Americas, in the territory of the Taíno chief Guacanagarí


1493	Papal bull of inter caetera divides the ‘undiscovered world’ between Spain and Portugal


April 1493	Taíno people appear at Spanish court


1495	c.500 Taínos enslaved and shipped to Spain by Columbus


1497	John Cabot ‘discovers’ the mainland of North America


1498	Columbus sets foot on the mainland of Central America


1500 	Pedro Álvares Cabral ‘claims’ Brazil for Portugal


1500	Vincente Yáñez Pinzón enslaves 36 people from the Amazon region; only 20 survive the crossing to Spain


1501	Portuguese expedition, led by Gaspar Corte Real, transports 57 people from what is now Maine to Portugal


1502/3	Moctezuma II becomes ruler of Tenochtitlan and leader of the Aztec-Mexica empire


1505 	Içá-Mirim (Essomericq) brought to France from Brazil by Binot Paulmier de Gonneville and settles in Normandy


April 1519	Aztec-Mexica ambassadors meet Hernando Cortés at Vera Cruz, Mexico


1519	First smallpox epidemic in the Americas


September 1519	After initial fierce resistance, the Tlaxcalans ally with the Spanish invaders


October 1519	First Totonacs land in Spain


1521	Fall of the Aztec-Mexica capital of Tenochtitlan


1528 	Nahua nobles and entertainers come to Spain with Cortés, who also brings his mestizo son Martín


1528	Guaibimpará (Catherine du Brasil) travels to France


1529	Tlaxcala is declared an independent city under the Spanish Crown


1531	Brazilian ‘king’ visits the court of Henry VIII in England


1532 	Inka empire, riven by civil war, falls to Francisco Pizarro


1532 	Portuguese establish São Vicente, their first permanent settlement in Brazil; it is known as Porto dos Escravos (Port of Slaves) and thousands of Tupi are transported to Portugal in the following decades


1534–6	Jacques Cartier claims ‘New France’ for the French Crown; he abducts 10 Indigenous Iroquoians from Stadacona, in present-day Quebec, to France


1542	‘New Laws’ outlaw enslavement of Indigenous peoples from Spanish territories


1545	Q’eqchi’ Maya lords present Prince Philip of Spain with the first drinking chocolate recorded in Europe


1550	50 ‘Brazilians’ (probably Tupinambá) appear in a replica village in Rouen at the festival entry of Henri II


1550–1	Spanish expeditions are paused to allow the Valladolid debates considering their legality


1551 	Inka ‘princess’ Francisca Pizarro Yupanqui is exiled to Spain


1555–9	Dozens of Tupi people are sent to France by Nicolas Durand de Villegagnon during his attempts to found France Antarctique in Brazil


1576–8	Several Inuit are abducted to London by Martin Frobisher, during his failed expeditions to find a north-west passage


1584	Manteo and Wanchese are kidnapped and brought to London by Ralegh where they help to create the first Algonquian orthography


1585–90	John White, with the aid of Manteo, founds an English settlement on Roanoke that becomes the ‘Lost Colony’


1594–6	English expeditions to Guiana in search of El Dorado result in the kidnap of several Indigenous ‘interpreters’


1607	Foundation of Jamestown, the first permanent settlement in what we now call the USA




Why Words Matter


Names matter. What we call ourselves, how people refer to us, says something about who we are, who we were, and how others see our relationship to them. For Indigenous peoples, who have been historically oppressed, marginalised and insulted, names matter even more. This is not just a question of respect, but also an intentional push against colonial attempts to erase Indigenous identities, and to obliterate their languages and beliefs, through deliberate cultural genocide. Christian missionaries forcibly converted millions of people across the Americas from 1492 onwards. Indigenous beliefs and practices were prohibited, and Native communities uprooted and deliberately acculturated. From the late-nineteenth century, right up until the 1990s in some places, Indigenous children from across Canada and the United States were torn away from their families and put into residential schools which aimed to ‘kill the Indian, and save the man’. There, the children’s hair was cut, their languages were banned, and these boys and girls were subjected to appalling abuses in the service of ‘civilisation’.1 Thousands more were stolen and placed in the foster system, raised by white families, and are slowly making their way home to identity and place. As you can imagine, for survivors and descendants, and their communities, the violence of colonisation remains very real, and so they may find some of the accounts in this book difficult reading.


It is in this context that we have to understand the histories told in this book. The first crossings of the Atlantic, the fraught collision of foreign cultures, formed the roots of the intense web of global connections we find today. But this encounter was not neutral and its legacy is painful and difficult. Indigenous peoples are still marginalised and disadvantaged across the Americas by most economic and social measures, subjected to stereotypes and discrimination, and disenfranchised from their own lands. Colonisation continues.


Language can be an instrument of that colonisation. When Columbus arrived in the Americas in 1492, he promptly dubbed the inhabitants ‘indios’ (Indians), because he thought he had arrived in the East Indies. This anachronistic word covered everyone from Inuit peoples in the far north, to the Tupi of Brazil, the Maya of Central America, and the Apache across the Southwest and Great Plains. Under Spanish law, ‘the Republic of Indians’ was indistinguishable: identities erased and distinctive pasts obliterated. For a historian, the challenge is not to add to this erasure, but rather to help reverse it. For me, the use of the word ‘savage’ in my title, a racial slur which crops up all too frequently in sources, is a way to invert the expectations of both conquistadors and contemporary readers. For the Indigenous travellers in my work, Europe was the ‘savage shore’, a land of incomprehensible inequality and poverty that defied pre-invasion values and logics, where resources were hoarded, children ruled great kingdoms, and common people were meant meekly to accept injustices without dissent. Where the slur occurs in sources, I will use it only when in quotation and as sparingly as possible.


Writing as a white, British historian – working with sources that are too often about, rather than by, Native people – I make the deliberate inversion of the imperial perspective central to my approach. I cannot, and should not, speak for Indigenous peoples but, wherever possible, I will centre their voices and perspectives, allowing them to tell their own stories, valuing their knowledge, and respecting the views of their descendant communities, who are – of course – far from homogeneous in their attitudes or outlooks.2


This book covers a kaleidoscope of Indigenous cultures, communities, peoples and individuals, each with quite specific and equally valid ideas about what they prefer to be called. None of these terms is universal. In Mexico and much of South America, people tend to use ‘pueblos indígenas’ (Indigenous peoples), and the term ‘indios’ (Indians) has fallen out of use because it has often been used as an insult, like calling someone a ‘peasant’. But both ‘indio’ and ‘indígenas’ are common in Brazil, and ‘indio’ is the most common term in my manuscript sources. In what is now the United States, ‘Indian’ and ‘American Indian’ are usually rejected by scholars as Eurocentric and inaccurate (after all, Columbus had not reached India), but these words have at times been reclaimed. The National Congress of American Indians is the oldest and largest organisation representing tribal interests in the United States, and the American Indian Movement, formed as a powerful protest group in the second half of the twentieth century, still has many chapters. There are also historical ‘Indian Acts’ and treaties which use the word ‘Indian’, giving it sociolegal and political significance. The US census counts ‘American Indians and Alaska Natives’, putting Indigenous Hawai’ians and other Pacific Islanders into a separate category, largely to deny them access to funding and protections.


