BARTOLOME DE LAS CASAS (1484-1576)
A SHORT ACCOUNT OF THE DESTRUCTION OF THE INDIES (1552)

The Americas were discovered in 1492, and the first Christian settlements established by
the Spanish the following year. It is accordingly forty-nine years now since Spaniards
began arriving in numbers in this part of the world. They first settled the large and fertile
island of Hispaniola, which . . . is surrounded by a great many other large islands, all of
them, as [ saw for myself, with as high a native population as anywhere on earth.

God made all the peoples of this area, many and varied as they are, as open and as
innocent as can be imagined. The simplest people in the world—unassuming, long-
suffering, unassertive, and submissive—they are without malice or guile, and are utterly
faithful and obedient both to their own native lords and to the Spaniards in whose service
they now find themselves. Never quarrelsome or belligerent or boisterous, they harbour
no grudges and do not seek to settle old scores; indeed, the notions of revenge, rancour,
and hatred are quite foreign to them . . . They are also among the poorest people on the
face of the earth; they own next to nothing and have no urge to acquire material
possessions. As a result they are neither ambitious nor greedy, and are totally
uninterested in worldly power. . . They are innocent and pure in mind and have a lively
intelligence, all of which makes them particularly receptive to learning and understanding
the truths of our Catholic faith and to being instructed in virtue; indeed, God has invested
them with fewer impediments in this regard than any other people on earth.

It was upon these gentle lambs, imbued by the Creator with all the qualities we have
mentioned, that from the very first day they clapped eyes on them the Spanish fell like
ravening wolves upon the fold, or like tigers and savage lions who have not eaten meat
for days. The pattern established at the outset has remained unchanged to this day, and
the Spaniards still do nothing save tear the natives to shreds, murder them and inflict
upon them untold misery, suffering and distress, tormenting, harrying and persecuting
them mercilessly.

The reason the Christians have murdered on such a vast scale and killed anyone and
everyone in their way is purely and simply greed. They have set out to line their pockets
with gold and to amass private fortunes as quickly as possible so that they can then
assume a status quite at odds with that into which they were born. Their insatiable greed
and overweening ambition know no bounds; the land is fertile and rich, the inhabitants
simple, forbearing and submissive. The Spaniards have shown not the slightest
consideration for these people, treating them (and I speak from first-hand experience,
having been there from the outset) not as brute animals—indeed, I would to God they had
done and had shown them the consideration they afford their animals—so much as piles
of dung in the middle of the road. One fact in all this is widely known and beyond
dispute, for even the tyrannical murdered themselves acknowledge the truth of it: the
indigenous peoples never did the Europeans any harm whatever; on the contrary, they
believed them to have descended from the heavens, at least until they or their fellow-
citizens had tasted, at the hands of these oppressors, a diet of robbery, murder, violence,
and all other manner of trials and tribulations.

Taken from the preface of Bartolomé de las Casas, A Short Account of the Destruction of the Indies,
translated by Nigel Griffin (Harmondsworth: Penguin Books, 1992), 9-13.



