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Never mind his Pulitzer, the best-selling books, the writing jobs at The Wall Street Journal and The New Yorker: Tony Horwitz is a dope. Really, he’ll tell you so himself, and often does, though not in so many words, in his funny and lively new travelogue, “A Voyage Long and Strange.” Horwitz is probably best known as the author of “Confederates in the Attic,” an exploration of how the American Civil War and its cultural backwash still move otherwise semi-normal Americans to do crazy things, like sleep outdoors in 19th-century-style long johns while pretending to be Abner Doubleday. In that book as in this one, Horwitz assumes the pose of a baby-boomer Everyman, overschooled but undereducated. He is chagrined at the basic historical facts he was once taught but can no longer remember or, worse, never knew to begin with. Like so many of us, he is the incarnation of Father Guido Sarducci’s Five Minute University, where degrees are awarded for reciting the two or three things the average liberal-arts graduate remembers from four years of college.
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From The John Carter Brown Library at Brown University

Go forth and conquer: The frontispiece to a 16th-century manual for Spanish explorers. 

A VOYAGE LONG AND STRANGE 

Rediscovering the New World. 

By Tony Horwitz. 

445 pp. Henry Holt & Company. $27.50. 

In “A Voyage Long and Strange,” Horwitz is surprised to learn how little he knows about the Europeans who “discovered” America. (One thing he does remember from college is to wrap those scare-quote marks around politically contentious words like “discover.”) His astonishing ignorance dawned on him during a visit to Plymouth Rock. “I’d mislaid an entire century, the one separating Columbus’s sail in 1492 from Jamestown’s founding in 16-0-something,” he writes. “Expensively educated at a private school and university — a history major, no less! — I’d matriculated to middle age with a third grader’s grasp of early America.”

Horwitz resolves to remedy his ignorance by embarking on an intensive self-tutorial mixed with lots of reporting and running around. He looks for Columbus’s remains in the Dominican Republic; tracks Coronado through Mexico, Texas and even Kansas; sifts evidence of the Vikings’ landing in Newfoundland; and gives the Anglos their due in tidewater Virginia. The result is popular history of the most accessible sort. The pace never flags, even for easily distracted readers, because Horwitz knows how to quick-cut between historical narrative and a breezy account of his own travels. It’s the same method he used in “Confederates,” deployed with the same success, and unlike many other, less journalistic histories, in which the material is displayed at a curator’s remove, it has the immense value of injecting the past into the present — showing us history as an element of contemporary life, something that still surrounds us and presses in on us, whether we know it or not. Usually not.

The stories he tells are full of vivid characters and wild detail. Among Newfoundland’s Micmac Indians, for example, Horwitz endures a horrifying session in one of their fabled sweat lodges, where, it turns out, sweating is just for openers: “Finally, I stopped struggling and gave in to the torment, entering a trancelike state, less from heightened consciousness than from impaired body function. What spirit I had wasn’t raised; it was crushed.” Among Dominicans, he learns that Spain is hated with an intensity usually reserved for the United States. The hatred is rooted in Spain’s ancient crimes against natives, Horwitz says, but you can also detect the inverted scorn — part envy, part outrage, part sorrow — that the conquered have always felt for their conquerors. Indeed, contempt for the explorers, whether Spanish or English, is now the common default position, not only among the descendants of the Indians they brutally conquered, but also among most of the park rangers, academics and political activists Horwitz encounters. 

Mostly, Horwitz shares their view. He is an energetic debunker, but he is also too generous a writer to settle for the easy way out. With his unerring eye for the strange and out-of-the-way, he manages to find in New Mexico a man known as El Patrón, an aging defender of the murderous conquistador Juan de Oñate. And he’s a Democrat! Oñate cut the feet off his victims, but El Patrón is unconvinced of his villainy. “My God, Oñate made this place,” he tells Horwitz. “He introduced cabbages, chili, tomatoes and what not. He created an irrigation system. Oñate did many things for Indians.” 

