EVER SINCE my book A People’s History of the
United States was published twenty-five years ago,

parents and teachers have been asking me about an
edition that would be attractive to youngsters. So I
am very pleased that Seven Stories Press and
Rebecca Stefoff have undertaken the heroic job of
adapting my book for younger readers.

Over the years, some people have asked me:
“Do you think that your history, which is radically
different than the usual histories of the United
States, is suitable for young people? Won't it create
disillusionment with our country? Is it right to be
so critical of the government’s policies? Is it right
to take down the traditional heroes of the nation,
like Christopher Columbus, Andrew Jackson,

Theodore Roosevelt? Isn't it unpatriotic to empha-
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size slavery and racism, the massacres of Indians,
the exploitation of working people, the ruthless
expansion of the United States at the expense of
the Indians and people in other countries?

I wonder why some people think it is all right
for adults to hear such a radical, critical point of
view, but not teenagers or sub-teenagers? Do they
think that young people are not able to deal with
such matters? It seems to me it is wrong to treat
young readers as if they are not mature enough to
look at their nation’s policies honestly. Yes, it's a
matter of being honest. Just as we must, as indi-
viduals, be honest about our own failures in order
to correct them, it seems to me we must do the
same when evaluating our national policies.

Patriotism, in my view, does not mean unques-
tioning acceptance of whatever the government
does. To go along with whatever your government
does is not a characteristic of democracy. I remem-
ber in my own early education we were taught that
it was a sign of a totalitarian state, of a dictator-
ship, when people did not question what their gov-
ernment did. If you live in a democratic state, it
means you have the right to criticize your govern-
ment's policies.

The basic principles of democracy are laid out in
the Declaration of Independence, which was

adopted in 1776 to explain why the colonies were no
longer willing to accept British rule. The Declaration
makes it clear that governments are not holy, not
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beyond criticism, because they are artificial cre-
ations, set up by the people to protect the equal right
of everyone to “life, liberty, and the pursuit of happi-
ness.” And when governments do not fulfill this
obligation, the Declaration says that “it is the right of
the people to alter or abolish the government.”

And, if it is the right of the people to “alter or
abolish” the government, then surely it is their
right to criticize it.

I'am not worried about disillusioning young
people by pointing to the flaws in the traditional
heroes. We should be able to tell the truth about
people whom we have been taught to look upon as
heroes, but who really don’t deserve that admira-
tion. Why should we think it heroic to do as
Columbus did, arrive in this hemisphere and carry
on a rampage of violence, in order to find gold?
Why should we think it heroic for Andrew Jackson
to drive Indians out of their land? Why should we
think of Theodore Roosevelt as a hero because he
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fought in the Spanish-American War, driving
Spain out of Cuba, but also paving the way for the
United States to take control of Cuba?

Yes, we all need heroes, people to admire, to
see as examples of how human beings should live.
But I prefer to see Bartolomé de Las Casas as a
hero, for exposing Columbus’s violent behavior
against the Indians he encountered in the
Bahamas. | prefer to see the Cherokee Indians as
heroes, for resisting their removal from the lands
on which they lived. To me, it is Mark Twain who
is a hero, because he denounced President
Theodore Roosevelt after Roosevelt had praised an
American general who had massacred hundreds
of people in the Philippines. I consider Helen
Keller a hero because she protested against
President Woodrow Wilson's decision to send
young Americans into the slaughterhouse of the
First World War.

My point of view, which is critical of war,
racism, and economic injustice, carries over to the
situation we face in the United States today.