Although many people across North America still identify themselves as ‘Indian’ for a variety of reasons,* it is increasingly considered to be derogatory. ‘Native American’ has become popular in recent decades, but is challenged by many Native peoples as centring colonial racial categories and validating the settler state by implying that the concept of ‘America’ existed even before the arrival of Europeans. The term can also exclude people who are not ‘Americans’ in the way we most often use the term: enfranchised citizens of the United States of America. In Canada, ‘Aboriginal’ is the official government designation for the original inhabitants of the region, who tend to prefer to call themselves ‘Indigenous’, ‘Inuit’ (who are not typically ‘Indian’ in legal terms), ‘Métis’ or, perhaps most often, ‘First Nations’. The similar ‘First Peoples’ has also gained popularity in some quarters, removing the potentially problematic implication that ‘nations’ must be recognised by states. Of all these terms, only ‘Indigenous’ is generally seen as relatively neutral, though ‘Native’ has been reclaimed in recent years.3 The former is the UN’s favoured term, although even this falls foul of some Canadian groups who were oppressed under the French as ‘indigènes’.4


So, what route should be taken through this linguistic minefield? As all of these paths and preferences are valid, I think the only solution is one that defers to Indigenous peoples themselves. There are far too many uncomfortable associations for me to stride into this field and start classifying people like Columbus. It is not for me to say what people should call themselves.5 So I will respect the preferences of particular groups, and favour their preferred terms where not limited by my sources; ‘Indians’ will appear only to reflect the sixteenth-century texts when they speak of ‘indios’. And ‘Indigenous Americans’ has been used in my title as the clearest way to articulate the geographical scope of the book for readers. Much of the current generation uses ‘Native’ or ‘Indigenous’ as a collective racial or political identity, but specific affiliations are almost always preferred. Throughout, I will respect tribal, national and individual identities by calling people by the names they called themselves.*


 


 





* Or even the phonetic ‘NDN’, which is a playful way of reconciling older identities with newer ones.


* The most notable exception is my use of ‘Aztec-Mexica’ to refer to the people who dominated what is now Central Mexico when the Spanish conquistadors arrived. They would not have called themselves ‘Aztec’, but they are so well known by this name (even to many of their descendants) that, if I hope to change popular stereotypes of this often-misunderstood people, then I feel its use is unavoidable.





Introduction



In July 1519, Spanish conquistadors Francisco de Montejo and Alonso Fernández Puertocarrero set sail from Mexico to Spain with a fabulous treasure. Their ship was so overflowing with precious objects that even the ballast in the hold was gold.1 These riches included finely worked metal, beautifully feathered shields and fans, clothes, jewels and mosaics. They were a calculated political present – Montejo and Puertocarrero were tasked with winning royal patronage for Hernando Cortés’s ongoing, unsanctioned invasion of Mexico. And alongside the conquistadors, fainter in the sources but no less remarkable, was a group of Indigenous people from what is now eastern Mexico. These Totonacs were bound for strange shores with curious, savage customs. No less than the Spanish conquistadors, they too were explorers, pioneers, pathfinders for their people – and ambassadors to a foreign emperor. Indigenous peoples were part of European society from the earliest days of empire.


This book is not about Montejo and Puertocarrero and their ilk, colonisers and conquistadors, white men striding out across the globe to appropriate it. This is the story of the people who travelled the other way. For tens of thousands of Native people voyaged to Europe from the very moment of first encounter. From the ‘Brazilian’* king who met Henry VIII, to the Inuit who harpooned ducks on the Avon river. From the Mexicans who mocked up human sacrifice at the court of Charles V to the Inuk (Inuit) baby who was put on show in a London pub before dying and being buried at St Olave’s church, on Hart Street in the City. From the mixed heritage ‘mestizo’ children of Spaniards who came ‘home’ with their fathers, to the thousands of enslaved Caribbean and Mesoamerican people who laboured in European households. This book belongs to people like them: to the earliest Indigenous people who crossed the great water between Europe and what we now call ‘the Americas’, and found themselves confronting strange people in unfamiliar lands.


Most people nowadays would be hard-pressed to name an Indigenous traveller to Europe apart, perhaps, from Matoaka, often incorrectly named Pocahontas, a young Powhatan woman who died in England before her twenty-second birthday and whose identity has been appropriated, fictionalised and colonised for four centuries.2 Even academic historians – with our supposedly esoteric interests – rarely discuss Native travellers to Europe. And, when such travellers do surface, they are usually seen as oddities. They are artefacts of empire, spectacular curiosities, avatars of the riches and mysteries of far-off subjected lands. These overlooked multitudes of Indigenous travellers – nobles, diplomats, servants, translators, families, entertainers, enslaved people – overturn our understandings of early modern exploration and empire. And the vast network of global connections they inhabited – people trading, stealing, talking, marrying, coupling, fighting – sowed the seeds of our cosmopolitan modern world more than a century before the Mayflower pilgrims supposedly set foot on Plymouth Rock.


The Native peoples of the Caribbean first encountered Columbus and his men – sailing under the flag of the Catholic monarchs Ferdinand and Isabella – in 1492. Six or seven Indigenous islanders set foot on European soil for the first time the following year. By the time Columbus landed on Tierra Firma (‘solid earth’, the mainland) in 1498, another Italian explorer sailing under the flag of England had already reached the eastern coast of what is now Canada. Giovanni Caboto (better known to us as John Cabot) thus became credited as the ‘discoverer’ of North America, which must have come as something of a surprise to both the Indigenous inhabitants of the region and the Norsemen who had established settlements in Newfoundland and Greenland in the tenth century. The first Spanish outpost in the Americas was founded on what Columbus dubbed ‘La Isla Española’ (‘the Spanish island’, Hispaniola, now split between Haiti and the Dominican Republic). At Christmas time in 1492, Taíno people helped to build the modest fort of La Navidad for the small crew of the shipwrecked vessel Santa María, and were doubtless shocked when more than a thousand men arrived the following year to consolidate the Spanish presence. By the time the Totonacs appeared at the Spanish court in 1519, Columbus’s voracious expeditions to the Caribbean had already seen thousands of Indigenous people cross the Atlantic, mostly as subjects of enslavement or exoticism: owned and objectified.