Even in the United States — this present-

oriented country supposedly so indifferent to its own history — the past obtrudes. This has long been Horwitz’s theme, and rather than simply explaining it, he demonstrates the truth of it, in story after story. Yet there are times when his treatment seems unaccountably creaky and shopworn. Returning to Plymouth at book’s end, Horwitz celebrates Thanksgiving with the townsfolk. As he has done with the conquistadors and the Norse and the French, he can’t resist making the debunker’s case about the “myths” surrounding the explorers and settlers. The Pilgrims probably didn’t eat turkey or pumpkin pie at a Thanksgiving dinner that they didn’t consider a thanksgiving and to which they didn’t invite the natives, who were in any case weakened with disease, which made them vulnerable to looting — by the Pilgrims, who, by the way, weren’t the first American settlers fleeing religious persecution; that was the Huguenots. The Pilgrims’ arrival in America was, on balance, a calamity, which is why, nowadays, even Plymoutheans mark an annual “Day of Mourning.”

Isn’t this getting a bit old by now? We are three generations, maybe more, into an era in which the once-cheeky assertions of historical revisionism — Columbus didn’t discover America, Europeans invented scalping, the founding fathers were real estate sharpies — have become utterly conventional, the refuge of grad-school plodders and boomer journalists alike. An inheritor and practitioner of this fraying tradition, Horwitz tries, to his credit, to complicate the picture, just a little. 

“I could chase after facts across early America, uncover hidden or forgotten ‘truths,’ explode fantasies about the country’s founding,” he writes. “But I’d failed to appreciate why these myths persisted. People needed them.” While the old myths may be false in all their particulars, in other words, it’s probably not so bad if the common folk comfort themselves with lies. Myths, in the words of Stephen Jay Gould, satisfy a “psychic need.” But surely this is an unsatisfying conclusion. Are we really supposed to shrug off mass ignorance and self-delusion? 

If indeed that’s what it is. Then again, maybe people have believed the historical myths for reasons beyond their own gullibility. Think how refreshing it would be for a writer of Horwitz’s gifts to approach the task of pop history from the opposite direction — not to pick apart a myth but to explain those elements within it that are, after all, true. The myth of the Pilgrims, for example, comes in many shapes and sizes, each containing a different portion of factual accuracy. But underlying them all is what was once understood to be a basic fact: these battered and luckless wanderers carried with them a set of peculiar principles that slowly unfolded into a spectacularly successful experiment in freedom, prosperity and human dignity, something unforeseen and without parallel in all history. If our best writers delight in attacking the myth, it’s probably because they no longer see this truth as self-evident.

Andrew Ferguson is the author of “Land of Lincoln: Adventures in Abe’s America.”

A Voyage Long and Strange: Rediscovering the New World by Tony Horwitz

By Mark Flanagan
A few years ago Pulitzer Prize-winning journalist and author Tony Horwitz found himself at Plymouth Rock amidst a gaggle of tourists. A conversation with the park ranger concerning inquiries typically posed by visitors to the historic site impressed upon Horwitz just how spotty public knowledge of our nation's founding was. This included one question that was particularly glaring in its ignorance, "Is this where the three ships landed?" in reference to Columbus's Nina, Pinta, and Santa Maria. This blurring in our national memory between Columbus's 1492 exploration and the Pilgrim's 1620 settlement set Horwitz off on a "pre-Pilgrimage" devoted largely to elucidating the chapters of colonial history that occurred during the 128 lost years between those two dates, an adventure culminating in the publication of A Voyage Long and Strange: Rediscovering the New World.

Christopher Columbus, heralded as the man who discovered America, has more books devoted to his memory than Alexander the Great, Leonardo da Vinci, or Adolph Hitler. We've named our District of Columbia, two state capitals, and forty other U.S. cities, towns, and counties after the "Admiral of the Ocean Sea." Interestingly enough, Columbus never actually set foot on the North American continent. His initial landfall was somewhere in the Bahamas where, believing he had reached the East Indies, he dubbed the natives "Indios," remarking in his journal that they "ought to make good and skilled servants." With seven natives taken aboard his ship as captive guides, Columbus continued exploring islands in the Caribbean believing at various times that he had reached either Japan or perhaps the Chinese mainland.

