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The History of the Indies 

Bartolome de Las Casas 

The Spaniards entered the province of Camaguey, which is large and densely populated . . . and when they 

reached the villages, the inhabitants had prepared as well as they could cassava bread from their food; what they called 

guaminiquinajes from their hunting; and also fish, if they had caught any. 

 

Immediately upon arriving at a village, the cleric Casas would have all the little children band together; taking 

two or three Spaniards to help him, along with some sagacious Indians of this island of Hispaniola, whom he had brought 

with him, and a certain servant of his, he would baptize the children he found in the village. He did this through out the 

island . . . and there were many for whom God provided holy baptism because He had predestined them to glory. God 

provided it at a fitting time, for none or almost none of those children remained alive after a few months.... 

 

When the Spaniards arrived at a village and found the Indians at peace in their houses, they did not fail to injure 

and scandalize them. Not content with what the Indians freely gave, they took their wretched subsistence from them, and 

some, going further, chased after their wives and daughters, for this is and always has been the Spaniards' common 

custom in these Indies. Because of this and at the urging of the said father, Captain Narvaez ordered that after the father 

had separated all the inhabitants of the village in half the houses, leaving the other half empty for the Spaniards' lodging, 

no one should dare go to the Indians' section. For this purpose, the father would go ahead with three or four men and reach 

a village early; by the time the Spaniards came, he had already gathered the Indians in one part and cleared the other. 

 

Thus, because the Indians saw that the father did things for them, defending and comforting them, and also 

baptizing their children, in which affairs he seemed to have more command and authority than others, he received much 

respect and credit throughout the island among the Indians. Further, they honored him as they did their priests, magicians, 

prophets, or physicians, who were all one and the same. 

 

Because of this ... it became unnecessary to go ahead of the Spaniards. He had only to send an Indian with an old 

piece of paper on a stick, informing them through the messenger that those letters said thus and so. That is, that they 

should all be calm, that no one should absent himself because he would do them no harm, that they should have food 

prepared for the Christians and their children ready for baptism, or that they should gather in one part of the village, and 

anything else that it seemed good to counsel them—and that if they did not carry these things out, the father would be 

angry, which was the greatest threat that could be sent them.... 

 

They [Spaniards] arrived at the town of Caonao in the evening. Here they found many people, who had prepared a 

great deal of food consisting of cassava bread and fish, because they have a large river close by and also were near the sea. 

In a little square were two thousand Indians, all squatting because they have this custom, all staring, frightened, at the 

mares. Nearby was a large bohio, or large house, in which were more than five hundred other Indians, close-packed and 

fearful, who did not dare come out. 

 

When some of the domestic Indians the Spaniards were taking with them as servants (who were more than one 

thousand souls . . . ) wished to enter the large house, the Cuban Indians had chickens ready and said to them: "Take 
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these—do not enter here." For they already knew that the Indians who served the Spaniards were not apt to perform any 

other deeds than those of their masters. 

 

There was a custom among the Spaniards that one person, appointed by the captain, should be in charge of 

distributing to each Spaniard the food and other things the Indians gave. And while the captain was thus on his mare and 

the others mounted on theirs, and the father himself was observing how the bread and fish were distributed, a Spaniard, in 

whom the devil is thought to have clothed himself, suddenly drew his sword. Then the whole hundred drew theirs and 

began to rip open the bellies, to cut and kill those lambs—men, women, children, and old folk, all of whom were seated, 

off guard and frightened, watching the mares and the Spaniards. And within two credos, not a man of all of them there 

remains alive. 

 

The Spaniards enter the large house nearby, for this was happening at its door, and in the same way, with cuts and 

stabs, begin to kill as many as they found there, so that a stream of blood was running, as if a great number of cows had 

perished. Some of the Indians who could make haste climbed up the poles and woodwork of the house to the top, and thus 

escaped.   

