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AUTHOR’S FOREWORD

What then is the American, this new man?

—Hector St. John de Crèvecoeur, ca. 17761



 


Whither goest thou, America, in thy shiny car in the night?

—Jack Kerouac, 19572


 



 



 



 



 



THE ARGUMENT AT THE HEART of this book—that the New World made the modern world and now threatens to undo it—came to me from the final chapter of my last one, A Short History of Progress, which outlined the long record of collisions between Nature and human nature. Much of What Is America? seeks to understand the rise of the United States from small colony to world power, but I raise the question within a larger context that has been neglected. Modern America—and modern civilization in general—are the culmination of a half-millennium we might call the Columbian Age. For Europe and its offshoots, the Americas really were Eldorado, a source of unprecedented wealth and growth. Our political and economic culture, especially its North American variant, has been built on a goldrush mentality of “more tomorrow.”  The American dream of new frontiers and endless plenty has seduced the world—even Communist China. Yet this seduction has triumphed just as the Columbian Age shows many signs of ending, having exhausted the Earth and aroused appetites it can no longer feed. In short, the future isn’t what it used to be.

When Stanley Kubrick made the film 2001: A Space Odyssey  forty years ago, it did not seem far-fetched to imagine that by the start of this millennium Americans might have a base on the moon and be flying manned craft to Jupiter. After all, only five decades had passed from the first aeroplane to the first space flight. But by the real 2001 there had been no man on the moon since 1972, elderly space shuttles were falling out of the sky, and the defining event of that year—and perhaps of the new century—was not a voyage to outer planets but the flying of airliners into skyscrapers by fanatics.

 



 



The question “What is America?” could fill a library and a lifetime. At the beginning of his Eminent Victorians, published in 1918, the eminent modernist Lytton Strachey declared: “The history of the Victorian age will never be written: we know too much about it.”3 The wise explorer of the well-papered past, he advised, “will attack his subject in unexpected places . . . he will shoot a sudden, revealing searchlight into obscure recesses, hitherto undivined.” I have tried to follow Strachey’s advice. If history was already choked with data ninety years ago, how much more so now.

So this is an eccentric book, seeking the centre by its edges. I spend less time on the broad highways to the Founding Fathers, slavery, the Civil War—already glutted with a thousand  books—and more on backroads to Mexico, Peru, the Pequots, the Five Civilized Tribes, the Mormons and the Philippines.

All who delve into American history have to contend with a language of misnomer and condescension: whites are soldiers, Indians are warriors; whites live in towns, Indians in villages; whites have states, Indians have tribes. As the Grand Council Fire of American Indians told the mayor of Chicago in 1927, the school histories “call all white victories, battles, and all Indian victories, massacres. . . . White men who rise to protect their property are called patriots—Indians who do the same are called murderers.”4


Then there is the term Indian itself, which some indigenous Americans accept and others dislike. The word seems to commemorate Columbus’s mistaken idea of where he went. America found Columbus. The unknown continents got in the way of his back route to China, and the admiral died in 1506 still believing he had been to islands off the coast of Asia—or, in his less rational moments, of which there were quite a few, to the shores of the Earthly Paradise (a venue revealed to him by its resemblance to a woman’s breast).5 Not for a generation did European visitors begin to grasp the scale and complexity of the new hemisphere stretching north and south to both polar seas. In yet another mistake, they then named it after the unworthy Amerigo Vespucci, described by his latest biographer as a pimp and confidence man.6


It is also true that European notions of “India” and “the Indies” were so vague that “Indian” could mean almost anyone who wasn’t white, black or Chinese; Polynesians, for example, were also called Indians. Most of the current alternatives are flawed, unclear or difficult to use. “Native American” is seldom used outside the United States and, confusingly, was also the  name of a white political movement of the nineteenth century. “Aboriginal” has long been associated with Australia. “First Nations” is little known outside Canada and does not work well as an adjective. However, the word nation has rightly been used for (and by) indigenous peoples since early colonial times—in the senses of both ethnic group and polity.

In English, American Indians should really be called “Americans”—as they often were until the eighteenth century. The wholesale takeover of that word by white settlers is a measure of the demographic catastrophe that gave rise to the United States. In this book, when the context is clear, I have restored the term American to its original meaning before the Revolution of 1776. Thereafter I find it impossible to avoid using Indian—especially as the word is embedded in historical sources, treaties and Acts of Congress. I apologize to readers who find the term objectionable.

 



 



Any outsider writing about the United States does so in the shadow of a twenty-five-year-old French aristocrat, Alexis de Tocqueville, the self-styled “bird of passage” whose Democracy in America has never been bettered as a broad analysis of the American character and promise.7 I have also drawn on his private travel notes and interviews, published as Journey to America, which are less well known than Democracy but often more revealing.8


In 1831-32 Tocqueville toured the United States on a commission from the French government to study the young nation’s prison system, a duty to which he by no means confined himself. He praised the modern “idea of reforming as well as of punishing the delinquent” but added that he also saw  “dungeons . . . which reminded the visitor of the barbarity of the Middle Ages.”9 That this observation might stand today for Guantánamo, Abu Ghraib or a number of stateside penitentiaries is typical of the unfading relevance of Tocqueville’s work.

Though a keen observer and inspired extrapolator, Tocqueville was no historian. I mention this now, not to dwell on his flaws but to dispose of them. The Americans, he wrote, “have no neighbours, and consequently they have no great wars, or financial crises, or inroads, or conquest to dread; they . . . have nothing to fear from a scourge which is more formidable to republics than all these evils combined, namely, military glory. . . . Nothing is more opposed to the well-being and the freedom of man than vast empires.”10


No neighbours? Tocqueville meant, of course, no white  neighbours. By the lights of his time and class, only white men of standing were true actors in world events. Because he did not see the first Americans, or “Indians,” as protagonists in American history, he failed to grasp that America already was  an empire—armed, aggressive, expanding before his eyes and presided over by a militarist, General Andrew Jackson.11  President Jackson was the George W. Bush of his day, loved by the gullible, hated by the intelligentsia and dismissed by Tocqueville himself as “a very mediocre man.” The young Frenchman was a cautious optimist, and he hoped the presidency of the uncouth and violent general would be an aberration. He therefore failed to look very far into Jackson’s career as an Indian killer and a practitioner of what is now called ethnic cleansing, the Indian Removal of the 1830s.12


Tocqueville’s neglect of the past can also be put down to his youth: like the new republic itself, he fixed his gaze on the  future.13 For him, America had begun with its independence from Britain, barely fifty years before his visit. His interest in the formative colonial period went no deeper than skimming a few “histories” written by early Puritan settlers in New England and later books based on those accounts, which were also the reading of Americans he talked to. Like other extreme Protestants in Ulster and South Africa, the Puritans viewed their colonial migration through the lens of the Old Testament, seeing themselves as a chosen people in a Promised Land.14  Tocqueville took those writings at face value, unaware they were religious and racial propaganda obscuring the truth about native societies and native-white relations.15


He therefore missed the importance of the frontier—a westering zone of warfare and cultural exchange since the 1600s—in shaping the settler nation. That insight would await the great American historian Frederick Jackson Turner, who saw that the frontier, which “strips off the garments of civilization,” is the key to understanding American cultural patterns that have drifted away from the European mainstream.16 “The wilderness masters the colonist,” Turner announced in a lecture at the Chicago World’s Fair in 1893, “Before long he has gone to planting Indian corn and plowing with a sharp stick; he shouts the war cry and takes the scalp in orthodox Indian fashion.”17


Although Tocqueville missed Turner’s insight, he did wonder how white America seemed to be having her cake and eating it too: conquering her hinterland yet doing so with her reputation unbesmirched. The Spanish conquerors of Mexico and Peru, he noted tartly, had failed to exterminate the indigenous race or even fully quash its rights, yet the Americans had “accomplished this twofold purpose . . . without violating a single great principle of morality in the eyes of the world.”18


Then as now, such sleight of hand was done by invoking lofty hopes and ideals to hide unsightly truths. America is the country of the future, shriven from the past, including its own: a land paved with good intentions. As Lewis Lapham wrote sardonically in a recent Harper’s essay called “Terror Alerts”: “We’re the good guys, released from the prison of history and therefore free to imagine that our era will never pass.”19







1.