Though never arriving at his Asian destinations, he did over the course of three voyages visit a variety of locales - Cuba, Venezuala, and the Canary Islands among them - and continued returning to the island of Hispaniola, now shared by Haiti and the Dominican Republic. The settlements on Hispaniola were famously bungled, and Columbus was eventually arrested and imprisoned for his dismal mismanagement there. On his fourth and final voyage in 1500, Columbus ended up marooned in Jamaica for about a year. He made it back to Spain in 1504, politically and physically crippled and died just two years later at the age of 55, convinced to the end that his voyages had landed him in Asia.

Spain remained relatively satisfied with with its conquest of Hispaniola and surrounding environs for about fifteen years, Horwitz tells us, before rocketing out of the Caribbean in an imperialistic explosion. Among the Spanish conquistadors were Coronado in America, Cortes in Mexico, and Pizarro in Peru. In the fifty years following Columbus's first voyage, Spain had conquered and amassed an empire more vast than imperial Rome at its apex.

In one chapter, Horwitz details the 1540-1542 expedition of conquistador Francisco Vazquez de Coronado, who marched hundreds of men from Mexico through the American Southwest and up into Kansas, where he believe lay Quivira, a mythical city of gold. Horwitz notes the Spanish ritual of reading a document called the Requerimiento, sort of a conquistador version of the Miranda rights, to the native tribes they conquered en route. The Requerimiento promised mildly charitable treatment to those who accepted the Spanish rule peaceably and quite the opposite to those who resisted:

"I assure you that, with the help of God, I will attack you mightily. I will make war against you everywhere and in every way ... I will take your wives and children, and I will make them slaves ... I will take your property. I will do all the harm and damage to you that I can."

So begins the procession of Spanish conquistadors who, one after another, brutally impressed what boils down to insatiable imperialism and greed upon the natives they met in the new world. From the conquerors of the Southwest such as Coronado and Juan de Onate, who slaughtered, enslaved, and cut off the feet of the Acoma Indians, to Hernando de Soto, who traveled the entire Southeast and then west into Arkansas, Oklahoma and Texas in search of gold, Horwitz mines historical records and picks the brains of local historians and laypeople in revealing the events and nature of our nation's looting and settlement.

As it happens, the first permanent European city in the continental U.S. was St. Augustine, Florida, where the Spanish had their own Thanksgiving with Indians fifty-six years before the Pilgrim's, which we celebrate today. In fact, by the time the English arrived, other Europeans had already visited twenty-four of the continental United States' forty-eight states, along the way introducing foreign animals (horses), foreign diseases, and generally softening up the natives in preparation for later Anglo conquest.

America: the missing years

Sarah Churchwell enjoys Tony Horwitz's A Voyage Long and Strange, a popular history that fills the gap between Columbus and Jamestown
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Sarah Churchwell 

The Guardian, Saturday 7 June 2008 

A Voyage Long and Strange: Rediscovering the New World
by Tony Horwitz

464pp, John Murray, £25

Throughout this enlightening and entertaining new book, I was reminded of the American humorist Ambrose Bierce's definition of history: "an account mostly false, of events mostly unimportant, which are brought about by rulers mostly knaves, and soldiers mostly fools". This is as good a description as any of Tony Horwitz's journey down paper and terrestrial trails in search of a "century he'd mislaid" in American history. Actually, it's rather more than a century: part popular history, part travelogue, A Voyage Long and Strange tracks some of early modern Europe's most momentous encounters with the Americas before the Mayflower landed in 1620, a period which has been largely neglected in the stories America tells about itself. Most of us, like Horwitz, would be hard-pressed to outline what happened between Columbus's discovery in 1492 and the founding of Jamestown in "16-0-something". And what we think we know is largely wrong; so Horwitz has set out to write "the forgotten first chapter of America's story".

Many of us know, for example, that Columbus didn't really "discover" America, but we either take this to mean that he wasn't the first European there, or as a reminder that the Americas were populated long before colonisation. But Columbus never actually set foot on any part of what would become the United States, and remained convinced until he died that he'd found Asia. "Columbus changed the world not because he was right, but because he was so stubbornly wrong," Horwitz argues. And Columbus was far from the fabled iconoclast insisting to sceptics that the earth was round. They all knew it was round; they just didn't know how big it was. The canard that people in the dark ages thought the world was flat was invented by an American in the 19th century, Washington Irving (for the record, some of us did know this one). A lot of American "history" was invented in the 19th century: Ponce de Léon's search for the Fountain of Youth was a marketing gimmick dreamed up by an "eccentric Victorian" named Louella Day McConnell in the early 1900s. Actually Léon was just your average conquistador, in search of gold and slaves.