Many of these voyagers were from the island peoples now commonly known as the Taínos and Caribs, terms that obscure a vibrant mosaic of Indigenous cultures and societies, only a few of whose names survive, due to the calamitous death toll caused by the Spanish invasion. While attempting to reflect this diversity, I will use ‘Taíno’ for the peoples of the Greater Antilles where no clear alternative exists, because it is the name claimed by their descendant communities. The word ‘Caribs’ (from which Caribbean is derived) came to have disastrous overtones for its inaccurate association by the Spanish Empire and Catholic Church with ‘cannibals’. The name deliberately obscured a multiplicity of groups, including the Kalinago, many of whom now live in Dominica, but it cannot be entirely avoided in describing the peoples of the Lesser Antilles in the sixteenth century. The mobility of Native peoples in and around the Caribbean rarely forms part of our understanding of Indigenous cultures, but the forcible displacements of enslaved peoples, along with refugee populations fleeing European invasion, have resulted in Indigenous diasporas within, as well as beyond, the Americas. Today, Nona Aquan (Arima First Peoples), the Carib Queen, elected leader of the Indigenous communities in Trinidad and Tobago, is of Chinese, Carib, Indian, Spanish and African descent.3


While coastal peoples experienced sporadic incursions by the European invaders in the decades after 1492, they did not have to tolerate a permanent Spanish settlement on the mainland until after Cortés’s invasion in 1519. When the capital of the Mexica (who we know as the Aztecs) fell after a devastating siege in 1521, Mexico City was founded on the ruins of Tenochtitlan. Countless Indigenous groups existed in the Americas at the time of the European invasion, but many were annihilated, merged or scattered. Nonetheless, their remarkable diversity is reflected in the fact that 143 languages are still spoken in Mexico today – including the Aztec-Mexica language of Nahuatl – although many are critically endangered. At the turn of the sixteenth century, Central Mexico was a region of city states where urbanisation was on the rise (though none could compete with Tenochtitlan’s hundreds of thousands of inhabitants). The Maya centres of the Yucatán peninsula, by contrast, had already experienced the peak of their influence before the ‘Maya collapse’ brought the abandonment of cities in the ninth century.* The remains of these incredible metropolises – Palenque, Tikal, Chichen Itza et al. – stand in the jungle as cenotaphs, while millions of Maya still live across Central America today. By the time the conquistadors ventured into Maya territory, they were living largely in scattered towns and villages, although some larger states like the K’iche’ and Kaqchikel had started to build empires again. The Totonac lands, many of which fell under Aztec-Mexica influence from the mid-fifteenth century, occupied the wet and humid regions of eastern Mexico; they were the world’s main cultivators of vanilla until the nineteenth century. Among the first victims of Spanish kidnapping, due to their coastal location, many Totonacs also allied with the Spanish and sought to assert their imperial rights.


These Mesoamericans had sophisticated pictographic writing, law, astronomy, agriculture and medicine. In 1519, Cortés was just beginning to realise the majesty of these civilisations, and he was eager to show their riches and sophistication to the Spanish king. Montejo and Puertocarrero arrived at court as emissaries of La Muy Rica Villa de la Vera Cruz, a hastily founded settlement intended to legitimise Cortés’s desire to conquer the region, in defiance of the orders of the governor of Cuba. Even the name of the town, ‘The Very Rich City of the True Cross’, was an unsubtle hint at the wealth and potential of this ‘new’ world to the Spanish king. The lavish bounty his envoys brought with them was a much more obvious allusion to the possible rewards if the king supported their fledgling expedition. The documents which Montejo and Puertocarrero carried carefully emphasised that all but one of these objects were ‘gifts’, given over-and-above the quinto tax (the ‘fifth’ of the value of all goods from the colonies which was due to the Crown), and appealed to the Spanish king to back the conquistadors’ invasion of Mexico, and to confirm Cortés as captain and chief justice of the region.4


Montejo and Puertocarrero’s booty must have been very attractive to a king facing challenges at home but, in truth, this glittering gift came not from the conquistador-in-chief, Cortés, but from the Aztec-Mexica ruler Moctecuhzoma Xocoyotzin, better known to us as Moctezuma.* When he heard of the arrival of invaders from the east, one of the precautions taken by the tlatoani (ruler) of Tenochtitlan had been to send emissaries to the Spanish with presents of huge value and beauty. Designed to awe the invaders with Moctezuma’s wealth and power, this largesse was cannily appropriated by Cortés, who hoped in turn to impress Charles V* and win his support for the Mexican expedition.


The incredible treasures must have made a compelling argument. Most have now been lost or melted down, but they are described in staggering detail in the letter sent from Vera Cruz. Two great discs of gold and silver, as big as cartwheels, and probably representing the sun and moon, were embossed with a design of ‘monsters’* surrounded by elaborate patterns of trees and flowers. Enormous feather headdresses, fans and harpoons, worked with gold thread, lay alongside sumptuous turquoise mosaics. There were two spectacular necklaces of gold and stone mosaic, the largest with eight different strings bearing nearly four hundred red and green jewels.* Twenty-seven gold bells dangled from the border of this necklace, and in the centre were four gold-inlaid figures, two of which had pendants hanging from them. Four more double pendants hung from the outside. This intricate jewellery must have been a stunning demonstration of skill to a Spanish court used to thinking of Indi­genous peoples as, at best, primitive peasants and, at worst, barbaric cannibals. In 1521, the historian Peter Martyr d’Anghiera (Pietro Martire in his native Italian) wrote: ‘If ever artists of this kind of work have touched genius, then surely these natives are they.’ He gives an extraordinary accounting of the treasures, marvelling not only at their huge value, but even more the ‘cleverness of the artist and the workmanship’. His breathless account gives us a sense of the reaction the treasures evoked – a sea of gold and precious stones. Martyr describes the glorious Indigenous regalia in intoxicating detail: two helmets covered with gold, sprouting gorgeous plumes, and edged with golden bells, each crested with a green bird with eyes, feet and beak of gold; twelve pairs of coloured-leather boots, jingling with bells and sparkling with jade and gold; ‘tiaras and mitres’, sceptres, rings and sandals sewn with golden thread.5


Animals and natural objects featured prominently among the riches of Aztec-Mexica lands, as you would expect from a culture with such a high regard for the world around them. As well as ornamental birds, fish and jaguars, valuable animal skins were carefully packed along with an extraordinary gold alligator head, which came with ‘two large ear ornaments of blue stone mosaic’ meticulously labelled as ‘for the large alligator head’. The rich Mesoamerican literary tradition was hinted at by a rather perfunctory mention of ‘two books which the Indians have’. These remarkable pictographic texts were welcomed eagerly by scholars in Europe. News of the first contacts with Indigenous peoples had started to trickle across the Atlantic, and rulers and intellectuals were eager for more information.6


The list of gifts carried to court by Montejo and Puertocarrero is appended to a letter about Cortés’s expedition, which outlines his own impressive actions (naturally), as well as the land and people he and his company had encountered, and their petitions to the Crown. But the Indigenous Totonacs who also arrived on the Santa María de la Concepción do not seem to have warranted a mention. The exact number of these pioneers is impenetrably tangled in the sources, but five are recorded by name, and the group included two elite men, at least two women, a young male interpreter and probably some attendants.