THE NEW WORLD ORDER

The American Empire . . . bids fair, by the blessing of God, to be the most glorious of any upon Record.

—William Henry Drayton, 17761



 


I tremble for my country when I reflect that God is just.

—Thomas Jefferson, 17842


 



I never apologize for the United States of America. I don’t care what the facts are.—George H. Bush, 19883


 



 



 



 



“WEARE ALL AMERICANS NOW!” the front page of Le Monde cried in sympathy in September 2001, after airliners became missiles over New York and Washington. Besides solidarity and outrage, the headline held a broader truth, intended or not, that has been slowly dawning for the past one hundred years: through military might, big business, popular culture, covert operations and above all through social example and the shining promise of modernity, the United States has Americanized the world.

This process was just beginning when President Woodrow Wilson idealistically called for “a new world order” after the  First World War.4 At that time the phrase had nothing to do with empire. Quite the reverse. Wilson was promoting his plan for a League of Nations, an international body that would safeguard each country’s sovereignty and settle disputes by arbitration. More than 10 million had died in four years of slaughter set off by a terrorist attack, the shooting of the heir to the throne of Austria-Hungary by a Serbian extremist. Or rather, the war had begun with the reaction to that attack—the invasion of a small country that had not sponsored the terrorism by an empire thirsting for revenge.

The United States never did join the League of Nations: not enough of Wilson’s countrymen shared his ideals. And it would take another great war before Europe learned the lessons of its past. The phrase “new world order” was not much heard again until the collapse of the Soviet Union in 1989, leaving one nation mightier than all the others. An ironic reversal of Wilson’s internationalism came in 2002, when President George W. Bush did all he could to sabotage the founding of the International Criminal Court (ICC). Bush feared that American nationals might be brought to book overseas—a realistic worry, given that his administration was breaking international law on the treatment of war prisoners. In March 2008, with only months left in office, he vetoed a Congressional bill that would have stopped American interrogators from torturing their suspects.5


 



 



The United States is now the world’s lone superpower—a successor to Britain, Spain and ancient Rome—an empire whose deeds could make or break this century.6 Both within and beyond America, people are asking themselves what sort of imperium this might be. Will the new Rome, like the old, see  its democracy wither as its power grows? Will it be ruled by a Senate, a Caesar or a Nero? Will its dominion be benign and inclusive, offering benefits as well as duties to its subjects, as in Rome and Britain at their best? Or will it be a rapacious overlordship, a robber empire extorting tribute and obedience, like the unloved reign of the Aztecs or the client-state networks of both Cold War superpowers at their worst?

After the flawed presidential election of 2000, the new Bush regime took the United States further to the political right than any other major western country since 1945, a shift that began before the terrorist attacks of September 11, 2001.7  Washington’s reaction to that tragedy—trampling its own Constitution and the Geneva Conventions in an unjust “war on terror”—has squandered solidarity at home and goodwill abroad, provoking a re-examination of the nation’s essence: Is America what it thinks it is? Is America what the world has long believed it to be?

I hold that the recent difficulties run much deeper than a stolen election and an overreaction to a terrorist assault. The political culture and identity crisis of the United States are best understood as products of the country’s past—the real past, not the imaginary one of national myth. The United States did not grow in a vacuum by the power of its ideals: it is not so much a new Europe across the Atlantic as a unique organism engendered by history’s “Big Bang”—the collision of worlds that began in 1492. The new world order did not begin in 1919 with the League of Nations, nor in 1989 with the fall of the Soviet Union. It flows from Europe’s takeover of the entire New World, or Western Hemisphere: the Spanish conquests of Mexico and Peru, which triggered five centuries of European expansion, and the British-American conquest of what is  now the United States. So the America of my title has two meanings: the great republic most of the world simply calls “America” and the American landmass as a whole. My question “What is America?” applies to both. The answers have long roots, reaching far beyond the familiar tale—the rise of one nation to predominance.

The year 1492 wasn’t very long ago. If you’re past fifty, as I am, you’ve seen for yourself at least a tenth of the time since Columbus sailed. We are all still living with the consequences, good and bad. Our world descends from the American “surprise” that stopped Columbus on his way to Asia. 8 Within a few decades of that momentous contact, the wealth, crops and land of half a planet—a half that had been developing in isolation for at least fifteen thousand years—were suddenly laid open to the whole. The seed that would become the United States was planted then. The new order is indeed a New World  order, and modern America more truly American than we know.

As the historian Frederick Jackson Turner first recognized in 1893, the United States was forged “in the crucible of the frontier.”9 In the mythology created by romantic novels and Hollywood westerns, the frontier is a virgin wilderness tamed by heroic pioneers. The real frontier was a rolling three-century war zone, from 1607 to 1890, in which the continent violently changed hands. As white migrants both displaced and absorbed the original Americans, a new culture came into being: a rapacious hybrid dependent on expansion—part European, part indigenous, yet neither. Elements of the old European civilization withered or got left behind; other elements grew rank in new ways. Isolated and unschooled, the frontier became a breeding ground for militarism and religious extremism—the  two aspects of American culture that outsiders, and many Americans, find most alarming today, especially when they converge in government policy as they did under Ronald Reagan and again, more strongly, under George W. Bush.10


Even before the Indian wars ended in 1890 at Wounded Knee, the United States had begun projecting its power across the Pacific and into Latin America. The nation did not wake up one morning and find that it was suddenly imperial; it always has been so. Its founding president, George Washington, was right when he called the United States “a rising empire” back in 1783.11 Nearly two centuries later, President John F. Kennedy proclaimed: “Our frontiers today are on every continent [stretching] ten thousand miles across the Pacific, and three and four thousand miles across the Atlantic, and thousands of miles to the south.”12 When American Marines sing “From the halls of Montezuma / To the shores of Tripoli,” they are not boasting idly but recalling their conquest of Mexico in 1847 and a war with Libya as early as 1801.13


The new republic was also a bold and worthy experiment, an attempt to remake western civilization along utopian ideals of freedom, democracy and opportunity—“the world’s best hope” as Thomas Jefferson, its third president, famously said.14  But the practice of those ideals relied on a unique historical circumstance: the opening up of a new territory, with new means, in which to try them. Seen from inside by free citizens, the young United States was indeed a thriving democracy in a land of plenty; seen from below by slaves, it was a cruel tyranny; and seen from outside by free Indians, it was a ruthlessly expanding empire. All these stories are true, but if we know only one without the others, what we know is not history but myth. And such myths are dangerous.