 

The cleric had withdrawn shortly before this massacre to where an other small square of the town was formed, 

near where they had lodged him. This was in a large house where all the Spaniards also had to stay, and here about forty 

of the Indians who had carried the Spaniards' baggage from the provinces farther back were stretched out on the ground, 

resting. And five Spaniards chanced to be with the cleric. When these heard the blows of the swords and knew that the 

Spaniards were killing the Indians—without seeing anything, because there were certain houses between—they put hands 

to their swords and are about to kill the forty Indians . . . to pay them their commission. 

 

  The cleric, moved to wrath, opposes and rebukes them harshly to prevent them, and having some respect for him, 

they stopped what they were going to do, so the forty were left alive. The five go to kill where the others were killing. 

And as the cleric had been detained in hindering the slaying of the forty carriers, when he went he found a heap of dead, 

which the Spaniards had made among the Indians, which was certainly a horrible sight. 

 

  When Narvaez, the captain, saw him he said: "How does your Honor like what these our Spaniards have done?" 

 

  Seeing so many cut to pieces before him, and very upset at such a cruel event, the cleric replied: "That I commend 

you and them to the devil! " 

 

  The heedless Narvaez remained, still watching the slaughter as it took place, without speaking, acting, or moving 

any more than if he had been marble. For if he had wished, being on horseback and with a lance in his hands, he could 

have prevented the Spaniards from killing even ten persons. 

 

Then the cleric leaves him, and goes elsewhere through some groves seeking Spaniards to stop them from killing. 

For they were passing through the groves looking for someone to kill, sparing neither boy, child, woman, nor old person. 

And they did more, in that certain Spaniards went to the road to the river, which was nearby. Then all the Indians who had 



3 

 

escaped with wounds, stabs, and cuts—all who could flee to throw themselves into the river to save themselves—met with 

the Spaniards who finished them. 

 

  Another outrage occurred which should not be left untold, so that the deeds of our Christians in these regions may 

be observed. When the cleric entered the large house where I said there were about five hundred souls—or whatever the 

number, which was great—and saw with horror the dead there and those who had escaped above by the poles or 

woodwork, he said to them: "No more, no more. Do not be afraid. There will be no more, there will be no more." 

 

    With this assurance, believing that it would be thus, an Indian descended, a well-disposed young man of twenty-

five or thirty years, weeping. And as the cleric did not rest but went everywhere to stop the killing, the cleric then left the 

house. And just as the young man came down, a Spaniard who was there drew a cutlass or half sword and gives him a cut 

through the loins, so that his intestines fall out.... 

 

The Indian, moaning, takes his intestines in his hands and comes fleeing out of the house. He encounters the cleric 

. . . and the cleric tells him some things about the faith, as much as the time and anguish permitted, explaining to him that 

if he wished to be baptized he would go to heaven to live with God. The sad one, weeping and showing pain as if he were 

burning in flames, said yes, and with this the cleric baptized him. He then fell dead on the ground.... 

 

Of all that has been said, I am a witness. I was present and saw it; and I omit many other particulars in order to 

shorten the account. 

 

"Are Not the Indians Men?" 

 

When Sunday and the hour to preach arrived . . . Father Fray Antonio de Montesinos ascended the pulpit and took 

as the text and foundation of his sermon, which he carried written out and signed by the other friars: "I am the voice of 

one crying in the desert." After he completed his introduction and said something concerning the subject of Advent, he 

began to emphasize the aridity in the desert of Spanish consciences in this island, and the ignorance in which they lived; 

also, in what danger of eternal damnation they were, from taking no notice of the grave sins in which, with such apathy, 

they were immersed and dying. 

 

  Then he returns to his text, speaking thus: "I have ascended here to cause you to know those sins, I who am the 

voice of Christ in the desert of this island. Therefore it is fitting that you listen to this voice, not with careless attention, 

but with all your heart and senses. For this voice will be the strangest you ever heard, the harshest and hardest, most 

fearful and most dangerous you ever thought to hear." 

 

  This voice cried out for some time, with very combative and terrible words, so that it made their flesh tremble, 

and they seemed already standing before the divine judgment. Then, in a grand manner, the voice . . . declared what it 

was, or what that divine inspiration consisted of: "This voice," he said, "declares that you are all in mortal sin, and live 

and die in it, because of the cruelty and tyranny you practice among these innocent peoples. 
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 "Tell me, by what right or justice do you hold these Indians in such a cruel and horrible servitude? On what 

authority have you waged such detestable wars against these peoples, who dwelt quietly and peacefully on their own land? 