The Totonacs were dressed in colourfully painted linen, with cloths covering their genitals. Their legs were bare, their hair was long, and the men wore large lower-lip piercings embellished with small stones above their sparse beards. The men were of ‘good stature’, but the pope’s representative at court, the Archbishop of Cosenza, Giovanni Ruffo di Forli, was not at all impressed with the women, whom he found to be ‘small and of ugly expression’; we can only imagine what they thought of him.7


This is a serious problem for a scholar studying Indigenous travellers: the sources we have are almost always written by Europeans who either observed, accompanied, kidnapped or enslaved the Native people in question. It’s tempting to say that the voices of Indigenous travellers have been ‘lost’, but in reality they were rarely recorded (at least in alphabetic writing) in the first place. As a result, these travellers have tended to be seen as objects: of curiosity, of desire, of greed, of prejudice, of ambition. They have become ciphers for European ideas and aspirations, rather than actors at the centre of their own story. The sources are partly to blame for this: it is much easier to find historical documents about European attitudes to Indigenous peoples than about Indigenous attitudes to Europeans. But unless we admit that weakness, and attempt to overcome it, we will never recognise the importance of Indigenous peoples in European and global history. The omission of the Totonacs from the Vera Cruz letter is not an accident. It represents the wider and sometimes purposeful exclusion of Native peoples from the history of early modern Europe.


The erasure and exclusion of Indigenous peoples is a fundamental part of national narratives across the world. The ‘Doctrine of Discovery’, a legal fiction that granted Europeans and their descendants the right to ‘discovered’ territories, has its roots in the fifteenth-century papal bulls that divided the world between Spain and Portugal, making Indigenous peoples ‘politically non-existent’.8 This doctrine has a powerful legacy in United States law, and patriotic myths are often framed around the ‘absence’ of Native Americans: discovery, the wilderness, the untamed frontier, the ‘opening’ of the West – these are compelling fantasies that deliberately erase Indigenous presence and set the scene for the settlement of empty lands by industrious ‘pioneers’. The violent displacement of Native peoples from their lands is obscured, and even their presence is blurred so that they become merely a distorted caricature in the origin story of the nation.9 In Latin America, erasure is often coupled with assimilation. In twentieth-century Mexico, in a deliberate attempt to confect an ideal ‘mestizo (mixed) nation’, the indigenismo movement appropriated the ‘good’ parts of Indigenous heritage while leaving living communities marginalised.10 Across South America, Indigenous peoples are fighting for recognition and political rights. In Rio de Janeiro, where many of Brazil’s most remarkable monuments were built by enslaved Native labour, ‘people have become naturalized not to see Indigenous peoples’, according to the historian Ana Paula da Silva, who is among the scholars and activists struggling to have Brazil’s rich Indigenous histories recognised.11 Meanwhile, the popular image of early modern Europe remains an extraordinarily white, ruffed and cod-pieced Tudor and Golden Age fantasy, where Indigenous Americans, Africans and Asians existed only as ‘curiosities’ from distant lands. Scholars pointing out the ubiquity of people of colour in the European past are routinely denounced as politically correct historical revisionists, shaping the past to fit an idealised multicultural present. Even pseudo-historical fantasy universes replicate and reproduce this cultural homogeneity, which has become not just an issue of ignorance but also of politics. ‘Historical whiteness’ has become a battleground.


But most people, I believe, assume the European past is incontestably all-white simply because that is the impression they have been given. Migration may be a topical issue now, but there has been an ebb and flow of peoples into and across Europe for millennia – a tangle of travellers, voluntary and involuntary, invaders and refugees, traders and explorers, exiled and enslaved. And there is a growing recognition that the European past may have been a more diverse place than it is sometimes painted, driven by groundbreaking scholars and communicators like Onyeka Nubia, Imtiaz Habib, Olivette Otele, Johny Pitts and David Olusoga. But Native peoples often remain neglected in this story. It’s not as if the existence of Indigenous travellers has entirely gone unnoticed – my footnotes are a testament to the toil of historians who have gone before – but this work, and its subjects, have not had the impact on our collective understanding of the past that they should. This book aims to change that.


The ship carrying the Totonacs from Mexico arrived in Sanlúcar de Barrameda in southern Spain in October 1519. Lying at the mouth of the Guadalquivir river, Sanlúcar was unavoidable for ships on their way to Seville, and was notorious for ‘the dreadful sandbar which has thrown so many bars of silver into the depths’.12 A hub for travel to the Americas, this busy port was well used to adventurers and opportunists seeking the wealth of foreign lands. Twenty years before, Columbus had set sail from this harbour on his third voyage to the Indies, which verified for Europeans for the first time the existence of an entirely new continent to the west. Only a month before the Totonacs’ arrival, Magellan’s five ships had departed mainland Europe from Sanlúcar, on his attempt to find a westward route to Asia which would end in the first circumnavigation of the globe.* By 1519, fleets from the Indies regularly anchored there, so the arrival of two officials from the Americas probably caused little surprise. Given that Columbus had sent thousands of enslaved people to Europe from the Caribbean by 1519, the Totonacs were certainly not the first Indigenous people to set foot on the Sanlúcar docks.


It is possible that, like many colonial opportunists, Montejo and Puertocarrero took advantage of the pause at Sanlúcar to remove some gold (avoiding the eyes of customs officials some fifty miles up the river in Seville). But they didn’t stop long, moving quickly up the Guadalquivir and docking in Seville by 5 November, where their precious cargo – along with some 4000 pesos brought for their own expenses – was promptly confiscated by Juan López de Recalde, the accountant of the Casa de Contratación (House of Trade) which controlled all commerce and travel to the Indies. It seems that the governor of Cuba had managed to get word of Cortés’s rebellion to his allies in Spain. Fortunately for Montejo and Puertocarrero, they were able to get a message to the king ahead of their enemies, and to impress him sufficiently with an account of their cargo so that, before long, they had a letter from the king ordering them to come to court, bringing the treasure and their Totonac companions with them.13


Charles V was clearly intrigued by the Indigenous visitors and seems to have shown an unusual degree of personal concern for the details of their well-being. His letter commands that they be brought to meet him and be treated as well as possible. Realising the Totonacs would be poorly dressed for the chilly Spanish weather, the king made detailed provision for them to be supplied with elegant clothes. The Crown would pay for velvet tunics, which he insisted should be ‘of some good colour’, capes of fine cloth, satin doublets and gold stockings, as well as all their other needs, including transport to carry them to court. Officials followed the king’s orders to the letter, acquiring a range of luxurious fabrics, including blue and green velvet and white cotton from Rouen. Two prominent tailors and a stocking maker – Juan de Alcalá, Martín de Irure and Juan de Murga – were hired to outfit the Totonacs with all manner of Spanish garments. The visitors were thoroughly provided for, with caps, shirts, cloaks, shoes, hats, hoods and jerkins, as well as the basics ordered by the king. Five pairs of gloves are scrupulously recorded in the accounts, along with the services of a jeweller, Beatriz Franca, so it seems that the party would have been warmly and richly dressed by the time they finally departed Seville for the royal court.