When history wasn't manufactured, it was accidental, a series of inadvertencies, "mistakes" that became "portals of discovery", in the words of the book's first epigraph, from Joyce's Ulysses. The other epigraph is Sancho Panza telling Don Quixote that he's tilting at windmills, and the story that follows is full of quixotic quests: not only those of the early modern explorers, but also Horwitz's own, as he retraces their erratic, fortuitous paths from Newfoundland to Hispaniola, and across a surprising number of the continental United States in between.

Ignoring the stories of Henry Hudson and Samuel de Champlain, who traversed New York and the Great Lakes, Horwitz focuses on the far more outrageous exploits of the conquistadors making their misguided way from the Caribbean to what is now Florida, Tennessee, Arkansas and North Carolina, across Mexico and Texas and the southwest, up into New Mexico, Arizona, the Oklahoma panhandle and even Kansas. How many knew that the Spanish penetrated so far north, so early? Or that the Indians they met were primarily not the wandering nomadic tribes we imagine, but highly developed warrior empires, like the one ruled by Powhatan, which stretched from North Carolina to Maryland? Horwitz usefully refutes the noble savage myth, showing that Indian societies were just as Hobbesian as any other. That said, they also did not, as a rule, initiate hostilities with the Europeans, and - albeit partly because of inferior firepower - they emerge as considerably less homicidal, and rather more sensible. They were constantly outsmarting and tricking the Spanish, who retaliated with grotesque, excessive brutality: Hernando de Soto, now remembered by most Americans, if at all, as a Chrysler model, slaughtered between 2,500 and 3,000 Indians hiding in the settlement of Mavila - rivalling even the legendarily bloody civil war battle at Antietam for the dubious honour of highest body count from a single day's combat in American history. The Europeans weren't just massacring Indians, naturally; they were butchering each other, too. Pedro Menéndez murdered more than 100 French Huguenots in what is now Jacksonville, Florida, by stabbing them, impaling them on pikes, and then beheading them - sparing only the musicians, to entertain him.

When Europeans weren't slaughtering each other, they were killing themselves off through ignorance and incompetence. The English died in droves at Jamestown in part because they built on swampland and drank fetid water until the Indians saved them (perhaps, Horwitz surmises, because they reasoned that "dying men who seemed utterly clueless" didn't pose much of a threat). Unsurprisingly, the Jamestown settlers soon arrived at the "Starving Time" in 1609 when they ate shoes, starch from their collars and excrement, and one man killed his pregnant wife and "salted her for his food". This diet might explain the necessity for a spatula mundani, found in an archaeological site, "a narrow spoon used to treat extreme constipation by extracting hard stools".

Historical ironies abound. After the Spanish destroyed all the Indian settlements in their path, they returned from their wanderings and died of the starvation they had caused - no more thriving villages to loot. The self-defeating nature of conquest begins to emerge, and the importance of a lesson we have yet to learn: enlightened self-interest. The vast majority of early European colonies in America died out, in large part, because the colonisers were aristocrats and high-ranking soldiers, accustomed to commanding and being served. They weren't workers, and had few survival skills. The Spanish worked up a sweat, but only at pillaging; they were after instant riches. This is also why Jamestown failed: "too many men 'of a nice bringing up' ", who were "accustomed to 'daintie food' and 'soft beds of downe'" couldn't survive the rigours of life in the wilderness. It was only when the English sent farmers, labourers and merchants to New England (according to Horwitz they were searching for a syphilis cure) that a sustainable colony was built.

The locals he interviews along the way help to bring Horwitz's prodigious reading to life. The story of his trip to Santo Domingo (whose unofficial motto, he tells us, is "estamos jodido": "we're fucked") is worth the purchase price alone. In Arkansas he meets a 95-year-old woman, described to him as "real conversive", who hisses, "I still have a pistol and know how to use it" before inviting him in, feeding him rum cake and sharing "every memory of her ninety-five years", none of which had to do with the conquistador's casket he'd come to learn about. In Florida, he encounters a woman who was converted to evangelical protestantism by "a Spanish woman from a Jewish family who became a voodoo priestess in Mexico City and converted to Christianity while in a mental asylum".

