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1. THE INDIANS' AND THE
AMERICAS

From time immemorial,? the western hemisphere
was the home of the Indian peoples. They lived all
over the two continents from Alaska to Cape Horn.® The
numbers of the Indians in the fifteenth century,
when Columbus “discovered” America,’ have been
estimated at from 14 million to 40 million. In what
are the United States and Canada today® there were
about a million Indians at that time. They were di-
vided into a great number of tribes who spoke dif-
ferent languages and dialects. The tribes varied in
color® from almost black, through copper colored, to
pale olive.

The Indians’ economies differed as widely as their
languages and colors. They ranged from nomadic
tribesmen’ to highly developed village Indians. But on
the whole their social system was that of tribal com-
munalism. Its basis was common ownership of the
land, whether the tribe made its living by hunting,
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fishing, herding, farming, or by a combination of all
these occupations.

The Indians did not grow wheat or rice; they grew
maize, or Indian corn.®

The Indians had a strong sense of honor and
were fair in dealing with one another and with out-
siders.® There was none of the frightful poverty, neg-
lect of the aged, exploitation of children, and gen-
eral misery that have been the Indians’ lot since their
land was conquered by the capitalist nations which
were supposed to be more “civilized”.

There is much dispute as to where the Indians
originally came from. Some scholars hold that man-
kind itself originated in the Americas. This is an un-

“

likely supposition, as remains of pre-human “man”
have never been found in this hemisphere as
in Asia, Africa and Europe.'® The prevailing view
has it that the Indians came from Asia about 25,000
years ago. It has been estimated that the sea level
was then about 225 feet lower than it is today. So
the Indians could have crossed on solid land from
Siberia!! to Alaska. From the latter area the new-
comers are supposed to have gradually fanned out all
over the western hemisphere. '?

Separated by two great oceans, the Indians and
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the people of the other hemisphere knew nothing
about each other and had no contact whatever with
each other wuntil the day Christopher Columbus
sighted land after a long, adventurous voyage across
the Atlantic,!®

On October 12, 1492, Columbus stepped ashore on
the island he later named San Salvador, ! in the Ba-
hamas. '* It was one of the great moments in world
history. The discovery of America gave an enormous
stimulus to the advance of history. It helped to un-
dermine decaying feudalism and speed up the
growth of capitalism in Europe. It widely expanded
man’s economic and political concepts and gave
him a'greatly changed outlook upon the world he
lived in.

Columbus, of course, was not the first to “dis-
cover” America. There were the Indians there at the
time of his arrival. Moreover, there were many sto-
ries about earlier navigators who had “discovered”
the western hemisphere before Columbus. Among
these supposed discoverers were a group of Chinese -
priests who are said to have landed on the Pacific
coast of North America about the year 458.'° It was
Columbus’ discovery, however, that ended the isola-
tion of the western hemisphere, and linked it econo-
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mically, politically and culturally with the rest of
the world.

In Columbus’ time there were many forces at
work which made the discovery of America inevita-
ble. The most important factor was the rapid growth
of mercantile capitalism in Europe. The European
merchants went all over the known world to develop
trade. No adventure was too risky for them. With
their robberies and wars, they were hardly to be
distinguished from pirates.

In 1453 the Turks'” captured Constantinople,'®
This event shut off the trade route from Europe to
the Middle and Far East.' To find a new route to
India,?® Cathay?' (China) and Cipango?® (Japan)
became an urgent need for the merchants and traders
of western Europe.

Columbus, who was an Italian®® navigator, thought
it possible to reach Cathay by sailing due west.?
After failing to get financial help from Italy, *® Eng-
land and Portugal, ?® he went to Spain, where he won
the support of the Spanish®” king and queen, and the
merchants of Palos.? He was equipped with three
ships, the biggest of which was only about 111 feet
long and of 100 tons burden.?® The total cost of his
first voyage has been estimated at from $5,000 to
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$7,000. He made four voyages to the West Indies.?
But until the day of his death, he believed firmly
that he had found the route to the Indies or the
lands of the east, and the people he had seen
there were Indians.