Showing the care taken for the Totonacs’ well-being, a nephew of the treasurer of the Casa de Contratación, Domingo de Ochandiano, was tasked with accompanying the group to court, and on 7 February 1520 they set out – well mounted on mules – and accompanied by three muleteers, and three other servants. But, in an era of roving authority, finding the king was easier said than done. Wielding newly acquired authority as Holy Roman Emperor after an aggressive election campaign, Charles was busily travelling his kingdom, trying, largely unsuccessfully, to placate a groundswell of discontent in Castile. There is some confusion in the records about exactly where and when the Totonacs eventually caught up with the court, but it must have been an exhausting journey. They chased the king around Castile for several weeks, fitting in detours to Córdoba to buy more hats and shoes, and to Tordesillas to be forcibly baptised, before finally arriving at court. Even the king noticed that hurrying after the court in the cold winter must have been ‘contrary to their health’ and ordered that the Totonacs should be treated very well and carefully. His fears seem to have been justified, as one man – Jorge – was taken ill in Córdoba and had to return to Seville.14


As a historian, following in the footsteps of this hurried journey, I find myself buried in sources which are almost impossibly dense. Sixteenth-century officials write in a style designed for speed, the ink darkly looping and curling, scrawling across the page, omitting letters, abbreviating and improvising. The printed sources – though much easier to read for this historian trained with Mexican codices – may be more comprehensible but are often even less informative. Striving to make Indigenous people subjects, rather than objects, of the newly cosmopolitan world in which they found themselves, involves poring over European accounts searching for snippets, reading them against the grain, trying to tease out insights from documents which were never intended to be used in this way. Most of the time, the best we can do is to recover outsider perspectives on Indigenous people’s experiences: to say what happened to them, to show why that mattered, and to tentatively suggest how they may have thought or felt about it, given their background. Such readings must always be speculative, but can be enriched by an understanding of the vibrant diversity of Indigenous people’s world views and cultural knowledge. Sometimes we can trace Native reactions, or detect their possible motivations. Occasionally, we are even afforded a small but direct window onto the Indigenous view of their transatlantic experience, as with the cantares songs that come from oral tradition.


Royal decrees and account books hint at the material aspects of Indigenous lives: we have bills for clothing, food, transport, medical care, lodging, and even, occasionally, burial expenses. These seemingly dry records can give a sense of Native people’s itineraries, their names, and their lifestyles. The tiny details that they yield may seem mundane. But they allow us to imagine ourselves in the shoes of these travellers, to picture their experiences, and to restore them into our image of the sixteenth century. Occasionally richer, but more subjective, voices, appear. These must be treated with great care, as they sometimes say more about the authors than the people they are writing about.


Two typical documents are accounts by men who saw the Totonacs at the Spanish court: a letter from Archbishop Ruffo di Forli to his master Pope Leo X; and the work of Peter Martyr, commissioned by the Spanish king Charles to write his great chronicle on the ‘New World’. Both described the Indigenous travellers in detail, but even the reality that these sources describe was sometimes manufactured. We have seen that the Totonacs were well supplied with European-style clothing during their journey, but when they appeared at court it was as Indigenous nobles, in rich painted linen, feather and fur cloaks. The papal legate describes meeting them attired in traditional style, with a breechcloth and cloak. Did the king order them to demonstrate their Indigenous dress at court? Or had they decided to return to their own clothing for such an important formal occasion? We will never know.


So who were these Totonacs, and why did they travel to the Spanish court? Archbishop Ruffo (though he was not keen on their appearance) saw them as powerful figures. Not sure if they were official ‘ambassadors’, Ruffo claimed they were ‘sent by a cacique (chief) who wanted friendship and peace with Christians’. It seems they may have been envoys, ordered to report what they found in Spanish lands.15 The Totonacs were no naive barbarians – they were seen by their contemporaries as one of the more sophisticated peoples of Mexico; their Nahua (Nahuatl-speaking) neighbours reportedly admired their ‘humane, civilized life’. The region was a major cotton producer, and the Totonacs were famous for their magnificent clothing, expert embroidery, rich jade and feather adornments, and elegant appearance: ‘the men and women were beautiful, fair, tall, slender, firm’.16 Now perhaps most famous for their ‘flying’ voladores, a fertility ritual which has been named as an intangible cultural heritage by UNESCO, the Totonacs are often overlooked in narratives of the conquest but – keen to reassert their authority in the region – they were to prove important allies to Cortés in the coming years.


It is tempting to suggest that the reason the Totonacs don’t appear in the Vera Cruz letter is that they had chosen to travel, rather than being sent as ‘curiosities’ by Cortés, but this is probably an imaginative step too far. Nonetheless Peter Martyr saw the Totonacs as ‘great leaders’. For him, the two women were just servants ‘assigned for their service’ ‘according to the national usage’.17 But women in Indigenous Mexican culture were highly respected and, if they were indeed of noble birth, the female Totonacs could easily have been expected to play a diplomatic role in their own right.


Diplomacy in such situations was tricky because there was a significant language barrier, especially in these early years. Fortunately, there was a young man in the Totonac group who ‘had learned some of the Castilian language’.18 This is a particularly interesting fragment, as we are usually left to guess at the intricacies of Indi­genous–European communication. The sources tend to claim that the invaders held detailed negotiations with Native people (usually ending in the latter cheerfully agreeing to be vassals of whichever crown the newcomers represented), but this is obviously, at best, wishful thinking. More likely, it was a simple way of legitimating invasion.* The concern of colonisers to make their actions appear ‘legal’ may seem strange to us, coming from a perspective where invasion and colonisation themselves are now recognised as, at the very least, ethically dubious. Yet – surprising as it may seem – Europeans in this period spent a lot of time worrying about the legality of their actions, or at least worrying about whether their actions appeared lawful.