Wars in which you have destroyed such infinite numbers of them by homicides and slaughters never before heard of?  

Why do you keep them so oppressed and exhausted, without giving them enough to eat or curing them of the 

sicknesses they incur from the excessive labor you give them, and they die, or rather, you kill them, in order to extract and 

acquire gold every day? 

 

 "And what care do you take that they should be instructed in religion, so that they may know their God and 

creator, may be baptized, may hear Mass, and may keep Sundays and feast days? Are these not men? Do they not have 

rational souls? Are you not bound to love them as you love yourselves? Don't you understand this? Don't you feel this. 

Why are you sleeping in such a profound and lethargic slumber? Be assured that in your present state you can no more be 

saved than the Moors or Turks, who lack the faith of Jesus Christ and do not desire it." 

 

  In brief, the voice explained what it had emphasized before in such a way that it left them astonished—many 

numb as if without feeling. others more hardened than before, some somewhat penitent, but none. as I afterward 

understood, converted. 

 

  When the sermon was concluded, Antonio de Montesinos descended from the pulpit with his head not at all low, 

for he was not a man who would want to show fear—as he felt none—if he displeased his hearers by doing and saying 

what seemed fitting to him, according to God. With his companion he goes to his thatch house where perhaps, they had 

nothing to eat but cabbage broth without olive oil, as sometimes happened. But after he departed, the church remains full 

of murmurs so that, as I believe, they scarcely permitted the mass to be finished.... 

 

Seeing how little God's servants feared all kinds of threats made against them, the officials softened, beseeching 

them to reconsider the matter and, having carefully done so, to emend what had been said in another sermon—this to 

satisfy the community, which had been, and was, greatly scandalized. At last . . . in order to rid themselves of the officials 

and to put an end to their frivolous importunities, the father conceded that at a seasonable time it would be thus: the same 

Father Fray Antonio de Montesinos would return to preach the next Sunday and would go back to the subject and say 

what seemed best to him about it, and, as much as possible, would try to satisfy them and explain everything he had said. 

This having been agreed upon, the officials departed, happy in this hope. 

 

  They then proclaimed, or some of them did, that they had left with an agreement with the vicar and the others that 

on the following Sunday that friar would retract everything he had said. And to hear the second sermon no invitations 

were needed, for there was not a person in the whole city who was not found in the church on that day.... 

 

When the hour for the sermon came, after Antonio de Montesino ascended the pulpit, the text given as the basis of 

his retraction was a saying from Job, Chapter 36, which commences: "I will go back over my knowledge from the 

beginning, and I will prove that my discourse is without falsehood." That is, "I will go back to rehearse from the 

beginning my knowledge and the truths which I preached to you last Sunday, and I will show that those words of mine 

which embittered you are true. " 
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Upon hearing this text of his, the most clear-sighted saw immediately where he was going to end, and it was 

misery enough to allow him to go on from there. He began to . . . corroborate with more arguments and texts what he had 

affirmed before, that those oppressed and exhausted peoples were held unjustly and tyrannically. He repeated his 

understanding that the Spaniards could certainly not be saved in the state they were in, and that therefore they should in 

time heal themselves. He made them know that the friars would not confess a man of them, any more than they would 

confess highway robbers, and that the Spaniards might proclaim and write that to whomever they wished in Castile. In all 

this, the friars considered it certain that they were serving God and doing the king no small favor. 

 

After the sermon was finished, Antonio de Montesinos went to his house. And all the people in the church 

remained agitated, grumbling, and much angrier at the friars than before, finding themselves defrauded of their vain and 

wicked hope that what had been said would be unsaid—as if, after the friar made his retraction, the law of God which they 

disobeyed by oppressing and exterminating these peoples would be changed. 

 

[Source - https://www2.stetson.edu/secure/history/hy10430/lascasashistory.html] 