Locals are not just targets of gentle satire, however: they are often highly insightful, and resist categorical thinking. He meets an Indian environmentalist neo-Confederate Southerner, who is entirely free of cognitive dissonance because "Indians are basically conservative people - they want to be left alone with their land and traditions, same as Southerners". The story of American history is, of course, one of racial division, but as the people Horwitz meets explain, and exemplify, it has also always involved racial intermingling. One man comments, "I'm probably two-fifths African, two-fifths Indian, and one-fifth European", before adding, "I'm everything . . . a melting-pot. Isn't that what it means to be American?" Similarly, a woman of Creek Indian descent tells Horwitz that when a form asks her to identify her race, she puts "human". In Santo Domingo, the Spanish ambassador informs him that there are now more Spanish speakers in the US than in Spain: "The future of all the Americas is Spain, and that story began in 1492."

Horwitz experiences first-hand as much as he can, baking in 50lbs of Spanish armour in the hot Florida sun, nearly exploding in a sweat lodge, careering around Santo Domingo. Vivid analogies between then and now abound: for Horwitz "conquistadors were, in essence, armed entrepreneurs, who assembled their own force and assumed the risk". De Soto is likened to a Colombian drug lord by one man he meets; another challenges our easy contempt: "Those evil Spaniards weren't aliens, they were us. Get rich quick - that's the American dream, isn't it?" It is a New England minister, however, who articulates what Horwitz has been thinking: in the end, we prefer myth to the facts. Perhaps the most enjoyable aspect of this exemplary popular history is the way it shows that wisdom is all around us, if only we'd take the trouble to learn.

Sarah Churchwell is a senior lecturer in American literature and culture at the University of East Anglia.

Analysis of "A Voyage Long And Strange" 

A Book Analysis of "A Voyage Long And Strange"
For History 207A With Dennis Judd

Yesterday I finished reading author Tony Horwitz' wonderful history-adventure yarn "A Voyage Long And Strange: Rediscovering The New World". The non-fiction sub-genre of history travel adventure in the wrong hands can be cliched and hackneyed but not so in this case. This is a great book that is essentially 390 pages long but is an easy read in one day given how it is written. The basic premise is that Horwitz comes to realize he knows little about the real history of the land that would later become the United States of America and by extension its surrounding zone of influence, to wit, Mexico, Canada, and the Caribbean. Horwitz then proceeds to visit all the significant historical locations where Old World first visited New World. Horwitz starts in the prologue at Plymouth Rock in Massachusetts. He quickly becomes disillusioned by the disconnect with American prehistory (and early history) that he sees not only in the tourists there but also within himself. This leads him to bone up on American and New World history starting at the various points of First Contact between Europe and the Americas both North and South. There he finds all kinds of fascinating tales, themes, interconnections, ironies, horrors, mundanities... and myths. This, claims Horwitz, inspired him to undertake a "pilgrimage" to various significant sites related to early European contact in the Americas and retrace some of the more relevant paths that various explorers blazed. Or perhaps Horwitz visited Plymouth, MA, while suffering from "writer's block" and upon visiting the place realized a clever new concept for a book. 

The first stop in this journey of discovery is the location of First Contact which would not be achieved by Western Europeans (French or English) or Southern Europeans (Portuguese or Spanish) but by Northern Europeans (Norsemen) half a millennium before the others. The others usually get all the credit because they wrote the histories most of us Moderns digest be it reading or watching television. One of the underlying themes in this tome is the truth many of us come to realize as we travel through this life that our mental image of a place and the reality of it are two quite different things. And it also quickly becomes clear reading this book that this concept applies to historical events as well.