This desire to cast a veneer of legality over events often obscures our sources, and it is visible in other accounts of the Totonac group. While the witnesses at court saw them as high-status emissaries, the conquistador Bernal Díaz del Castillo – who wrote a famously vivid account of the invasion of Mexico – claimed that the Totonacs were captives who had been saved from human sacrifice in Cempoala. According to Díaz, they had been ‘kept in wooden cages to fatten, so that when they were fat they might be sacrificed and eaten’. Francisco López de Gómara, Cortés’s chaplain and chronicler, who could always be relied upon to make his master look good, also claimed Cortés had heroically freed the four men along with two women who were ‘willing’, despite staunch opposition from Indigenous people worried they might anger the gods.*19


So were the Totonacs noble ambassadors, or liberated captives? It’s possible that they were both. They could, theoretically, have been noblemen who were held as prisoners and then, once released, become ambassadors for their own people – but that’s a bit of a stretch. More likely, this backstory was window dressing designed to justify the conquistadors’ actions in Mexico. The idea of ‘white saviours’ – heroic Europeans delivering unfortunates from their own barbarism – is common throughout imperial history.* On top of that, rescate (‘rescuing’ someone from a worse fate) was a pretext for slavery in Spanish law, and so was often used to justify the ‘taking’ of Indigenous people. The story of the ‘rescued’ Totonacs fits suspiciously neatly with Spanish expectations.*20


If the travellers were originally sacrificial captives, they must have undergone a significant makeover during the voyage because, by the time they arrived at court, they were clearly positioned as noble visitors who should be treated as representatives of their people. If they were rescued from sacrifice, why didn’t Cortés’s emissaries – Montejo and Puertocarrero – mention that at the time? It would have made for a great story. It seems more likely that Cortés either took, or asked for, some Indigenous representatives to travel to the court. But whether these people were kidnapped or curious, we will never be able to say.


What we do know is that the Totonacs were sharp enough to realise how best to turn the situation to their own advantage. Speaking through their young interpreter at court, the men responded to questions about whether the king ‘ordered’ their baptism with judicious (possibly forced) politeness: ‘they were happy being Christians’. Fascinatingly, Ruffo thought that the great treasures sent by Cortés to impress the king had actually been ‘brought’ by the Totonacs, as part of their diplomatic mission. If the court believed this, it must have bought them real political capital, but I would be surprised if Montejo and Puertocarrero allowed such a rumour to last for long. Nonetheless, the Dominican friar Bartolomé de Las Casas, who claimed to have seen the treasures on the same day they reached the emperor, recognised them as gifts ‘sent by Moctezuma’ in a futile attempt to persuade the Spaniards to leave his lands.21


We have no idea whether Charles ever read Cortés’s carefully crafted letters but, judging by the admiration the treasure attracted, it made a much bigger impression than the Totonacs who accompanied it. Martyr claimed to have admired ‘a thousand figures which it is impossible to describe’. For all his experience, he had ‘never seen anything, which for beauty could more delight the human eye’.22


When Charles returned to the Low Countries to be crowned Holy Roman Emperor in 1520, he took the Aztec-Mexica artefacts with him. Having spent more than two years in Spain – a country largely unfamiliar to the Flemish-born monarch – Charles would have been keen to demonstrate his majesty and prestige ahead of his coronation at Aachen. He put the treasures on display at the town hall in Brussels, where he was holding court. There, in the late summer of 1520, the artist Albrecht Dürer saw ‘the things which have been brought to the King from the new land of gold’. Recording his impressions in his notebook, Dürer remarked on the golden sun and silver moon, but was also overwhelmed with the variety of human nature revealed in these extraordinary objects. He saw ‘two rooms full of the armour of the people there, and all manner of wondrous weapons of theirs, very strange clothing, beds, and all kinds of wonderful objects of human use … valued at 100,000 florins’. Reflecting on the treasure with an artist’s eye, Dürer wrote: ‘in all the days of my life I have seen nothing that rejoiced my heart so much as these things, for I saw among them wonderful works of art, and I marvelled at the subtle ingenuity of men in foreign lands’.23 This famous quote is often trotted out to illustrate the cultural encounter between Europe and the Americas, but the human encounter that is so evident in Dürer’s writing is usually overlooked. The artist did not see merely treasure, but also the human hand behind it.


When we realise that there were thousands of Indigenous people in Europe from as early as the 1490s, it becomes impossible to dismiss them as insignificant oddities. Across Spain and Portugal, France, Italy, England and the Low Countries, Europeans were meeting Indigenous people, as diplomats, performers, translators, sailors, servants, family members and enslaved people. A majority were involuntary migrants – kidnapped or coerced from their homes – but there were also a significant number of free people, travelling individually or in small groups. Most went to Spain and Portugal rather than England, the Tudors being busy with their domestic issues and giving little time to overseas exploration until Elizabeth I’s disastrous Roanoke venture in the 1580s. But even England had several high-profile Native visitors, including Manteo and Wanchese, the Coastal Algonquin men who – as we’ll see – became a critical part of early imperial enterprises, translating for Walter Ralegh and helping to compose an orthography for the Ossomocomuck Algonquian language in London.24 These men’s explicit role as go-betweens, helping to translate the novelties of the ‘New World’ and inform European views of the Americas, is obvious, but a similar role was being played by Indigenous people at every level of European society, from the enslaved to the nobility.


One of the most ‘modern’ things about what we call the ‘early modern’ period* in European history is the beginning of globalisation: the mesh of networks, connections and exchanges which link together every person and every part of the world. As the Spanish were striking out across the Atlantic, the Portuguese were looking to the east and south, establishing the first tenuous links, leading to regular networks of exchange that spanned the world. Not long after, English, French and Dutch ships too began to plough the oceans and plant the seeds of imperial domination. This was the moment when the global connections of our entangled world were inexorably, and often violently, forged in a cosmopolitan, complex and reciprocal confluence of ideas and influences. This book is a project of recovery – of filling a gap in our knowledge – but it is more than that: each Native traveller in whose footprints we follow enriches our understanding, challenges our preconceptions, and transforms our impression of history. Their lives, so often ignored or erased, are woven into the foundations of the world we live in today.


Indigenous people in Europe were vital conduits in the so-called ‘Columbian Exchange’, which flooded Europe with new tastes and sensations, as people, plants, animals, microbes, resources, commodities and ideas flowed across the Atlantic after 1492.25 Yet although the transatlantic exchange, the invasion and colonisation of America, and the ‘Special Relationship’, are pretty well known, Native American influences rarely seem to feature as part of our understanding of European identity. Somewhere in the back of our national imaginations is a vague sense of Walter Ralegh’s association with potatoes and tobacco, but their Indigenous nature has been lost.*


Products like tobacco, cacao, tomatoes, potatoes, chillies, and corn have been divorced from their Native context and appropriated by European narratives, losing their distinctively Indigenous character and significance. Tomatoes are seen as Italian rather than Mexican; potatoes are Irish, not Andean. Many things we think of as an intrinsic part of our everyday lives and culture were originally American. It’s hard to imagine a world without things like chocolate, sweet and spicy peppers, chips (whether fries or crisps), peanuts and vanilla, the ‘Three Sisters’ of beans, corn and squash, or (alas) tobacco. The recent flourishing of microhistories of a single object – biographies of commodities such as the potato or tomato – has added a little global colour to this Eurocentric story, but Indigenous travellers and traders still rarely feature as part of popular understandings of Atlantic exchange.26 Native people were vital to production, trade and commerce. So why do we hear so little about them? Quite simply, because most people seem to have forgotten that Europeans and their descendants weren’t the only ones moving in this period.