More than five years have elapsed since the
most recent edition of A People’s History, and this
young people’s edition gives me an opportunity, in

the final chapter of Volume Two, to bring the story
up to date, to the end of 2006, halfway through
the second administration of George W. Bush, and
three and a half years after the start of the U.S.
invasion of Iraq.
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COLUMBUS
AND THE INDIANS

ARAWAK MEN AND WOMEN CAME OUT OF
their villages onto the beaches. Full of wonder,
they swam out to get a closer look at the strange
big boat. When Christopher Columbus and his
soldiers came ashore, carrying swords, the
Arawaks ran to greet them. Columbus later wrote
about the Indians in his ship’s log:
They . .. brought us parrots and balls of cotton and spears
and many other things, which they exchanged for the glass
beads and hawks’ bells. They willingly traded everything
they owned. . . . They were well-built, with good bodies and
handsome features. . . . They do not bear arms, and do not
know them, for I showed them a sword, they took it by the

edge and cut themselves out of ignorance. They had no (left, detail)

iron. Their spears are made of cane. . . . They would make CrptaimMisenauiiag:
on the Pequots’

fine servants. . . . With fifty men we could subjugate [over- fortified village, 1637.

power| them and make them do whatever we want.
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The Arawaks lived in the Bahama Islands. Like
Indians on the American mainland, they believed
in hospitality and in sharing. But Columbus, the
first messenger to the Americas from the civiliza-
tion of western Europe, was hungry for money. As
soon as he arrived in the islands, he seized some
Arawaks by force so that he could get information
from them. The information that Columbus wanted
was this: Where is the gold?

Columbus had talked the king and queen of
Spain into paying for his expedition. Like other
European states, Spain wanted gold. There was
gold in the Indies, as the people of Europe
called India and southeastern Asia. The Indies
had other valuable goods, too, such as silks and
spices. But traveling by land from Europe to
Asia was a long and dangerous journey, so the
nations of Europe were searching for a way to
reach the Indies by sea. Spain decided to gamble
on Columbus. In return for bringing back gold
and spices, Columbus would get 10 percent of
the profits. He would be made governor of any
newly discovered lands, and he would win the
title Admiral of the Ocean Sea. He set out with
three ships, hoping to become the first

European to reach Asia by sailing across the
Atlantic Ocean.

Like other informed people of his time,
Columbus knew that the world was round. This
meant that he could sail west from Europe to reach
the East. The world Columbus imagined, however,
was small. He would never have made it to Asia,
which was thousands of miles farther away than he
thought. But he was lucky. One-fourth of the ém_w
there he came upon an unknown land between
Europe and Asia.

Thirty-three days after leaving waters known to
Europeans, Columbus and his men saw branches
floating in the water and flocks of birds in the air.
These were signs of land. Then, on October 12,
1492, a sailor called Rodrigo saw the moon shin-
ing on white sands, and cried out. It was an island
in the Bahamas, in the Caribbean Sea. The first
man to sight land was supposed to get a large
reward, but Rodrigo never got it. Columbus
claimed that he had seen a light the evening
before. He got the reward.

SNVIANI IHI ANV SAIWNT0D
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CHILD SAILORS

LIKE MOST HISTORIANS, | WRITE ABOUT COLUMBUS
and his “men,” but many of those who sailed with
Columbus in 1492—on the Nifia, the Pinta, and the
Santa Maria—were children. One of those children
was twelve-year-old Diego Bermtidez, a page who
sailed with Columbus on the Santa Maria. Of the
ninety sailors who sailed on the three ships, nearly
twenty were boys!

The children who sailed with Columbus worked
in their bare feet, took showers by dumping buckets
of seawater over their heads, and used a toilet that
stuck out from the ships’ decks over the sea. And
even the youngest boys drank strong white wine
with their food.

Older boys, called “criados,” assisted ships’ offi-
cers, or apprenticed as “gromets,” climbing ropes
high above to trim the sails. Gromets became expert
at tying different kinds of knots. They hung lengths
of rope from their belts and carried knives at all

times to help them in their work. Younger boys like

Diego worked as “pages,” who cooked and scrubbed

the decks, though their most important job was to
tell time. There were no clocks on board, so they
kept time by using an ampolleta, which was a half-
hour glass filled with sand. As soon as all the sand
ran out, the page turned it over and ran to the poop
deck, where he rang a bell and sang out a prayer to
signify that another half-hour had passed. Pages had
to learn sixteen different prayers by heart, each one
for a different half-hour of the working day. Here is
one of them:

Blessed be the hour God came to earth,

Holy Mary who gave him birth,

And St. John who saw his worth.

