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Their chief, Massasoit, was dead. His son Wamsutta had been killed
by Englishmen, and Wamsutta’s brother Metacom (later to be called
King Philip by the English) became chief. The English found their
excuse, a murder which they attributed to Metacom, and they began
a war of conquest against the Wampanoags, a war to take their land.
They were clearly the aggressors, but claimed they attacked for preven-
tive purposes. As Roger Williams, more friendly to the Indians than
most, put it: “All men of conscience or prudence ply to windward, to
maintain their wars to be defensive.”

Jennings says the elite of the Puritans wanted the war; the ordinary
white Englishman did not want it and often refused to fight. The Indians
certainly did not want war, but they matched atrocity with atrocity.
When it was over, in 1676, the English had won, but their resources
were drained; they had lost six hundred men. Three thousand Indians
were dead, including Metacom himself. Yet the Indian raids did not
stop.

For a while, the English tried softer tactics. But ultimately, it
was back to annihilation. The Indian population of 10 million that
was in North America when Columbus came would ultimately be re-
duced to less than a million. Huge numbers of Indians would die from
diseases introduced by the whites. A Dutch traveler in New Netherland
wrote in 1656 that “the Indians . . . affirm, that before the arrival of
the Christians, and before the smallpox broke out amongst them, they
were ten times as numerous as they now are, and that their population
had been melted down by this disease, whereof nine-tenths of them
have died.” When the English first settled Martha’s Vineyard in 1642,
the Wampanoags there numbered perhaps three thousand. There were
no wars on that island, but by 1764, only 313 Indians were left there.
Similarly, Block Island Indians numbered perhaps 1,200 to 1,500 in
1662, and by 1774 were reduced to fifty-one.

Behind the English invasion of North America, behind their massa-
cre of Indians, their deception, their brutality, was that special power-
ful drive born in civilizations based on private property. It was a morally
ambiguous drive; the need for space, for land, was a real human need.
But in conditions of scarcity, in a barbarous epoch of history ruled
by competition, this human need was transformed into the murder of
whole peoples. Roger Williams said it was

a depraved appetite after the great vanities, dreams and shadows of this
vanishing life, great portions of land, land in this wilderness, as if men were
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in as great necessity and danger for want of great portions of land, as poor,
hungry, thirsty seamen have, after a sick and stormy, a long and starving
passage. This is one of the gods of New England, which the living and most
high Eternal will destroy and famish.

Was all this bloodshed and deceit—from Columbus to Cortés, Pi-
zarro, the Puritans—a necessity for the human race to progress from
savagery to civilization? Was Morison right in burying the story of
genocide inside a more important story of human progress? Perhaps
a persuasive argument can be made—as it was made by Stalin when
he killed peasants for industrial progress in the Soviet Union, as it
was made by Churchill explaining the bombings of Dresden and Ham-
burg, and Truman explaining Hiroshima. But how can the judgment
be made if the benefits and losses cannot be balanced because the losses
are either unmentioned or mentioned quickly?

That quick disposal might be acceptable (‘““‘Unfortunate, yes, but
it had to be done) to the middle and upper classes of the conquering
and ‘“advanced” countries. But is it acceptable to the poor of Asia,
Africa, Latin America, or to the prisoners in Soviet labor camps, or
the blacks in urban ghettos, or the Indians on reservations—to the
victims of that progress which benefits a privileged minority in the
world? Was it acceptable (or just inescapable?) to the miners and rail-
roaders of America, the factory hands, the men and women who died
by the hundreds of thousands from accidents or sickness, where they
worked or where they lived—casualties of progress? And even the privi-
leged minority—must it not reconsider, with that practicality which
even privilege cannot abolish, the value of its privileges, when they
become threatened by the anger of the sacrificed, whether in organized
rebellion, unorganized riot, or simply those brutal individual acts of
desperation labeled crimes by law and the state? ,

If there are necessary sacrifices to be made for human progress,
is it not essential to hold to the principle that those to be sacrificed
must make the decision themselves? We can all decide to give up some-
thing of ours, but do we have the right to throw into the pyre the
children of others, or even our own children, for a progress which is
not nearly as clear or present as sickness or health, life or death?

What did people in Spain get out of all that death and brutality
visited on the Indians of the Americas? For a brief period in history,
there was the glory of a Spanish Empire in the. Western Hemisphere.
As Hans Koning sums it up in his book Columbus: His Enterprise:
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For all the gold and silver stolen and shipped to Spain did not make
the Spanish people richer. It gave their kings an edge in the balance of power
for a time, a chance to hire more mercenary soldiers for their wars. They
ended up losing those wars anyway, and all that was left was a deadly inflation,
a starving population, the rich richer, the poor poorer, and a ruined peasant
class.

Beyond all that, how certain are we that what was destroyed was
inferior? Who were these people who came out on the beach and swam
to bring presents to Columbus and his crew, who watched Cortés and
Pizarro ride through their countryside, who peered out of the forests
at the first white settlers of Virginia and Massachusetts?

Columbus called them Indians, because he miscalculated the size
of the earth. In this book we too call them Indians, with some reluctance,
because it happens too often that pecple are saddled with names given
them by their conquerors.

And yet, there is some reason to call them Indians, because they
did come, perhaps 25,000 years ago, from Asia, across the land bridge
of the Bering Straits (later to disappear under water) to Alaska. Then
they moved southward, seeking warmth and land, in a trek lasting
thousands of years that took them into North America, then Central
and South America. In Nicaragua, Brazil, and Ecuador their petrified
footprints can still be seen, along with the print of bison, who disap-
peared about five thousand years ago, so they must have reached South
America at least that far back.

Widely dispersed over the great land mass of the Americas, they
numbered 15 or 20 million people by the time Columbus came, perhaps
5 million in North America. Responding to the different environments
of soil and climate, they developed hundreds of different tribal cultures,
perhaps two thousand different languages. They perfected the art of
agriculture, and figured out how to grow maize (corn), which cannot
grow by itself and must be planted, cultivated, fertilized, harvested,
husked, shelled. They ingeniously developed a variety of other vege-
tables and fruits, as well as peanuts and chocolate and tobacco and
rubber.

On their own, the Indians were engaged in the great agricultural
revolution that other peoples in Asia, Europe, Africa were going through
about the same time.

While many of the tribes remained nomadic hunters and food gath-
erers in wandering, egalitarian communes, others began to live in more
settled communities where there was more food, larger populations,
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