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Spain stumbled onto its overseas empire, which proved to be the best until the 18th century. Columbus won the support of Isabella, queen of Castile. On his first voyage he landed on a Caribbean island, which he named Espanola. To the end of his life, he believed that the West Indies were part of the East. Two events would prove that he discovered new continents. Balboa’s discovery of the Pacific Ocean in 1513 at the Isthmus of Panama and Magellan’s circumnavigation in 1520-21. The Spanish found large quantities of gold and silver. In 1519, Hernando Cortes landed on Mexico with a small army. During two years, he defeated the Aztecs and conquered Mexico. A decade later, Francisco Pizarro defeated the Incas in Peru. Both of them exploited the hostility that the subject tribes of Mexico and Peru felt toward their Aztec and Incan overlords. The most important reason was probably the spread of disease from the Europeans to which the Indians had no resistance, and which weakened them so that the Spanish forces could win easily. For good reasons, the conquests became the centers of the Spanish overseas empire. There were the gold hoards first, and then the silver hoards. From the middle of the century, the annual treasure fleets sailing to Spain became the financial bedrock of Philip II’s war against the Muslims and the Protestants. Money was not the only lure. The crusading tradition also acted as a spur. Many of the conquerors were lesser gentry whose status depended on the possession of estates. Their fathers had conquered Granada in 1492; they expelled the Jews the same year and had carried the crusade across to Africa. The conquest of the New World was an extension of the crusading spirit. The rewards were the propagation of faith, service to the crown, land grants, and control over the inhabitants. The land was attractive in 16th century because the number of hildagos was increasing. The conquerors obtained two kinds of grants: encomiendas and estancias. The latter were land grants, either of land formerly belonging to the noble castes or of land in the remoter regions. The former were royal grants of authority over the natives. Those who received the authority, the encomenderos, promised to give protection and instruction in the Christian religion to their charges. In return, they gained the power to extract labor and tribute. The royal grants were partially responsible for the decimation of the native population. Between 1500 and 1600, the number of natives shrank 20 million to 2 million. This was not from the labor, but the diseases. Beginning in the 1540’s, the natives’ position gradually improved as the crown withdrew grants. Power and wealth became concentrated in fewer hands. As the Spanish landholders lost authority, the natives gained power and privilege. On their conversion to Christianity, the Indians were persuaded to give more and more land to the church. Thus, Spanish America became permanently. The black slaves suffered more than the Indians. During the long period of their dominance in North Africa and the Middle East, the Muslims relied on slave labor and soldiers. Slaves were bought and sold at markets, but were eventually freed. So it was necessary to replenish the stock of slaves. This traffic was eventually dwarfed by the slave trade between West Africa and the New World, which began in the early 16th century. The Portuguese dominated the slave trade for a century and a half. Captured in raids by African slavers, the victims were herded into specially built prisons. Some 11 or 12 million blacks were exported. In the ships, 13 to 30 percent of the slaves died on board. In Brazil, slaves were worked to death and then replaced. Why had the slave trade grown? Economics and agriculture. Guns were used to help capture slaves. All the ingredients were in place for a deadly arms race. But from the point of view of the Atlantic trade, this scenario guaranteed a steady supply of slaves to satisfy a steeply rising New World demand. 