There is a European monopoly on Atlantic exchange in people’s minds. Sometimes Native Americans are seen as skilful traders, playing on the greed or desperation of white colonists. Sometimes they are the guileless innocents who swapped gold for trinkets, and ‘sold’ Manhattan for $24. But either way, they are portrayed as static recipients of transatlantic encounter, never reaching out across the ocean, influencing the Atlantic trade only in their local interactions with Europeans. And so we end up with a world in which exchange and encounter – in both directions – are mediated by Europeans. Where Indigenous influences and ideas do defy the dominant current and flow east towards the metropole, they are believed to be carried by others. And so, despite thousands of earlier Indigenous travellers to Europe (many of whom smoked, and brought tobacco with them), and despite never going to a part of the Americas which cultivated the potato, Sir Walter Ralegh, with his tobacco and potatoes, stands as the discoverer and pioneer of American products in popular culture. Only by recognising the mobility of Native peoples, and their presence at the heart of empire, can we loosen the crushing grip of Europeans on transatlantic exchange and recognise the direct influence of Indigenous peoples, not only on that exchange, but on European culture itself.


Native travellers challenge our historical preconceptions about early modern Europe, as well as the origins of our contemporary, cosmopolitan world. And whether the Totonacs were former prisoners or official ambassadors, they made one man at least think hard about his own prejudices. Peter Martyr, after staring in horrified fascination at the hefty plugs worn in the men’s lower lips, wrote:


I cannot remember that I have seen anything more hideous; but they think that nothing more elegant exists under the lunar circle. This example proves the blindness and foolishness of the human race; it likewise proves how we deceive ourselves. The Ethiopian thinks that black is a more beautiful colour than white, while the white man thinks the opposite. A bald man thinks himself more handsome than a hairy one, and a man with a beard laughs at him who is without one. We are influenced by passions rather than guided by reason, and the human race accepts these foolish notions, each country following its own fancy. In deference to another’s opinion, we prefer foolish things, while we reject solid and certain ones.27


The Totonac travellers made Martyr stop and reflect on his own certainties about the world, and the lives of the earliest Indigenous travellers can help us to do the same. As diplomats, curiosities, entertainers, traders, servants, spouses, children, tourists, and sadly, most often, when enslaved, Indigenous people were integrated into, and influenced, European culture, as well as carrying it home to the Americas, long before the landing at Plymouth Rock marked a start to the Anglophone Atlantic world.


This is not to idealise the encounter between Europe and the Americas. We must not forget the tragedy which hangs over these isolated emissaries to a foreign land. Agency is meaningless if it is divorced from understandings of oppression. And Indigenous peoples were exploited, enslaved and oppressed from the very moment of first encounter. At the same time as the cultural and material wealth of Mesoamerica was being displayed at court, their civilisations were being destroyed by greed, disease and violence.


Only a month after Dürer marvelled at the Indigenous treasures in Brussels, a devastating outbreak of smallpox spread by conquistadors hit the Aztec-Mexica capital, Tenochtitlan, wiping out tens of thousands of people. The epidemic swept through the region, often moving ahead of the Europeans, causing a death toll which has been put as high as eight million people. Already weakened by European violence and displacement, and unable to care for the sick and dying while ill themselves, Indigenous people saw their communities annihilated by previously unknown waves of plagues.


The following August, Tenochtitlan fell. The remarkable island city was in ruins, its people ravaged by the war and the brutal reprisals exacted by Cortés’s allies on their old foes. Fernando de Alva Ixtlilxochitl, a direct descendant of the rulers of both Tenochtitlan and Texcoco (a former ally of Moctezuma, forcibly persuaded to defect to the Spanish in 1520), described the carnage: ‘On this day some of the cruelest things ever to occur in these lands were inflicted upon the unfortunate Mexica. The wailing of the women and children was such that it broke the men’s hearts. The Tlaxcalteca and other nations that were not on good terms with the Mexica cruelly took revenge on them for past deeds and plundered everything they had.’28 This rivalry among Indigenous peoples is often blurred out in narratives of the conquest, but there were hundreds of independent polities in Mexico, all struggling to maintain themselves in the precarious world created by the European invasion. For the Aztec-Mexica, this moment, five hundred years ago, shattered their world, but history has many faces, and many paths. The one we see most often reflects European influence, but look a little harder and we see other perspectives, other possibilities. We often talk about ‘the Spanish conquest of the Aztecs’, but we might equally call this the Tlaxcalan* conquest of the Tenochca. Ending a century-long rivalry, the confederacy of Tlaxcala had triumphed over their old enemies in a famous victory which they told and retold in their own histories, carried across the Atlantic and used as currency in the colonial world.


In the years following the fall of Tenochtitlan, Indigenous peoples across the Americas found themselves grappling with European invaders who sought to establish their authority through negotiation, intimidation, and outright violence. While Charles V (as Holy Roman Emperor, in possession of the greatest number of realms ever then to have been united under a single ruler) claimed as his motto ‘plus ultra’ – his power stretching ‘further beyond’ the known world and encircling ocean – Indigenous peoples were also stretching their wings in this expanding global space. Despite the decimation of populations through violence, slavery, disease and the forcible dismantling of their communities, Native people remained in the majority throughout most of the Americas in the following centuries. Even in the capital, the flagship of ‘New Spain’, the population was overwhelmingly Indigenous, with only about 5 per cent white and a similar number of African-descended people by 1570, a figure which barely doubled in the next hundred years. Although our perception of the past is dominated by Europeans, the Americas remained a predominantly Indigenous space until well into the eighteenth century.29


But even if white people were firmly in the minority, European influence reached inexorably across the ocean, drawing Indigenous people – especially those in urban centres – into a transatlantic network of colonial bureaucracy and structure. For many, even though the ocean was beyond the far horizon, they still found themselves dealing with the Atlantic world on their doorstep. Some groups and families naturally retreated where they could, attempting to preserve their traditional way of life. Some reluctantly accommodated the Europeans, or fought them ferociously. But many Indigenous people saw the opportunity, or necessity, to throw themselves into this new world.