The guard is posted,

The watchglass filling,

We'll have a good voyage,

If God be willing.

Source: Hoose, Phillip. We Were There, Too!: Young People in U.S.
History. New York: Farrar Straus Giroux, 2001.

-



The Arawaks’ Impossible Task

THE ARAWAK INDIANS who greeted Columbus
lived in villages and practiced agriculture. Unlike
the Europeans, they had no horses or other work
animals, and they had no iron. What they did have
was tiny gold ornaments in their ears.

Those little ornaments shaped history. Because
of them, Columbus started his relationship with
the Indians by taking prisoners, thinking that they
could lead him to the source of the gold. He sailed
to several other Caribbean islands, including
Hispaniola, an island now divided between two
countries, Haiti and the Dominican Republic.
After one of Columbus’s ships ran aground, he
used wood from the wreck to build a fort in Haiti.
Then he sailed back to Spain with news of his dis-
covery, leaving thirty-nine crewmen at the fort.
Their orders were to find and store the gold.

The report Columbus made to the royal
Spanish court was part fact, part fiction. He
claimed to have reached Asia, and he called the
Arawaks “Indians,”
The islands Columbus had visited must be off the
coast of China, he said. They were full of riches:

meaning people of the Indies.

SNVYIANI IHL ANV SNEWATO0D
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Bartolomé de Las Casas,
1791
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Hispaniola is a miracle. Mountains and hills, plains and

pastures, are both fertile and beautiful . . . the harbors are
unbelievably good and there are many wide rivers of
which the majority contain gold. . .. There are many
spices, and great mines of gold and other metals. . .

If the king and queen would give him just a lit-
tle more help, Columbus said, he would make
another voyage. This time he would come back to
Spain with “as much gold as they need . . . and as
many slaves as they ask.”

Columbus’s promises won him seventeen
ships and more than 1,200 men for his second
expedition. The aim was clear: slaves and gold.
They went from island to island in the Caribbean,
capturing Indians. But as word spread among the
Indians, the Spaniards found more and more
empty villages. When they got to Haiti, they found
that the sailors left behind at the fort were dead.
The sailors had roamed the island in gangs look-
ing for gold, taking women and children as slaves,
until the Indians had killed them in a battle.

Columbus’s men searched Haiti for gold, with
no success. They had to fill up the ships return-
ing to Spain with something, so in 1495 they
went on a great slave raid. Afterward, they picked

five hundred captives to send to Spain. Two hun-
dred of the Indians died on the voyage. The rest
arrived alive in Spain and were put up for sale by
a local church official. Columbus, who was full of
religious talk, later wrote, “Let us in the name of
the Holy Trinity go on sending all the slaves that
can be sold.”

But too many slaves died in captivity. Columbus
was desperate to show a profit on his voyages. He
had to make good on his promises to fill the ships
with gold. In a part of Haiti where Columbus and
his men imagined there was much gold, they
ordered everyone over the age of thirteen to collect
gold for them. Indians who did not give gold to the
Spaniards had their hands cut off and bled to death.

The Indians had been given an impossible
task. The only gold around was bits of gold dust in
streams. So they ran away. The Spaniards hunted
them down with dogs and killed them. When they
took prisoners, they hanged them or burned them
to death. Unable to fight against the Spanish sol-
diers’ guns, swords, armor, and horses, the
Arawaks began to commit mass suicide with poi-
son. When the Spanish search for gold began,
there were a quarter of a million Indians on Haiti.

-
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In two years, through murder or suicide, half
them were dead.

When it was clear that there was no gold left,
the Indians were enslaved on the Spaniards’ huge
estates. They were overworked and mistreated,
and they died by the thousands. By 1550, only five
hundred Indians remained. A century later, no
Arawaks were left on the island.

Telling Columbus’s Story

WE KNOW WHAT HAPPENED ON THE
Caribbean islands after Columbus came because of
Bartolomé de Las Casas. He was a young priest who
helped the Spanish conquer Cuba. For a while he
owned a plantation where Indian slaves worked.

But then Las Casas gave up his plantation and

spoke out against Spanish cruelty.