In what is now Newfoundland (New Found Land... get it?) the author visits the site of the first European settlement in North America. Unromantically, it turned out to be nothing more than a farm settlement (founded by Leif Eiriksson... and no, that is not a misspelling of his name) at what is now L' Anse aux Meadows which is nothing more than a moribund fishing village at the ass-end of Canada. After studying the real history of this place and what happened here (and not all of it pretty) and the back-story to it involving Leif's father Eirik "The Pathological Murderer" The Red and his wife (Leif's mother) as well as North America's first recorded psycho-bitch, Freydis, Leif's illegitimate half-sister by another than his mother. After researching this paleo-trailer trash saga, the author pays a visit to the modern descendants of the types of folks the Norsemen encountered and labeled Skraelings which was apparently similar in meaning at that time to the later expressions Digger, Nigger, and Beaner given variously by more southerly Whites as pejoratives for Reds, Blacks, and Browns respectively. What Horwitz finds of Canada's modern aboriginal community is an attitude of circumspection about what history has dropped in their lap. They have adapted to the circumstances while trying to retain as much of the past as possible with mixed results. This is a pattern that will be seen time and again by the author-adventurer throughout his journey. 

The author next addresses the matter of Christopher Columbus in view of the fact that most of us Moderns think of him as being the first European to find the New World. The facts of his contributions to this historical happenstance have become blurred by mythology. Horwitz conducts some research of this matter and discovers some unexpected (to him and most of us) facts that run contrary to the myths. For example, Columbus was an idiot who was probably the most ignorant man in his class with his only redeeming quality being his seamanship and boundless enthusiasm and self-confidence bordering on the Quixotic. He was convinced, NOT that the Earth was flat but that the Earth was much smaller than just about any intellectual living at the time knew it actually was and one of his stated goals for his journey west was to visit China directly across the Atlantic Ocean from Europe. D'Oh! 

Horwitz next hits the road and visits Santo Domingo in what is now the Dominican Republican, site of the first Southern European settlement in the Americas. Not only does he explore a rather surreal and Kafkaesque Santo Domingo but then he explores other locations on the island of Hispaniola, home to both Dominica and Haiti. He finds history all over the place but most locals are too busy fatalistically living a hellacious existence in the Here & Now to care much about Way Back When. With that being said, it is impossible for even locals to avoid their tangled history in which race played a significant role as it still does. Hispaniola it seems is divided by racism with darker-skinned folks occupying a lower social strata than lighter-skinned folks. There is also an overabundance of mythology even this far south. Dominicans proudly assert that Columbus is buried there, not in Spain as the Spanish insist. This is ironic given the horrors Columbus brought there. Why would they want to proudly celebrate his internment there? Tourism? Hardly any tourists visit the dirt-ass poor nation for the purpose of visiting Columbus' alleged grave site. 

Next up, Horwitz touches briefly upon the next two most famous Southern Europeans early in the Americas, Hernan Cortez and Francisco Pizarro. However, he largely avoids those guys probably because there is less mythology surrounding them than any other major figures from this period. The ugly facts about them are largely known to a greater extent than any other Spanish soldiers of fortune from this period. Mythology, as it turns out, is what this book is really all about and where there is no mythology there is no point for discussion in this book.

As it turns out, Ponce de Leon beat those other two guys in traipsing around the New World, having landed in La Florida six years before Cortez ever saw Mexico who in turn preceded Pizarro's bizarro visit to the Inca Empire in South America. De Leon didn't last long getting himself killed early on but he did help blaze the path to North America. His journey was followed by another explorer named Panfilo de Narvaez who was an idiot and got himself and most of his men killed in another expedition to La Florida. However, a remarkable member of his team, Alvar Nunez Cabeza de Vaca managed to survive the ordeal undertaking a remarkable eight-year odyssey across all of what is now the Deep South, Texas, and Northern Mexico. The trek by Cabeza de Vaca could perhaps be best described as the Odyssey meets the Heart of Darkness as written by Jack Kerouac... in the 16th Century. Such a story I have never read the likes of and why Hollyweird has never given this story a deserving treatment on the Big Screen escapes me considering the artist class is supposed to be more enlightened than The Masses.  