Today’s world, some argue, changes so quickly that the past is no longer much help to us. But I agree with the Australian historian Inga Clendinnen, who writes in a recent essay, “It is precisely because change is so swift that we need history.”15  From the personal to the international level, humans understand one another by watching behaviour through time. History is the best guide we have for threading our way through the frenetic video game of current events.16 As the game speeds up, with runaway technological and social change, the great risk is that both the old and the young become isolated, in different ways, by the parochialism of the present: one generation gets marooned, the next swept along without a ship’s log or a rudder.

To understand what forces shaped the United States and how the lone superpower may now play on the world stage, we must follow its record of expansion—for three centuries across its continent and for another century beyond. And we must begin with a clear sight of its American origins: of what awaited the European invaders in the Western Hemisphere. Any account that begins at the usual departure—the white-settler revolt against Britain in 1776—is starting halfway through the story.

Much of the first half is also the history of the English, my own nationality, who, like most human beings, have shown themselves capable of almost anything. Just as English school-children don’t hear much about their ancestors’ colonial outrages in Ireland or how the Mutiny in India was avenged by binding rebels to cannon and blowing them apart, so American youngsters are not taught about the conquest and “removal” of the original Americans or the events that made Benjamin  Franklin denounce his compatriots as “Christian white savages.” 17 To sleep well in their beds, nations, like individuals, rely on the art of forgetting.

It is said that indigenous Americans can live with themselves only by remembering the past, and white Americans only by forgetting it. The United States may not have committed more crimes than most other imperial nations, but it forgets them more quickly and more thoroughly. From the earliest days, the country has been built on the belief that it is an exception to history and an example to the world. Each failure of its ideals is therefore seen as an anomaly, not a pattern.

When the realities of power do intrude on the national consciousness, Americans undergo a “loss of innocence.” This seems to happen about once a generation—as in the Mexican War, the Civil War, the Philippine War, the World Wars, Korea, Vietnam and now Afghanistan and Iraq. At least six of these nine were started mainly by Americans. Innocence grows back in defiance of truth like a self-restoring hymen, only to be lost again and again, with surprise and consoling resolutions of reform. Innocence is saved by ignorance, by not caring what the facts are—and therefore not learning from them. The elder George Bush made the remark quoted at the head of this chapter after a U.S. warship shot down an Iranian Airbus (said to have been mistaken for an F-14 fighter) in 1988, killing all 290 on board. It is hard to imagine a leading citizen of any other leading nation making such a remark in such circumstances or, if he did, receiving so little public censure. Only four months later, Mr. Bush was elected president. That his words did not wreck, or even hinder, his political career raises questions about American culture that the country and the world must address.

The United States regards itself, and has long been regarded, as the most “modern” country on Earth. Yet it is also archaic, a redoubt of Victorian beliefs in endless growth, untamed capitalism, unabashed nationalism and a universal mission. Such ideas may have been truly modern a century ago, but they have since fallen under suspicion elsewhere in the west, a rethinking driven by two world wars.

The United States is also home to a deep religious archaism, descended from the early Puritans and eerily similar to the belief system of today’s Islamic terrorists. (After the September 11 attacks, the televangelist Jerry Falwell, a key matchmaker of Christian extremism with the Republican right since Ronald Reagan’s day, said that America’s tolerance for atheists, gays, civil-rights workers and the like had angered God and “helped this happen.”)18 One in two Americans rejects the evidence for evolution; the rest of Christendom gave up fighting Darwin a century ago. From biblical literalism flows a distrust of science and learning, and even of mere intellect in politicians. Half the nation tends to vote on the basis of narrowly defined religious views and moral “values”—an electorate easily gulled by folksy demagogues fronting for powerful interests.

In his latest book, called The Assault on Reason, former vice-president Al Gore, who lost the 2000 general election (though not the popular vote) to the younger George Bush, castigates the “persistent and sustained reliance on falsehoods as the basis of policy.” The facts do matter. “Reason,” Gore underlines, “is the true sovereign in the American system. Our self-government is based on the ability of individual citizens to use reason in holding their elected representatives . . . accountable. When reason itself comes under assault, American democracy is put at risk.”19


Not only democracy but the future; not only America but the world. Historical amnesia may be a balm for patriots, but it can have no place in the twenty-first century’s increasingly precarious world order.






2.

LOOT, LABOUR AND LAND

Since the discovery of America, the greater part of Europe
has been much improved. England, Holland, France, and
Germany; even Sweden, Denmark, and Russia have all
advanced . . . both in agriculture and in manufactures.



—Adam Smith, 17761



 


The Indians . . . seem to have been placed by Providence amidst the riches of the New World to enjoy them for a season, and then surrender them.

—Alexis de Tocqueville, 18352


 



The genius of American democracy comes not from any special virtue of the American people but from the unprecedented opportunities of this continent and from a peculiar and unrepeatable combination of historical circumstances.—Daniel Boorstin, 19533


 



 



 



 



IN THE 1830S THE YOUNG FRENCHMAN Alexis de Tocqueville, making his way around the fledgling United States by horse and steamboat, briefly discussed the mystery of prehistoric American buildings with Sam Houston, who  had lived among the Cherokees and later became famous as the president of Texas.4 At that time the ancient towns and earthen pyramids found along the Mississippi and elsewhere were a mystery, but Tocqueville (ever the futurist) took them as evidence of America’s potential, rather than its past. “The whole continent,” he mused prophetically, “seemed prepared to be the abode of a great nation, yet unborn.”5


The New World had indeed been ripe for takeover by the Old, if not quite in the way Tocqueville imagined. Besides the land itself, the modern American empire would get most of its makings from two ancient American empires further south—albeit by way of Europe. Ever since the Aztecs of Mexico and the Incas of Peru had fallen to Spain in the sixteenth century, their treasures had been transforming the world.

The Aztecs and Incas have become marginal figures in our winners’ history, exotic bit-players in the pageant of Europe’s rise. Their only well-known role—as victims on a world stage stalked by the conquistadors—was indeed brief, a dozen years’ tragedy from contact to collapse. But their legacy (and that of their forerunners) has been vast and enduring. In life the ancient American civilizations were unknown to the outside world. In death they became the key drivers behind the population boom of the last five centuries, the slave trade and, perhaps most surprisingly, the Industrial Revolution—a connection first noted by Karl Marx.6 With the conquests of Mexico and Peru began the accumulation of loot, labour and land that would build the Columbian Age, at first in Europe and then in North America.

In the year 1500, there were some 400 million humans on Earth, of whom a fifth, or maybe a fourth—80 to 100 million—were living in the Americas. About half these Americans were  subjects of the Aztec and Inca empires, each of which ruled 20 million people, more or less. (All such figures are merely informed guesswork; what matters here is their relative weight.7) Today, about one in twenty people is a citizen of the United States. In 1500 one in twenty was either an Aztec or an Inca subject. Taken together, the Mexican and Peruvian empires held one-tenth of humankind.

But that was at their height. They have since been sidelined by history—and for the same reason that they fell so swiftly. Within decades of first contact with Europeans, the populations of Mexico and Peru collapsed by more than 90 percent, abruptly reducing their presence in the world to less than one-hundredth of the human race. The demographer George Lovell has called this decline “the greatest destruction of lives in history.”8


The Spaniards were doubtless efficient killers in those days, but no human agency of the time could have slaughtered anything like so many and so fast. It was the work of fate or, as the Europeans saw it, the will of God. For several thousand years, fate had been stacking biological weapons against America: smallpox, measles, influenza, bubonic plague, yellow fever, cholera, malaria and more—all unknown in the Western Hemisphere before 1492. Unlike Africa, whose tropical diseases kept whites at bay for centuries, America lacked mass killers of her own.

