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I4 THE ISLAND PEOPLE

The pope—then Alexander VI—in a sweeping gesture of generosity
gave the New World, from the North Pole to the South Pole, to Spain
to keep and hold forever. In 1497 he issued a papal bull, or edict, to
that effect. It remains to-day as one of the most famous of historical
documents, and also one of the most ineffective. The gift was too big
to be carried home.

2

Columbus was by no means the Lindbergh of his day in popularity
and public honour. Newspapers did not exist, and his exploit caused
hardly a ripple of interest outside the courts of the sovereigns; and
even at those centres of authority very few during the lifetitne of
Columbus had any idea of the tremendous significance of his voyages.
The illiterate populace would not have known what it was all about
even if they had been told.

The ambassadors of England, France, Venice, and Genoa at the
Spanish court wrote home about Columbus. They told all they knew,
and that was not a great deal. Their letters were casually read and
disregarded. Somebody was always claiming to have sailed some-
where. Benvenuto Cellini, who was one of the most intelligent and
alert men of the generation that came after Columbus, does not
mention the New World—or Columbus, either—even once in his
Memoirs. Cellini knew about the discoveries and the Spanish con-
quests, undoubtedly, and it is a reasonable supposition that he did
not consider them sufficiently important to deserve any mention.

Nevertheless, despite their general indifference, the sluggish English
people stirred themselves sufficiently to do a little exploring—a little,
but not much. Henry VII, who was a Tudor and the father of the
much-married Henry VIII, hired a Genoese navigator named John
Cabot as an explorer. Cabot made a vague, misty voyage to the coast
of North America in 1497. Evidently he discovered Labrador, and
seems to have gone farther south. When he returned he could not say
exactly where he had been, but he thought he had touched the
kingdom °‘of the Great Khan’—that is, China. He said he had seen
no inhabitants. In his geography he was about 10,000 miles wrong,
but we must keep in mind thatin those days no one knew the size of
the earth. There was no existing idea that the continent of America
stood squarely between the Old World and Asia.

Even after the American continent was proved to exist its extent
(or width) was unknown, and for generations inquisitive ships sailed
up its rivers and bays—the Hudson, the St. Lawrence, the Chesa-
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nation—destined to become the most extensive colonizing and

empire-building power of all time—did not hold a foot of land
outside the British Isles when Queen Elizabeth died in 1603. America
had been discovered more than a hundred years, and the Spanish
empire in America had existed for nearly a century. There were
white men in Mexico, and in the Antilles, whose grandfathers had
been born on American soil.

Any man living in the sixteenth century who ventured to predict
that England would become, in time, a world power with far-spread-
ing colonies would have been considered more than slightly crazy.
It was thought that Spain already possessed nearly evervthing worth
having. There was the better part of the New World—the Spaniards
had that. They had the fabulously opulent gold and silver mines of
Mexico and Peru, and the fertile Antilles. The Spanish sovereign was
also the ruler of Germany, of Austria, of Flanders, and of some of the
Italian states. They called him ‘the Emperor’, to distinguish him
from the lesser monarchs, and because he was the head of the
shadowy Holy Roman Empire.

In the time of Columbus, and for years thereafter, all the nations
of Western Europe, including England, were solidly Catholic. The
Pope had extraordinary powers; he was called the king of kings—
the universal sovereign—and Spain was the apple of his eye. No
wonder. Spain had conquered the Moors and had driven them from
Europe. Spain had expelled the Jews. Spain carried the holy cross
over the seas and converted heathenish peoples. At home Spain, in
setting up the Holy Inquisition, had adopted religious fanaticism as
a national policy. In short, Spain stood at 'the head of the class,
according to the Vatican’s view of the world.

It is one of the strangest facts in modern history that the English
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may save itself by concessions and compromises which absorb and
dilute the new social conceptions. Or, on the other hand, the politi-
cal structure may be so rigid that it is incapable of change. In that
case, the issue between the old order and the new society evolves, by
degrees, into a controversy which can be settled only by force.

In this book the central theme is the development of ideas as ex-
pressed in personalities and events. I donotlike essays; they are usually
static and are seldom informative. I like stories: they move; they pos-
sess colour and life. As I have written this book my own way—in
my own style and manner—without reference to other patterns of
expression, it is unconventional in a certain sense. The characters
and events speak for themselves; I am merely the storyteller, supply-
ing interpretations wherever they are needed.

I have written this book for people who are not historical scholars,
but who wan* to know the truth about our historical past and the in-
ception and spread of American social movements. It is built up out
of my own reading and note-taking for the past fifteen years. I wanted
to find out for myselflong before I ever thought of writing an Ameri-
can history. I wanted to learn just what had really happened since
our history began, the true inwardness of events, the trend of ideas,
the growth of the American spirit, the development of our institutions.

What I learned is set forth in this volume.

W. E. WoobpwARD
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To
ROBERT G. ELLBERT

good friend and severe critic
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PREFACE

y purpose in writing this book is to present the rise and

development of the American nation as a continuous social

process. I have begun it with the reign of Henry VIII in
England, for American civilization is basically English, with its roots
running far back through the centuries into the English past.

History is a record of man in conflict with circumstance. But men
are of different breeds and different capacities. Hunger discourages
one man and inspires another. A tyrantlays his whip across the backs
of one set of men and they takeit meekly, while another setof men pull
him down from his horse and chop off his head.

Heritage counts. We inherit a culture and a speech, and a form of
justice, and a way of living, and a code of morals. In time we may
change many, or all, of these legacies of the past; nevertheless, we
carry the thread of tradition with us. The record of the human race
is a continuous fabric, a sort of motion-picture film, unrolling slowly.
The same characters appear again and again, under various names
and in different circumstances.

Itisatendency of mankind toresistsocial innovationsand tocherish
and protectideas that have outlived their usefulness. Consequently the
political and economic systems of all growing countries are continu-
ally under pressure from opinions and energies that are outside the
traditional pattern. Movements which have as their objectives far-
reaching changes in the social scheme are invariably defeated on
their first appearance in the arena.

But new ideas that are reallysound, really dynamic and really vital
continue to live in the face of defeats. They cannot be destroyed by
contempt, or by ridicule. In time they grow stronger, as the social
systern to which they are opposed becomes more and more obsolete.

If the existing order is sufficiently flexible in mind and temper it
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