For purposes of brevity I will not get into too many details of his nearly decade-long ordeal but let us just say that Cabeza de Vaca finds himself part of a group of survivors of Narvaez' incompetence deep in hostile Indian territory far from supplies and unfamiliar with how to survive in an alien land. Over time he gets stranded without supplies, abandoned by first his ships and then by his also-abandoned leader, shipwrecked, captured by Indians, enslaved by those Indians, escapes those Indians, journeys with two other surviving Spaniards and a black Arab slave named Estevanico, gets captured again and enslaved by yet other Indians, escapes those Indians, finds still other Indians who revere him and his companions who "heal" them. This begins the most unlikely and gonzo part of the entire escapade as this motley crew acquires a guru-like persona replete with Estevanico as interpreter and spokesman for the Spanish whom acquire a rapidly growing retinue/entourage that pillages the next village which in turn joins the party and moves on to the next village and pillages it repeating the cycle time and again until they reached Spaniards in Mexico who couldn't believe their eyes. Of course, the Indian followers get variously slaughtered or enslaved (or both in that order) to the chagrin of Cabeza de Vaca & Co. He reported his experience up the chainmail of command having acquired a respect for and sensitivity to the Indians. Needless to say this is sadly atypical of the Spanish during this period. He was then assigned a governorship in what is now Paraguay where he tried to use his office to protect the downtrodden, most notably, Indians. This failed, of course, and after being falsely accused of malfeasance and being later vindicated he died in obscurity.

This saga is incomplete without some explanation of the subsequent deeds of Estevenico and it must be noted reality here was even stranger and more improbable than mere myth. Estevanico acted as a guide on a subsequent Spanish raid... er, expedition north in search of gold... er, lost souls led by a friar named Marcos de Niza.  Estevanico soon recreates the gonzo parade of his prior trek with the Spanish but now with himself as the star this time and Marcos is left to follow his trail disillusioned Indians northward. Our retro-rock star pushes his luck once too often and the Indians of Cibola having had enough of his greed and letchery and contradictory claims finally offed him and the expedition came to an end. However, some wrongly-interpreted intelligence gathering on this journey inspired the next raid north from Mexico.

Horwitz next recounts Francisco Vasquez de Coronado's raid... er, expedition into what is now the American Southwest. He, like other Spanish before him is soon in over his head. Through pluck and luck and cleverness and cruelty he finds his expedition wending its way across what is now Arizona, New Mexico, Texas, Oklahoma, and Kansas... and back home again. Horwitz also traces this trek via roadtrip of his own following the original path as best as he can with the modern roads and our limited knowledge of where precisely the expedition actually trekked. Along the way the author meets a motley crew of Indians and descendents of of Spanish settlers as well as Anglo-Americans living now where this story unfolded back then. Most surprising of all is the enmity now between the descendents of the Indians and the Spanish settlers in New Mexico over the legacy and memory of Coronado. Despite the passage of years and the fact Spain and later Mexico's control of the area was supplanted by Americans the Indian versus Spanish dynamic is the most powerful according to Horwitz. 

Horwitz then heads out into the Great Plains where Coronado's expedition was the first experience by Europeans of the agoraphobia that I sometimes experience on that great flat expanse of the Earth's crust. It struck me as a bit ironic how the small towns along Coronado's estimated path across the Great Plains despite being very White and redneckish are nonetheless very attached to their own perceived part in the Coronado story by way of belief in being situated on the very trace of his  journey even when such claims are competatively contradicted by other nearby towns. Again, as has been the case since the prologue of this book, mythology is  more important and more powerful and more enduring than historical facts. 

Hernando De Soto's lengthy and ultimately catastrophic expedition starting in La Florida and ending in Mexico (without him) was next on the author's itinerary. Given the incredibly complex and nuanced racial and cultural history of the Deep South and the fact this part of the book delves deep into that rich tapestry of multilayered history over the course of the author's next road trip the book gets more complicated at this point. Horwitz starts in Florida and retraces the itinerary of De Soto's expedition northward through Georgia and the Carolinas and down into Alabama, Mississippi, Arkansas, Louisiana (a tiny sliver), and Texas en route to Mexico by sea for the relative few remaining survivors. The author does not follow Do Soto's path into Mexico at this point, however.

It is hard to ignore the observation that immediately comes to mind reading this next part of the book that De Soto, like Coronado, was over-the-top barbaric and utterly ruthless to the point of excess. This was not done by either man nor by Columbus and Cortez and Pizarro and others without thought but was terrorism intended to intimidate local populations into submission. It is generally accepted that terrorism by outsiders never works and although an uncareful and unsophisticated analysis would suggest that terrorism for the Spanish worked I would counter that it did not but that disease and superior systems of technology and organization worked instead. I believe the Spanish triumphed despite and in spite of their barbarity. Had disease not been a major factor nor the wow factor of their technology they would have been in for a far more expensive undertaking than was economically viable. I feel the Spanish would have been forced to deal with the aboriginals on a more equal footing as trade partners and the same goes for the English further north and a bit later on in time.