 



 



If we picture the 5 or 6 million years since humans and other apes parted company as a single day, we have achieved civilization in the last minute and a half. And industrial civilization—which is not much older than the United States itself—arose only in the last five seconds.9


By civilization, I mean the settled way of life that slowly took hold after the discovery of agriculture transformed the food supply, a chain of events called the Neolithic or Farming Revolution.10 The Farming Revolution began around ten thousand years ago, and the earliest societies complex enough to be called civilizations appeared about five thousand years ago—in Mesopotamia, Egypt and Peru.11


For the industrial stage, we have only one primary example: northern Europe and its offshoots. But for all the previous stages—from hunting and gathering to plant breeding and animal husbandry, and on from there to the growth of cities, states and empires—we have two independent examples, two cultural laboratories coincidentally running similar experiments on opposite sides of the Atlantic.12


By about fifteen thousand years ago, many big animals across Eurasia were sliding toward extinction, mainly because of human hunting pressure. Around the same time, or before, hunters made their way from Asia to the Americas—either across a Bering land bridge or down the coasts, or both.13  Whatever the exact route and date of their arrival, these first people were also the first apes of any kind to set foot in the Western Hemisphere (though monkeys already lived there). This absence of near kin made the Americas exceptionally welcoming: the game had no fear of murderous bipeds, and there were few local diseases that might leap from prey to man.14


The incomers fanned out, eating their way through most of the big game from the Arctic to the Amazon. Like modern humans, ancient ones could be reckless overconsumers. The first Americans then faced the same problem as their cousins left behind in the Old World; they had to find new ways to make a living. And they came up with similar solutions: plant  gathering became gardening; gardening became farming. Animals were tamed: llamas, alpacas, dogs, guinea pigs, ducks, turkeys. But the ancestral hunters had left the American faunal cupboard rather bare, having killed all the mammoths and horses in the hemisphere and all camels north of Panama; deer proved untameable (as elsewhere), and so did the lone survivor of the bison family, who was too wild and wily to become a cow.15


Luckily, the New World was exceptionally rich in obliging plants: foods, pharmaceuticals, fibres and rubber. Like the first true cities in the Old World, the first in the Americas grew with the invention of irrigation, and at about the same time. In Peruvian desert valleys beside rich Pacific fishing grounds, archaeologists have recently found towns with large temple platforms and stone houses dating from five thousand years ago—a time when the only comparable buildings on Earth were in Mesopotamia.16


Within another thousand years, agrarian civilization had got under way throughout the Andean region (or Greater Peru) and Mesoamerica (or Greater Mexico). In the process a number of efficient food staples were developed—maize, the potato, the sweet potato, manioc, beans and squash. Most of these crops were more productive than those of the Old World, making up for the dearth of animals.17


From this agrarian footing, the full edifice of civilization arose in the Americas: towns, roads, governments, priesthoods, armies, art and architecture, books and archives. The New World’s path was enough like the Old World’s that, by 1519, when Hernán Cortés first saw the capital of Aztec Mexico, the Spaniard could describe the alien city—the end result of fifteen thousand years of independent growth—by comparing it to European ones. It had forty “towers” (steep pyramid-temples),  the tallest “higher than that of the cathedral of Seville”;18 the central square was so great that within it “a town of some five hundred inhabitants could easily be built”; the commercial plaza was so extensive that even those Spaniards who had been to Constantinople “had never seen a market so well laid out, so large, so orderly, and so full of people.”19


On the eve of its destruction, Aztec Mexico City had some quarter million inhabitants—about the same as contemporary Constantinople, or London, Paris and Seville combined. Then (as now) it was the biggest city in the Americas and among the top half dozen in the world.

 



 



Like the modern Americans, the Aztecs and Incas were late-comers to fortune in their day, merely the most recent empire builders in a long succession reaching back thousands of years.20 Mesoamerica (a name for both Mexico and the adjoining Maya region of Central America) and Greater Peru (the Andean region of South America from Colombia to Chile) had been the two heartlands of American civilization from the very beginning. They had much in common but were also quite distinct culturally, economically and politically. Mesoamerica was the more teeming, mercantile and urban world—a welter of competing city-states. With its jungles, mountains and flood-plains jumbled together, the land itself seemed to stimulate diversity, warfare, trade and edgy brilliance. From time to time, one city would rise above the others, much like Florence or Venice in medieval Italy.

When the Spaniards arrived, by far the most powerful Mesoamerican state was Mexico, also a general name for the Aztec capital, a twin city built on largely manmade islands in a  great mountain lake surrounded by volcanoes.21 Mexico’s core alliance comprised several neighbouring cities, though the hard power lay with Tenochtitlan, whose main square and street grid survive as downtown Mexico City. Tenochtitlan did not try to integrate its domains; it simply extorted wealth from vassals, both by outright levies and through the high-handed trading of merchant-princes backed by the Aztec war machine. The great city also meddled in the affairs of tributaries, toppling rulers and installing puppets. Ritualized militarism held the system together, expressed, as in Rome and so many other places, by grand displays of mass slaughter—in this case the sacrifice of war captives at the top of stepped pyramids two hundred feet high.22 Such political and commercial practices were normal in Mesoamerica; the Aztecs were hated by rivals not for what they did but for doing it best. As Inga Clendinnen has written, “Tenochtitlan was a beautiful parasite, feeding on the lives and labour of other peoples and casting its shadow over all their arrangements.”23


 



 



Around the world, in both ancient and modern times, there have been two main kinds of imperial system: tribute (or hegemonic) empires, in which client states are dominated but not integrated by an overlord, and centralized (or territorial) empires, which aim to incorporate their subjects into a greater whole, with a single economy, government, official language and religion.24


Tribute empires are protection rackets: exploitive, unstable, usually short-lived. So long as wealth and loyalty flow upward, client states are left to run their home affairs, which means squeezing their own people to pay the overlord. Subject peoples receive no benefits beyond survival and are kept in line  by fear of a military harrying or a palace coup if the flow of tribute falters. Like a top dog, a hegemon is only as good as his last fight. Centralized empires, on the other hand, see themselves as civilizing and benevolent, extending public works, education and citizenship to what Rudyard Kipling called “lesser breeds without the law.”25


Some empires have combined elements of both kinds or evolved from one into the other. Rome and Britain began as tribute gatherers but later became centralized. During the Cold War, both the United States and the Soviet Union behaved as tribute empires beyond their heartlands, manipulating quasi-independent states in Europe, Latin America and the rest of the Third World (a matter I shall return to in Chapters 7 and 8 when discussing American power today).

