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BARTOLOME DE LAS CASAS
The Devastation of the Indies, 1555

Las Casas (1484-1566) emigrated with his father from Spaintor
island of Mispaniola in 1502, Eight years fater he became a priest
served as a rissionary to the Taino of Cuba {1512}, attempred 1o
create a utopian society for the Indians of Venezuela, and became
Dominican friar in 1522. Repelled by his early experience amaong th
conquistadors, Las Casas the priest and friar devoted his adult life
aiding the Indians in the Americas and defending their rights in.th
Spanish court. This selection is drawn from his brief history, The _
Devastation of the Indjes, published in 1555, The work for this book:
and a larger volume, fn Defense of the fndians, presented his case
against Indian sfavery in the grear debate at the Spanish court at
Valladolid in 1550. Along with his monumental History of the Indies;
published after his death, the writings of Las Casas constiturad such
ar indictment of Spanish colonialism that Frotestant enemies wer,
able o argue that Catholic slavery and exploitation of the “New
World” was worse than their own, a dubious proposition that
became known as “the Black Legend.” What do you make of this
account by Las Casas? Does he exaggerate, or is it filkely that these
events happened?

THINKING HISTORICALLY

Compare this account with the ewo previous selections. Do you think
the Spanish treated the people of Hispaniola and Mexico different]
Do these three readings offer different interpretations of the role:
Christianiy in the Americas?

Source: Barrolomé de Las Casas, The Devastation af the Indies: A Brief Account, 13
Herma Briffauly (Baltimore: Johns Hopking University Press, 19923, 3233, 4042
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fa]' was the first land in the New World ro be destroyed
ed by the Christians, and here they began their subjection of
d children, taking them away from the Indians to use them
m, eating the food they pravided with their swear and roil.
did nor content themselves with what the Indians gave
wn free will, according to their abiliry, which was always
atisfy enormous appetites, for a Christian ears and consumes
mount of food thar would suffice to feed three houses in-
Indians for one month. And they committed other acts of
lence and oppression which made the Indians realize that
not come from Heaven. And some of the Indians cornicealed
¢ others concealed their wives and children and still others
untains to avoid the rerrible transactions of the Christians,
hristians attacked them with buffers and beatings, until
id hands on the nobles of the villages. Then they behaved
rity and shamelessness that the most powerful ruler of the
to see his own wife raped by a Christian officer.
ar time onward the Indians began to seck ways to throw the
their lands. They took up arms, bur their Weapons were
f litele service in offense and still bess in defense. (Because
wars of the Indians against each other are litele more than
v ‘children.) And the Christians, with their horses and
ikes began to carry out massacres and strange cruelties
hey atiacked the towns and spared neither the children
ed nor pregnant women nor women in child bed, not only stah-
1 dismembering them but cutting them to pieces as if deal-
in the slaughter house, They laid bets as to who, with one
the sword, could split a man in two or could cut off his head or
entrails with a single stroke of the pike. They took infants
ers’ breasts, snarching them by the legs and pitching them
nst the crags or snarched them by the arms and threw them
roaring with laughter and saying as the babies fell into
il there, you offspring of the devill” Other infants they
d along with their mothers and anyone else who happened
‘hey made some low wide gallows on which the hanged
ost touched the ground, stringing up their victims in lors
memory of Our Redeemer and His rwelve Apostles, then
ood at their feet and thus burned them alive, To others they
W.or wrapped their whole bodies in straw and set them afire.
iers, all those they wanted 1o capture alive, they cur off their
them round the victim’s neck, saying, “Go now, carry the
aning, Take the news to the Indians who have fled to the

tl_int today includes the Domirican Republic and Haiti. [Ed.|
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mountains. They usually dealt with the chieftains and nobles in-
towing way: they made 2 grid of rods which they placed on forke
then lashed the victims to the grid and lighted a smoldering fire
neath, so that lirtle by lirtle, as those captives screamed in desp
torment, their souls would leave them.

T once saw this, when there were four or five nables lashed on &5,
and burning; I seem even to recall that there were two or three:
grids where others were burning, and because they utrered SH¢
screams that they disturbed the captain’s sleep, he ordered ther
strangled. And the constable, who was worse than an executior
not want to obey that order (and I know the name of that constab]
know his relatives In Seville), bur instead put a stick over the vics
tongues, so they could not make a sound, and he stirred up the
not too much, so that they roasted slowly, as he liked. I saw
things I have described, and countless others. E

And because all the people who could do so fled to the mount.
escape these inhuman, ruthless, and ferocious acts, the Spanish.ca
enemies of the human race, pursued them with the fierce dogs they
which attacked the Indians, tearing them to picces and devouring
And because on few and far between occasions, the Indians justifiabl
sorme Christians, the Spaniards made a rule among themselves tharfo
Christian slain by the Indians, they would slay a hundred Indians.

Because the particulars that enter into these outrages are 50 1 .

ous they could not be contained in the scope of much writing,
truth I believe that in the great deal [ have ser down here | have.
vealed the thousandth part of the sufferings endured by the India
now want only to add that, in the matter of these unprovoked an
structive wars, and God is my witness, all these acts of wick
I have described, as well as those I have omitted, were perpetr.
against the Indians without cause, without any more cause than
give a community of good monks living together in a monastery
still more strongly 1 affirm that until the multitude of people on
land of Mispaniola were killed and their lands devastated, they co
ted no sin against the Christians that would be punishable b
laws, and as to those sins punishable by God's law, such as vengef
ings against such powerful enemies as the Christians have been,
sins would be committed by the very few Indians who are hard
and impetuous. And | can say this from my great experience with
their hardness and impetuosity would be that of children, of boys tej
twelve years old. I know by certain infallible signs that the Wars
by the Indians against the Christians have been justifiable Wars.
all the wars waged by the Christians against the Indians have been
just wars, more diabolical than any wars ever waged anywher
world. This I declare to be so of all the many wars they have
against the peoples throughour the Indies. :




European Views of Native Americans  w 631

vars and the killings had ended, when usually there
e boys, some women, and children, these survivors
among the Christians to be slaves. The repartimiento or
made according to the rank and importance of the
m the Indians were allocated, one of them being given
, still another, one or two hundred, and besides the
hristian there was also 1o be considered in whar favor

he tyranr they called Governor, The pretext was thar
dians were to be instructed in the articles of the Chris-
hose Christians who were as a rule foolish and cruel
vicious could be caretakers of souls! And the care they
he men to the mines to dig for gold, which is intoler-
 send the women into the fields of the big ranches to
and, work suitable for strong men. Nor 1o either the
men did they give any food except herbs and legumes,
stance. The milk in the breasts of the women with
d thus in a short while the infanes perished.

“a
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