He was followed by many navigators, not only
Spanish and Portuguese,® but also Italian, French,
English and Dutch.®* It was after Amerigo
Vespucci, an Italian sailing in the interests of Spain,
that the two continents were named.*In 1507 a Ger-
man professor published a map of the New World
on the basis of Vespucci’s voyage and called it“Amer-
ica”%.

It was indeed a great and rich world that Colum-
bus and those who followed him discovered and
explored. North America and South America, stretch-
ing about 10,000 miles from the Arctic® to the
Antarctic, *® cover 8,000,000 and 6,800,000 square miles
respectively. Together they make up an area almost
as large as that of Africa and Euro;;e combined.?" In
the Americas there are all those resources necessary
for agricultural and industrial development: fertile
lands, seas teeming with fish, great forests, all the
essential metals and minerals, huge coal and oil de-
posits, and rivers rich in water-power resources.
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Sword and cross in hand, the ruling classes of
Europe fell upon this rich world greedily.® Only fif-
ty years after Columbus’ first voyage, the Spanish
and Portuguese had overrun the vast land of what is
now called Latin America.?® The colonization of
North America by the English and French went some-
what slower, but with the same barbarity.*® Indian
society and culture were destroyed. Whole Indian
tribes were slaughtered. Negroes were shipped from
Africa to the New World and forced to be slaves.
Working people of all races were ruthlessly exploited
and oppressed.

Beginning with the arrival of Columbus, Ameri-
can history is a long and horrible story of the en-
slavement and exploitation of the laboring people by
the landowners and capitalists.*! It is also a record
of an endless and indomitable struggle of the toiling
masses against this ruthless exploitation and oppres-

sion.

2. THE THIRTEEN ENGLISH
COLONIES

In 1606, about a hundred people left England in
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three ships for North America. They were sent by
the Virginia Company* (a trading company). The
company had got from the English King a charter
which gave it powers to set up and manage a colony
in North America. In 1607 these people . landed at
the mouth of the James River® and established a set-
tlement called Jamestown. More settlers arrived la-
ter, and the colony expanded. Tobacco was the main
crop. The few tobacco planters exploited and ruled
over the large number of workers who worked their
plantations. This was the origin of the colony of
Virginia,

In 1620 a group of Puritans and other people
sailed in the since famous Mayflower to North Amer-
ica.®® They landed at Cape Cod,* several hundred
miles to the north of Virginia, and founded a settle-
ment which they called Plymouth.*” Taught by friend-
ly Indians, they grew corn. They also trapped bea-
vers. Later, many more Puritans came, as they were
not tolerated in England. Four colonies grew up around
Cape Cod: Massachusetts® (including Plymouth),
Rhode Island,*® Connecticut®® and New Hampshire,®!
collectively known as the New England colonies.
Climate and soil in New England made it impossible
to develop plantation farming. There each family
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had its own small.-farm. As a result there were no
aristocratic planters like those in Virginia, but a
great many farmers. The colonists also went in for
ship-building, navigation, trading with Europe and
fishing.

These were the first English colonies on the
Atlantic coast of North America. Later, other set-
tlers came to found new colonies. New colonies were
also established by people from the older ones. The
Dutch had founded a colony west of New England
and called it New Amsterdam.’? But the English
seized it in 1664 when a war was going on between
England and Holland.®® It was renamed New York.

By the end of the seventeenth century twelve
English colonies had been founded in North Ameri-
ca. Their population in 1715 is reckoned to have
been about 450,000, of whom 60,000 were Negroes. ™
In 1733 Georgia®® was founded. Thus there were all
together thirteen colonies. They were, from north to
south: New Hampshire, Massachusetts, Rhode Island,
Connecticut, New York,Pennsylvania, *® New Jersey,*’
Delaware, ®® Maryland, ® Virginia, North Carolina,®
South Carolina® and Georgia.

These colonies occupied a long and narrow strip

of land along the Atlantic coast. West of this strip
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