If the Aztec Empire was a textbook case of a tribute system, things were very different in the Inca Empire, which called itself Tawantinsuyu, the “United Four Quarters,” and had its capital at Cusco in the highlands of southern Peru.26 The Incas were great organizers and builders, the Romans of the New World. They had spread their rule up and down the Andean backbone of South America and from the desert Pacific coast to the Amazon jungle, controlling all of what are now Peru, Ecuador and Bolivia plus half of Chile and parts of Argentina.27  This is a hard and sprawling land: three thousand miles long, hundreds of miles wide, with treeless steppes more than twelve thousand feet high and snow-capped ranges nearly twice that height, broken by passes through icefields. To support human life in any abundance and security, the Andean region demanded massive public works: irrigation on the coast, terracing in the mountains, raised fields and drainage canals in the jungles and good roads to bind all together and  distribute food. In a land where one in three harvests was likely to be lost in any zone, the incentives for spreading risk by central management were high.28


Although many of the ethnic groups who had been conquered or persuaded to join the Inca realm were not fully absorbed by the 1520s, the United Four Quarters was well on its way to becoming an integrated territorial empire like Han China or Augustan Rome, with imperial administrative hubs linked by well-built roads and bridges.29 There was no cult of militarism or mass human sacrifice; Inca warfare was certainly ruthless, but it was politics by other means, not an end in itself. Andean political prestige depended on a ruler’s ability to impose order, redistribute wealth, and control a network of reciprocal exchanges. These were not equal exchanges—the rulers lived more grandly than their subjects—but there was no slavery, hunger or grinding poverty.30 “In each head province,” wrote the Spanish soldier and chronicler Cieza de León, “there were great numbers of warehouses full of supplies and provisions . . . and if there was no war all these supplies were distributed among the poor and widows, the very old, the lame [and] the blind and the sick.”31 In Mexico, by contrast, one of the familiar features noted by Cortés was that “the poor begged from the rich in city streets . . . just as they did in Spain.”32 And just as they do now in the wealthiest nations of all time.

 



 



There is no need to retell here the Spanish conquest of Mexico in 1519-21, but I do want to underline one important fact that is too often overlooked. Despite the technology gap between Mexico and Europe, and the large Spanish army assembled at Mexico City by Hernán Cortés—1,200 Europeans and thousands  of local allies—the Aztecs won. On a rainy summer night in 1520, remembered by the Spaniards as the Night of Sorrow, Mexican forces killed at least two-thirds of the Europeans and a similar number of their native allies.33 It was an utter rout.

That should have been the end of the invasion for many years—years during which Mexico could have readied its defences. The Europeans’ technological and psychological advantages were a one-shot weapon, now spent; subsequent attempts at colonization would have been more gradual, more difficult and ultimately reversible, more like the British career in India.34 But just then, “when the Christians were exhausted from war,” a Spaniard wrote, “God saw fit to send the Indians smallpox.”35


Smallpox (eradicated in 1978) was probably the deadliest mass killer to afflict humanity. Europeans had known it for centuries; they often caught it in childhood and, if they lived, held both acquired and some genetic immunity. But the plague that hit Mexico in the fall of 1520 was the first outbreak ever on the American mainland—a true “virgin soil” pandemic—and its virulence was catastrophic. In a matter of weeks, it killed the Aztec ruler and at least half the population, utterly transforming the balance of power.36 In the chaotic aftermath, Cortés was able to resupply, return, rebuild his alliance with Tenochtitlan’s foes and besiege the stricken city, which still took nearly three months to fall. Even that was far from the end for the luckless Mexicans: wave after wave of pestilence scythed through their population for decades, reducing them to less than a tenth of their original strength.37


The main credit for establishing beyond doubt that the New World’s true conquerors were microbes must go to the American bio-historian Alfred Crosby. “Had there been no  epidemic,” he wrote in 1972, “Cortés might have ended his life spread-eagled beneath the obsidian blade of [an Aztec] priest.”38 The truth is that the Spaniards did not succeed in conquering any major state on the American mainland until  after a smallpox plague had struck. When they tried, they lost. Cortés’s Night of Sorrow was not unique: in 1517 and 1518, first Francisco Hernández and then Juan de Grijalva were defeated by Maya on the Yucatán and Gulf coasts; in 1521 a Floridian arrow put an end to Juan Ponce de León’s quest for the Fountain of Youth; and around 1524 Alejo García’s attack on the southeastern flank of the Inca Empire from Paraguay ended with its leader’s death. “The miraculous triumphs” of the Spanish conquistadors, Crosby underlines, “were in large part the triumphs of the virus of smallpox.”39


The same virgin-soil outbreak that gave victory to Cortés then ran ahead of the Spaniards for several years: a pan-American wildfire, burning north beyond the Aztec Empire, south through the Maya city-states to the Spanish base at Panama, and deep into South America. This first pandemic may have ranged from the Great Lakes to the pampas—the full gamut of advanced societies in the New World—before running out of tinder.40


 



 



Meanwhile, Francisco Pizarro and other would-be conquistadors in Panama had begun a long search for a golden kingdom to the south, rumours of which had been tantalizing them for years.41 Rumour gained substance on an exploratory voyage in 1526. Reaching the equator off what is now Ecuador, one of Pizarro’s ships met an Inca ship heading north. The Spaniards at first mistook the native craft for a rival caravel,  noting it had “masts and yards of very fine wood, and cotton sails in the same shape and manner as on our own ships.”42  The strange vessel was a balsa, a great raft similar to the famous Kon-Tiki, reconstructed from old drawings by Thor Heyerdahl in the 1940s, but much bigger and more sophisticated. On board were twenty seamen and thirty tons of freight for export, including worked gold, pottery and fine clothing. For about a thousand years, Peruvians had been sailing the Pacific Ocean, not only along the coast but as far west as the Galápagos—a feat comparable to reaching the Canaries and Azores from Europe.43


Guided by men he seized from the Peruvian ship, Pizarro scouted the coast, going ashore and meeting Inca officials at Tumbes and other seaports. The Spaniards found a thriving empire, apparently still under the firm yet benign hand of the Inca Huayna Capac, said to have been a great beer drinker and “much beloved by all his subjects.”44 Smallpox had not yet struck.45 Pizarro passed himself off as a friendly envoy from a distant lord, then sailed back to Panama and on to Spain for royal backing and reinforcements.

When he returned to Peru with a bigger force four years later, everything had changed, as perhaps Pizarro knew.46  Smallpox had burst upon the Incas in 1527-28; the port of Tumbes had become an eerie ruin. The plague had killed Huayna Capac, his chosen heir, at least half the Inca court and general population as well as government and military personnel throughout the empire.47 An ensuing power vacuum had led to wars of secession and succession. High up, along the spine of the Andes, minor sons of the dead Inca (in this sense, the word means “emperor”) were waging a bitter civil war. The white intruders were largely ignored, left to do as they liked in the  lowlands for a year and a half; they even began building a Spanish town.48


Wittingly or not, Francisco Pizarro had avoided fighting a native American kingdom in its prime. Smallpox had set up the conditions that would make his conquest possible. His cousin Pedro later wrote: “Had Huayna Capac been alive when we Spaniards invaded this land, it would have been impossible for us to win . . . not even if more than a thousand Spaniards had come at once.”49 As in Mexico, the great plagues struck for decades, until Peru had lost at least 93 percent of its people. 50


In November 1532, at some hot springs outside a highland city called Cajamarca, the winner among Huayna Capac’s sons—a man in his early thirties named Atahuallpa—received a visit from Pizarro’s lieutenant, Hernando de Soto (who would die beside the Mississippi ten years later). Despite being preoccupied with his dynastic war, Atahuallpa had already sent spies to investigate the Spaniards at their camp on the coast.51 They had reported that the intruders were barbarians and thieves, disorderly in their ways and so lazy that they rode on “big llamas.” “With this, Atahuallpa was reassured,” wrote Pedro Pizarro, “and he took [us] for nothing.”52


In a display characteristic of each culture, Soto reared his horse so that its breath stirred the crimson fringe of vicuña wool across the Inca’s brow. Atahuallpa, who had never seen a horse or a Spaniard before, sat perfectly still; it was said that he executed any of his men who flinched. Certainly, he later admitted that he’d planned to kill most of the Spaniards, make the rest into household eunuchs, and breed the horses.53 Inca officials had kept a tally of the outlanders’ crimes: theft, torture, murder, rape and more. The spies had correctly informed  Atahuallpa that the barbarians were few, not quite two hundred men, with about a third on horse. The Peruvians had examined the intruders’ swords and may even have seen gunfire, but they had not watched the Spaniards in battle. 54 Fasting, nursing a war wound and arrogant from recent victories, the young Inca seriously underestimated the Europeans.