And so, in 1528, when Hernando Cortés returned to Spain for the first time since the invasion, a large group of Nahua nobles, including three sons of Moctezuma and one of the rulers of their exultant Tlaxcalan adversaries – ‘don Lorenzo of Tlascala’ – travelled with him. These men held powerful claims as the señores naturales (natural lords) of the land, and were recognised as official envoys by a Spanish Crown keen to legitimate its American empire. Unlike the Totonacs, these were clearly men of royal blood and high rank, typical of the Indigenous diplomats we will meet later. They sought to shore up their claims, and ‘to give obedience to the Emperor’, realising the importance of tangible connections in this tenuously linked transatlantic network of power. Personal fealty to the king was central to political success – petitioners constantly reminded the monarch in their letters that they were the very men ‘who had kissed the hands of Your Majesty’.30


Lorenzo died in Spain, along with at least five of his companions, but his embassy secured a commitment protecting the ‘the Tlaxcalans, their Indians and the Indians of their city’ from ever being granted as an encomienda,* liberating the city from the whims of the local authorities and making them free vassals governed directly by the Crown to whom they would pay only a nominal tribute. Most of the surviving travellers returned to New Spain, at the Crown’s expense, in 1529, but at least some of the noblemen remained at court receiving grants and posts in the royal household. Such men would be drawn back to the heart of empire again and again, bent on securing their status and privileges and gaining greater rewards.31


Cortés, struggling to assert his authority in New Spain, was also profoundly aware of the need to impress the emperor and so, as well as his small mestizo son (who we will meet again later), the conquistador was accompanied by an eye-catching entourage intended to dazzle the emperor with the wealth and glamour of his newly acquired realms. Along with entertainers, tumblers, conjurers, ‘dwarves’ and other ‘curiosities’, he brought glittering treasures and curious creatures never before seen in Spain such as an armadillo, a possum, pelicans, and jaguars. Among the group were jugglers who tossed logs into the air with their feet, dancers, and musicians, along with about a dozen Tlaxcalans who played ullamaliztli, the traditional Mesoamerican ball game, astounding the court with their dexterity and strength. Not only the players, but also the ball itself were quite a spectacle for the Europeans. More than two centuries before the French geographer Charles Marie de La Condamine is credited with becoming the first European to encounter rubber, the Spanish colonist and writer Gonzalo Fernández de Oviedo y Valdés described ‘the heavy ball which is made from the sap of certain trees and other mixtures, which made the ball bounce greatly’. Cortés’s sensational return attracted a lot of attention and he was very well received. Charles was understandably enthusiastic. All the wonders of the Americas were laid out for the emperor at his feet: the luminous treasures, remarkable animals, and unique entertainers. Charles V was apparently so delighted with the entertainers that he sent them on to Rome to amaze Pope Clement VII.32


It is an arresting image: these expert Native men mesmerising the Europeans with their skill and power, spinning large logs with their feet, deflecting dangerous rubber balls, and performing with great precision and harmony. And, thanks to an Augsburg medallist named Christoph Weiditz, we are able to take a peek at these men and witness their marvels. Having travelled to Spain in 1529 to seek a royal licence, Weiditz produced an unpublished ‘costume book’ showing the personalities and peoples he encountered at court. And among the throng are thirteen pages showing the ‘Indian people whom Ferdinand Cortez brought with him from India, and they have played in front of his Imperial Majesty with wood and ball’. Weiditz has captured the men juggling the logs, bouncing a ball between their hips, and crouched on the grass playing a gambling game with pebbles (probably patolli). A ‘warrior’ holds a jagged metal spear and feathered shield, while ‘nobles’ bear parrots, feather standards and luxuriant feather cloaks. These men all have brown skin, facial piercings and adornments, and short, straight, dark hair. Finally, Weiditz depicts an Indigenous woman, a striped sash tied around her head, with an extravagant, matching feather robe in red, white and green. This is a rare record of a female traveller (although in largely invented regalia), and the text reads: ‘In this manner go Indian women, not more than one has come out.’33


These pictures were certainly inspired by the Indigenous travellers at the Spanish court, but the facial jewels are more typical of Brazilian practice than Nahua, and it seems the gloriously feathered ‘noble’ figures are exoticised stereotypes, rather than the real Native people in Cortés’s company.34 Nonetheless, in Weiditz’s pictures, we can see the athleticism and grace that fascinated Charles V, as well as glimpse these men at leisure. Perhaps they are figments, composites of imagination and observation. But they remind us of the impact the Nahuas made. They remind us that they were there, and that people saw them, talked and wrote about them, painted them, even spoke with them. A small thing, but so often forgotten.


So what became of the Totonacs at court? Their story, with all its lacunae, is pretty typical of such accounts. Once they drop out of the limelight of court, the details become sparse, and sometimes contradictory, though they were much better treated than the vast majority of Indigenous people brought to Europe in this period. After the Totonacs had formed part of the king’s entourage for a short time, Charles realised that the men were suffering from following the swiftly moving court in the cold, and ordered them to be accompanied back to Seville and treated with great care.35 He was right to be concerned about their health for, only a couple of weeks later, the Crown paid a bill for the travellers – named for the first time as Tamayo, Carlos and Jorge – that included ‘a maid that served them in the cooking of food and curing and for the ailments that they had and washing the clothes and for medicine and physic and surgeons’. Poignantly, the same document records the expenses for the burial of Systan, an indio (male Indian),* in Seville on 24 March 1520.


We have no way of knowing which of Seville’s many health hazards struck him down. With waste in the streets, foul water and poor sanitation, the city was a dangerous enough place for its regular inhabitants, but Indigenous travellers were also vulnerable to the germs that would attack their contemporaries across the Atlantic. Diseases such as measles, typhus, influenza, plague, dysentery and smallpox were all endemic and lethal to Native people, who lacked much immunity from previous exposure.


Systan does not seem to have been one of the high-status Totonacs because he is referred to as ‘another Indian that came with’ them. But the Crown paid to bury him honourably, covering the cost of a wax candle weighing half a pound and three men to carry his corpse to the church – as well as the ‘rent of the bed on which they carried him’. The bill also included a decent shroud, costing 119 maravedís, priests’ fees of 150 maravedís, and the cost of a sexton: one real. At the end of March 1521, the Crown paid for the other Totonacs to sail for Cuba, where they disappear from the records, and from our sight. We know they were entrusted to the dubious care of the governor – Cortés’s rival, Diego Velázquez – and that their ship arrived safely, but of these first ‘Mexicans’ to set foot on European soil we know no more.36


The men (and possibly women) who travelled with Cortés in 1528 are often seen as remarkable. Better known than most Indigenous travellers, they have been sprinkled throughout popular accounts for hundreds of years as a colourful anecdote in the early history of empire, a curio to be scrutinised and marvelled at, but which is rarely seen as at the heart of the story. But these were men with a clear mission, who travelled with intent, and the most remarkable thing about them is how unremarkable they were. The entertainers and athletes were wondrous in their dexterity and musicality – and unsurprisingly an object of curiosity at first – but the noblemen were quickly recognised as ambassadors representing titled families who had the right to deploy influence and make demands on their emperor and, as we will see, such visitors soon became regular petitioners at court. Indigenous elites were vital allies to a Spanish Crown seeking to legitimise and stabilise its fledgling empire, and – experienced in their own sophisticated legal systems – the Nahua and their neighbours rapidly learned to deploy the rhetoric and tactics of Spanish law to their own advantage.
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