Las Casas made a copy of Columbus’s journal,
and he also wrote a book called History of the
Indies. In this book, he described the Indians’ soci-
ety and their customs. He also told how the

Spaniards treated the Indians:

As for the newly born, they died early because their

mothers, overworked and famished [starving], had no

milk to nurse them, and for this reason, while I was in

Cuba, 7,000 children died in three months. Some

mothers even drowned their babies from sheer desper-

ation. . . . In this way, husbands died in the mines,
wives died at work, and children died from lack of

milk. .. . My eyes have seen these acts so foreign to

human nature, and now I tremble as I write. . ..

This was the start of the history of Europeans
in the Americas. It was a history of conquest, slav-
ery, and death. But for a long time, the history
books given to children in the United States told a
different story—a tale of heroic adventure, not
bloodshed. The way the story is taught to young
people is just beginning to change.

The story of Columbus and the Indians shows
us something about how history gets written. One
of the most famous historians to write about
Columbus was Samuel Eliot Morison. He even
sailed across the Atlantic Ocean himself, retracing
Columbus’s route. In 1954 Morison published a
popular book called Christopher Columbus, Mariner.
He said that cruel treatment by Columbus and the

I1
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Europeans who came after him caused the “com-
plete genocide” of the Indians. Genocide is a harsh
word. It is the name of a terrible crime—the delib-
erate killing of an entire ethnic or cultural group.
Morison did not lie about Columbus. He did
not leave out the mass murder. But he mentioned

the truth quickly and then went on to other things.

By burying the fact of genocide in a lot of other
information, he seemed to be saying that the mass
murder wasn’t very important in the big picture.
By making genocide seem like a small part of the
story, he took away its power to make us think dif-
ferently about Columbus. At the end of the book,
Morison summed up his idea of Columbus as a
great man. Columbus’s most important quality,
Morison said, was his seamanship.

A historian must pick and choose among facts,
amﬁ._&:m which ones to put into his or her work,
which ones to leave out, and which ones to place
at the center of the story. Every historian’s own
ideas and beliefs go into the way he or she writes
history. In turn, the way history is written can
shape the ideas and beliefs of the people who read
it. A view of history like Morison’s, a picture of the
past that sees Columbus and others like him as

great sailors and discoverers, but says almost
nothing about their genocide, can make it seem as
though what they did was right.

People who write and read history have gotten
used to seeing terrible things such as conquest
and murder as the price of progress. This is
because many of them think that history is the
story of governments, conquerors, and leaders. In
this way of looking at the past, history is what hap-
pens to states, or nations. The actors in history are

SNVIANI FHL ANV SAFWNNTOD

kings, presidents, and generals. But what about
factory workers, farmers, people of color, women,
and children? They make history, too.

The story of any country includes fierce con-
flicts between conquerors and the conquered,
masters and slaves, people with power and those
without power. Writing history is always a matter w
of taking sides. For example, I choose to tell the
story of the discovery of America from the point of
view of the Arawaks. I will tell the story of the U.S.
Constitution from the point of view of the slaves,
and the story of the Civil War from the point of
view of the Irish in New York City.

[ believe that history can help us imagine new
possibilities for the future. One way it can do this

13
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is by letting us see the hidden parts of the past, the

times when people showed that they could resist
the powerful, or join together. Maybe our future

H

can be found in the past’s moments of kindness
and courage rather than its centuries of warfare.
That is my approach to the history of the United
States, which started with the meeting between

Columbus and the Arawaks.

More Meetings, More Fighting

The tragedy of Columbus and the Arawaks hap-
pened over and over again. Spanish conquerors
Hernan Cortés and Francisco Pizarro destroyed
the Aztecs of Mexico and the Incas of South
America. When English settlers reached Virginia

and Massachusetts, they did the same thing to the

Indians they met.

-Jamestown, Virginia, was the first permanent
English settlement in the Americas. It was built
inside a territory governed by an Indian chief
named Powhatan. He watched the English settle

1
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(left)

Captain Mason's attack
on the Pequots’
fortified village, 1637.
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