According to a memoir written by Atahuallpa’s nephew, insults were exchanged at the first meeting.55 The Inca then told the Spaniards to go into the city and wait in the open public halls surrounding the plaza. They were left there until late the following afternoon, taunted by passersby: “We thought our lives were finished,” one of Pizarro’s men wrote home.56 At last the Inca entered the square, borne on a golden throne and accompanied by thousands of retainers who had not bothered to bring weapons “because they thought so little of the Spaniards.”57 Unaware that he was deep inside a trap of his own making, Atahuallpa confronted the foreigners with their crimes. When a Spanish priest handed him a Bible, he haughtily cast it down.58


The rest of the story takes its well-known shape. Mounted Spaniards charged from the tall doorways of the halls and slaughtered the unarmed Peruvians. “We killed eight thousand men in about two and a half hours,” one boasted.59 Atahuallpa was pulled from his palanquin and thrown in chains.

The crestfallen Inca soon took better measure of his captors. “Do you eat gold?” he asked sarcastically, and the strangers answered yes, they did.60 (In Mexico, Cortés had said much the same, telling Moctezuma that Spaniards suffered from “a disease of the heart for which gold is the only cure.”61) So Atahuallpa offered to call off his armies and pay a king’s ransom for his life: a room full of gold and two of silver. For six  months, llama trains brought tons of gold stripped from all the great buildings of Peru: architectural bands from walls and rooftops; thrones, altars, statues, urns, dishes.62 The ransom bought Atahuallpa time, but time was not on his side. Spanish reinforcements came from Panama, doubling his captors’ strength.63 Pizarro forced the Peruvian goldsmiths to melt their own work into bullion, then killed Atahuallpa anyway. 64


 



 



So, how much did the Spaniards really get, and what was it worth at the time? The haul from Cajamarca, as declared to the Spanish king, was 13,420 pounds of 22.5 carat gold—nearly 7 tons—and about 13 tons of silver. Later that year Pizarro stripped 3 more tons of gold (and many more of silver) from Cusco, the Inca capital. 65 It is fair to assume that further “saint-seducing gold” escaped the eye of the royal taxman, who, as usual, was sent along with the invasion. The Inca’s subjects also defied their ruler, burying items they deemed too precious or too holy to be lost, though hoards were later uncovered by Inquisitional techniques. In safe round figures, as officially declared, Pizarro and his men seized 10 tons of gold from the two cities. It sounds like a lot. Yet at today’s bullion price, it would fetch only $300 million—small change in a world of a thousand billionaires. Bill Gates alone is worth more than $50 billion.66


That said, current gold prices tell us very little—because the world economy and money supply have exploded since the 1530s. Indeed, the buying power of gold and silver dropped through the centuries mainly because of the New World treasure, as the political economist Adam Smith explained in his 1776  Wealth of Nations.67 Since Smith’s day the picture has changed  again: industrial mining has vastly increased the bullion stock, but the really big money has only a ghost’s life nowadays, in electronic files.

William Prescott, the great historian of the Spanish conquests, said that few European monarchs of that day possessed anything like such a sum. He reckoned that Atahuallpa’s gold would have been worth more than £5 million sterling, or US$22 million, when he was writing in the 1840s.68 At that time, the Bank of England’s gold reserves were about £8 million.69 In 1867 the United States bought Alaska from Russia for $7.2 million. Clearly, Pizarro’s band of thugs seized a treasure of national proportions, equivalent to many billions, perhaps trillions, today.

Like a gravitational mass warping space and time, the great pile of heavy metal distorted everything around it. As soon as each conqueror got his share, hyperinflation broke out in Peru: horses fetched astronomical sums, and their hooves were shod in silver.70 Peru became a goldrush land, the Eldorado of all time.71


Years later, dictating his will on his deathbed, the last of Pizarro’s men unburdened his conscience to King Philip: 





His Catholic Majesty must know that we found these countries in such a condition that there were no thieves, no vicious men, no idlers. . . . We have transformed these natives, who had so much wisdom. . . . There was then no evil thing, but today there is no good.72



Some modern writers have seen Peru’s tragedy as a Manichaean fight between individualism and community, wealth and commonwealth. For the left, the United Four Quarters was a “socialist” empire, overthrown by robber barons. For the right, it was a grim, totalitarian state. Both views are naïve anachronisms, examples of posterity’s “enormous condescension” to the past.73 The real link between ancient Peru and modern capitalism is more substantial than any political or moral point.

Karl Marx may not be America’s favourite philosopher, and his utopian project, like that of the Incas, lies in ruins, yet he remains one of the best economic historians and analysts. In 1847 he drew a direct link between the Industrial Revolution and Atahuallpa’s gold: “An indispensable condition for the establishment of manufacturing industry,” Marx wrote, “was the accumulation of capital facilitated by the discovery of America and the importation of its precious metals.”74


Ever since money began, gold and silver had been in tight supply in pre-Columbian Europe.75 Precious metals tended to migrate toward the Orient in exchange for silk, spices and ceramics. Like the trade imbalance between today’s America and China, the Silk Road was a one-way street; the Chinese wanted nothing from the west but cash. This had been going on since Roman times. Toward the end of the first century A.D., Pliny the Younger estimated that half of Rome’s bullion was flowing to Asia. At about that time, the empire began debasing its coinage, and the “silver” denarius slowly became worthless.

Medieval kings were also notorious debtors and debasers. The only way Edward I of England could escape bankruptcy was by expelling his Jewish creditors. And in 1516—just before the big payoff from America—Ferdinand of Spain, another ejector of Jews and the founder of the Inquisition, left barely enough in  his treasury to cover his own funeral.76 Today, after five centuries of European triumph, it is easy to forget just how marginal Europe was until she stumbled on the New World jackpot. For all the dash and brilliance of the Italian Renaissance, it was China that had the world’s greatest economy and most advanced technology.77


In 1534 a Seville official wrote deliriously to King Charles: “The quantity of gold that arrives every day from the Indies, and especially from Peru, is quite incredible. . . . This city will become the richest in the world.”78 A few conquistadors invested wisely and settled down, but most wasted their treasure and died young. The important thing is that the gold went into circulation. Like Pizarro himself, Europe leapt from poverty to wealth and power almost overnight.

 



 



Consider how things might have gone if the Americas had been uncivilized or uninhabited when the Europeans turned up half-dead from months at sea. There would have been no towns, roads and bridges, no stores of food and clothing, and no labour pool—let alone cities of gold to repay investors promptly and recruit new men. One of the first things the Spaniards did in Mexico and Peru was interrogate native officials, miners and smiths. If the hemisphere had been a wilderness, there would have been no local knowledge of where gold and silver might be found.

Despite the pandemics, enough subjects of America’s pre-Columbian empires survived to make wealth for their new masters. Most colonial mines were expansions of ancient ones, and the miners were raised from existing tribute and taxation networks. In Mexico, the Aztec tribute books were minutely  studied by the Spanish viceroys.79 In Peru, the work tax, the  mit’a, was perverted into forced labour with none of the food, clothing or other benefits of the Inca system. As the shafts wormed ever deeper into the Andes, the work became harder and deadlier. Often the journey to the mines was a one-way trip. In 1586 an eyewitness wrote that of the healthy Indians who went underground each Monday, “half may emerge crippled on Saturday.”80 During the three centuries of Spanish rule, more than a million Quechua and Aymara lives may have been devoured by the great “mountain of silver” at Potosí and its even more evil twin, the mercury mine at Huancavelica.81 “Oh, Peru!” wrote García Lorca, “Land of metal and of melancholy!”

By the late 1570s, Potosí’s production had soared to more than 3 million pesos—equivalent to Atahuallpa’s treasure every year.82 By the mid-eighteenth century, 500 tons of silver and 25 tons of gold were crossing the Atlantic annually. Adam Smith reckoned this influx to be worth “about six millions sterling,” adding that American mines were by far the most productive in the world.83 More recent studies have borne him out: for two and a half centuries, Spain’s American empire mined more than four-fifths of the world’s silver and nearly three-quarters of its gold. 84


Just as work overtakes the time allowed for it, so political ambitions consume the funds at hand. We might think that Spain would have become the wealthiest country on Earth. But the Emperor Charles and his heir, Philip II, spent their fortune trying to conquer everyone in sight: the French, the Turks, the Portuguese, the English, various Italian city-states and not least the Netherlanders, many of whom were rebelling and sliding into Protestant heresy. 85 Spain’s dream was nothing less than to carry out God’s work by crushing infidels and bringing  Christian civilization to the world. The mood of the day—its “full-spectrum dominance”—was summed up by a Spanish friar: “Potosí lives in order to . . . humble the Moor, make Flanders tremble and terrify England.”86


After taking over the New World’s kingdoms and crossing the Pacific, Spain at last reached a point where west met east. The Spaniards had only limited influence on the real Asia, however, giving an idea of how Europe’s impact on the Americas might have looked had there been no demographic collapse. The Far East was part of the Old World; its people did not conveniently sicken and die on contact. Spain had to content herself with making the Philippines the western border of her empire—as her successor there, the United States, would do three centuries later.87


For all its corruption, chaos and sclerosis, the Spanish Empire still holds the record as the longest-lived world superpower to date—exactly three hundred years from the conquest of Mexico to Mexican independence. But its military ambitions beggared it.88 By the mid-seventeenth century, Spain had lost most of her money, her European possessions and her prestige. As William Prescott dourly observed after reckoning the worth of Atahuallpa’s gold: “The wealth thus suddenly acquired, by diverting [the Spaniards] from . . . more permanent sources of national prosperity, has in the end glided from their grasp, and left them among the poorest of the nations of Christendom.”89


Spain’s loss was others’ gain. The wealth went north, becoming venture capital for weaponry, shipbuilding, supplies—all the manufacturing and innovative foment that thrives on a diet of warfare. Foundries and ironworks that began by making guns would soon go on to produce mine pumps, mills and machines. As I have written elsewhere, “In a way Mao Zedong didn’t  intend . . . power would indeed grow from the barrel of a gun: from the cannon’s ‘reeking tube’ descends the cylinder of the steam and petrol engines.”90 The Industrial Revolution was young when Adam Smith was writing his Wealth of Nations in the 1770s, but his nose for following money had sniffed out the new home of Atahuallpa’s gold—Britain, already well on its way to becoming the workshop of the world.91 By 1775, James Watt was building the first efficient steam engines, at the engineering works of Matthew Boulton, “a man of energy and capital.”92


In the end Peru’s metal would again become a metaphor: bricks glistering in bank vaults, of no more practical use than the bands of gold on Cusco’s walls. As the dragon remarks to Grendel in John Gardner’s retelling of the Beowulf tale: “My advice to you, my violent friend, is to seek out gold and sit on it.”93


 



 



The Industrial Revolution was not, of course, made by money alone. It also required technical and scientific knowledge—and it is this aspect that has always been emphasized in the west’s admiring account of its own leap forward. But science alone won’t make a revolution either. Without both needs and means, inventions fall on stony ground. The many ingenious devices of Classical times, the Renaissance and China all failed to realize their potential. Something was lacking in the mix.

Besides an innovative spirit, heavy industry needed four key ingredients for success: capital to fund it; efficient farming to feed it; labour to work it; and growing demand to sustain it. As both Adam Smith and Karl Marx understood, the first of these ingredients came from the New World. But what about the other three? Manufacturing requires a large workforce released from the need to grow food. For this to happen, the people who do  grow food must be able to raise a dependable surplus year after year. These conditions are common nowadays—half the world lives in cities and towns—but they were rare before modern times.

For two thousand years, China suffered serious famine in at least one province nearly every year. 94 The same was true of most ancient civilizations: they could barely feed themselves. In fat times there would indeed be a surplus, and it was then that great military campaigns and building projects were undertaken. But the palmy days seldom lasted; either good harvests were soon followed by bad ones or, as the early demographer Thomas Malthus observed, the people outgrew the food. Either way, farmers lived on the edge of hunger. Towns were tiny by present-day standards. Of every ten people alive, eight or nine worked the land.95 The only big labour surpluses were seasonal: a few months between sowing, reaping and ploughing. Seasonal workers can do great things—they built the pyramids of Egypt and the cathedrals of Europe—but they won’t run a railroad.

For industrialization to take off, a difficult horse-and-cart trick must be performed: a food surplus and a labour surplus must be raised at the same time. And both have to be sustained until technological feedback can occur—until industry can make enough farming machines to free yet more hands from the land.96 And the world’s first Industrial Revolution had to take root and grow by chance—because nobody foresaw where it might lead.

It is hardly surprising that no civilization, no matter how technically ingenious, had managed to pull off this trick before. So, what was different about Europe in the eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries? The traditional answer is that  Europe was blessed by genius.97 But the revolution of coal, iron and steam was not launched by scientists; it was made by shrewd investors and grimy practical men—fitters, mechanics, ironworkers—men such as Thomas Newcomen with his condensing steam engine, James Watt with his improved design, Richard Arkwright with his spinning mills and Isambard Brunel with his bridges, railways and steamships.98


 



 



We come to the second ingredient: food. Gold is valuable only because people think it is. Its worth is a form of magic, not utility, as Atahuallpa sardonically implied when he asked the Spaniards if they ate it. Perhaps he knew that America’s greatest treasure—in the long run—would be her crops.99 It’s hard to imagine Italians without tomatoes, Asians without chiles, the Belgians without chocolate, Christmas with no turkeys and Hawaii with no pineapples. But for demographic impact, the really significant introductions were the boring, starchy staples: the “miracle crops” of maize, potato, sweet potato and manioc (or cassava).100 The last two are tropical, the potato temperate, and maize, in its many varieties, can be either.

One may well ask why the arrival of these crops made any difference beyond wider choice. Wouldn’t a field given over to maize instead of wheat simply swap one food for another? But it wasn’t a zero-sum game. Maize and potatoes give twice the food value of wheat; manioc yields more in volume than any other tropical plant.101 Also, the new crops seldom competed with the old ones. Maize would thrive on land too dry for rice and too wet for wheat. Manioc, potatoes and sweet potatoes were easy to grow, needing little work and tolerating a wide range of soils. Marginal and exhausted land could be brought  into production with these crops—as with peanuts and beans, which fix nitrogen in the soil.102 The American root crops were also good keepers, taken on board by sea captains and spread promiscuously around the world. One particular virtue of the potato was its hardiness in wartime. It was one thing to torch an enemy stand of wheat; quite another to uproot a muddy field of tubers.

European and Asian governments promoted the American foods, especially during famines. In the last days of France’s  ancien régime, potatoes were dished up at Versailles, and Marie-Antoinette wore potato flowers on her breast.103 Sir Walter Raleigh first brought the plant to Ireland in the 1580s, and the Irish had become “mighty lovers of potatoes” by 1700.104 Ireland’s landlords were delighted to find that a peasant family could live on an acre or two of tubers, freeing the rest of their estates for cash crops. The new food was wholesome: in the ninety years from 1754 to 1845, the Irish population grew from 3 million to 10. Then came the potato blight, when many who had “lived by the potato died by the potato,” and many more fled to the New World. (The disaster was no fault of the Peruvian plant but of the way it had been misused.105)

In the Middle East, Africa and Asia, maize caught on with astonishing speed. By 1574, large stands of it were growing in Mesopotamia, the very birthplace of wheat and barley. From there it spread into southeastern Europe, Egypt and India. At about the same time, maize reached Asia direct from the Americas, probably on Spanish galleons plying between Acapulco and Manila.106


 



The depopulation of the New World has ended in the overpopulation of the whole. While human numbers in the Americas  went into a dive after 1492, those in Europe, Africa and Asia began to soar on the back of the Americas’ vegetal wealth.107  Within four centuries of Columbus and Cortés, humanity had quadrupled—to 1.6 billion by 1900. We have since quadrupled again.108


The later phase of this boom can be attributed to better sanitation, public health and farming, as the industrialization of land and town took hold. But those improvements had scarcely begun before Victorian times. It was not until 1854 that John Snow famously stopped a cholera outbreak by taking the handle off the Broad Street pump in Soho.109 London and Paris were so unhealthy that their populations would not have grown at all without a constant flood of migrants from the land. There can be little doubt that the human boom is a direct consequence of the worldwide adoption of American crops: the third ingredient for the Industrial Revolution—labour—flowed from the second.

As the productive new plants took root on Britain’s farms, fewer workers were needed. Under the old manorial system, the country squire had been the head of a community, with almost as many obligations as privileges. Now he became a businessman, a champion of heartless efficiency. “When farmers become gentlemen,” William Cobbett wrote acidly, “their labourers become slaves.”110 The poor protested that the landlords “keep us here like potatoes in a pit, and only take us out for use when they can no longer do without us.”111  This treatment, plus the land enclosures and the Highland clearances—the privatization of public farmland from the sixteenth to the eighteenth centuries—drove the peasantry to the towns. Some found work in mills and factories; others went on to North America and Australia.

By 1830, technological feedback also began to kick in as threshing machines and other equipment put ever more farmhands out of work. For those left on the land, the machinery itself became the enemy. The Times reported the following year: “At Norwich, fifty-five prisoners convicted of machine-breaking and rioting . . . at Petworth, twenty-six for machine-breaking and rioting; at Gloucester, upwards of thirty.” Luddites were hanged.

The trick was done. Northern Europe had a steady surplus of people and of food. The industrialists had all the workers they could want, at bargain wages. Meanwhile, another source of labour had been proliferating in the tropics. Like Europeans and Asians, Africans multiplied dramatically on American crops. Africa had not been rich in home-grown staples. Maize and manioc caught on so quickly that they were soon believed to be native plants.

White seafarers did not introduce the new staples to Africa for philanthropic reasons; rather, they sowed them along the coast as fodder for human cargoes. Slaver captains were already familiar with these foods, having at first taken slaves the other way. Even Columbus himself had dabbled in the trade—shipping American Indians across the Atlantic—only to find it unprofitable because his merchandise died from Old World disease just as readily in Europe as in America.

Africa had been a source of slaves for both Arabs and Europeans since ancient times, though never on the scale that began after the sixteenth century. With the growth in population, the continent suddenly had surplus people, whom local rulers did not shrink from using as foreign exchange, sold across the water for guns, metal and luxury goods.

In most of Mexico and Peru, enough local people survived  to work the Spanish mines and haciendas. But the Caribbean islands were almost utterly depopulated within twenty years of 1492, and much the same happened along the mainland coasts. Even before Columbus, the Spaniards and Portuguese had been seizing West Coast Africans to work sugar plantations on Madeira, the Canaries and the Azores. So Spain and Portugal repeated in the Americas what they had done in those Atlantic islands, but on a far greater scale, filling the sultry parts of the Caribbean and Brazil with sugar cane and Africans to work it.

In the seventeenth century, the British, French and Dutch took up the slave economy, adding two American products—tobacco and cotton—to the sugar, molasses and rum of the West Indies. The three solaces of the British sailor were said to be “rum, baccy and bum.” Bum was nothing new, but rum and tobacco were the first exportable wealth produced in the New World by imported slaves. So began the modern trade in agricultural commodities. By 1840 world sugar shipments exceeded 1 million tons a year.112 Most of this supply went to European and North American cities, providing cheap, high-energy food and drink for factory workers.113


In short, Europeans took Africans to America to replace dead Americans and made them grow food, clothing and luxuries for Europeans and the world market.114 The economic engine of loot, labour and land had built up steam.

Until the turn of the nineteenth century, the demand—the fourth and last requirement for industrialization to sustain itself—lay mainly in Europe. But as the Old World’s extra people spilled across the Atlantic, the ultimate bonanza opened up: the idea and possibility of a second Europe building itself on the vastness of the New World’s widowed land. There, on a  seemingly inexhaustible frontier westering (by Tocqueville’s reckoning) at seventeen miles per year, a vision of endless prosperity was bequeathed down the centuries to white settlers by Atahuallpa’s gold.115







3.

VERY WELL PEOPLED AND TOWNED

They have ruined [these provinces] by wandering in search . . . of Eldorado or a new Atahuallpa; thus they wasted their time and destroyed whatever was there.

—Martín de Urué, 15731


 



American history is . . . the history of our drive into abundance.—Leland D. Baldwin, 19812



 


There is no clearer fact in American history than the fact of conquest. . . . It is perfectly clear who started this fight.

—Patricia Nelson Limerick, 20003


 



 



 



 



A MONG THE TOOTHY AMERICAN CARS of the 1950s was a large and primitive sedan (now extinct) with De Soto written on its tailfins, a chrome memorial to a man better known as a “discoverer” of the Mississippi than a conqueror of Peru. No doubt more than one De Soto made a trip from the Cartier Bridge in Canada to Raleigh, North Carolina, and many must have chugged across the Verrazzano Bridge in New York City. All four famous names—the Italian Verrazzano, the Frenchman Cartier, the Spaniard Soto and the  Englishman Raleigh, to put them in chronological order—tried to open up the unknown continent north of Mexico in the sixteenth century. And all failed, as did others whose deeds are too obscure to be immortalized on maps and tailfins. But the information they (or their men) brought back reveals what eastern North America was really like before being changed forever by the European onslaught.
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