Getting back to the present in the Deep South Horwitz' own journey through it is as interesting and multi-cultural as De Soto's albeit in entirely different ways and contexts. De Soto met many exotic tribes and destroyed them ultimately if not immediately through deception and treachery in combination with "shock & awe" and terrorism by atrocity. As might be expected the great number of "characters" were found by the author along this leg of his journey and interviewed in the book. He met ambivalent historical reenactors, contrarian historians, park rangers reminiscent of the Carpenter and the Walrus in Alice in Wonderland, a Confederate sympathetic Indian, a dugout canoe-carving Seeker, and others. In the process of this leg of his journey he once again found myth fogging up the murky view rearward into history and thus absorbing it into itself and creating a new reality more real to people than historical fact.

Before reading this book I was unaware that Huguenots from France with the blessing of their Catholic queen had attempted to settle in what was then Spanish-claimed La Florida in 1562.  Of course, it resulted in catastrophe for the French as a result of poor planning and execution by the Protestant French and climaxed with atrocities (live burnings at the stake, etc.) perpetrated by the Catholic Spanish. In a modern-day mirror to that sectarian strife the author found the Catholics and Protestants in modern-day St. Augustine, Florida, (which was built as a result of the presence of the Huguenots in the area) and near where the aforementioned atrocities occurred to be still waging their spiritual... er, spirited war. He met a Pentecostal Protestant nutcase continuing the struggle of the Huguenots. Conversely, the local Catholics purged their own interpretation of their local history of any acknowledgement of their forefather's war crimes. It seems that once again like everywhere elsein the author's journeys for this book St. Augustine as badly as anywhere else reinterpreted its own history in a fashion rifted in divided cultural interpretations each steeped in their own self-affirming mythology devoid of factual basis. Worse than most and probably matched only by Plymouth, MA, St. Augustine provided a tourist trap-y interpretation of its local history and only a handful of locals seemed to appreciate this with circumspection and ironic bemusement.

With the Spanish-flavored part of his journey of historical exploration behind him, Horwitz focused the stretch run of his book on the English part of this story starting with Roanoke, VA, and then moving to Jamestown, VA, and finally concluding back where he started at Plymouth, MA.

To be blunt Roanoke was an English S.N.A.F.U and F.U.B.A.R and C.F. with the "F" in each of those acronyms being the "F" word we all know and love. Given this analysis is about the book primarily and not about the historical details covered in the book I shall be brief in prefacing. Needless to say the details Horwitz gives about Sir Walter Raleigh's Roanoke Colony are ample and uninspiring. It quickly becomes clear that the English are no better than the Portuguese or Spanish or French when it comes to bad behavior. That the English ever succeeded in North America is amazing but certainly the Spanish unwittingly helped out by pre-thinning the native population by means of smallpox which the English reinforced by bringing more. Without smallpox this story would be a very different one.

It is worth noting that the mythology surrounding the Lost Colony is about as strong as any mythology encountered in the author's journeys for this book. The Lost Colony was actually never "lost" but simply moved and went "native" in order to survive and then probably got slaughtered by a different group of natives (Powhatan). At this point in the story it is worth noting that things really begin to get complicated when the descendents of black slaves and the descendents of Indians find themselves at cross purposes, especially in light of the fact there were and still are now folks with a lot of DNA from both groups in their ancestry. 

Horwitz next visits Jamestown past and present and we get into all the facts that my History 207A class has already gone over in detail so for the sake of brevity I will not rehash it all. It is notable in this section that the author visits the Pamunkey, about the only tribe other than the Zuni and Navajo and Hopi to not ever leave their own territory and NOT be living on land given to them by the U.S. government, ergo living on the "rez". In this section more Black-Indian complications arise as this is former slave country still being it is in Virginia and there are also plenty of folks with Indian ancestry. Because of the Black-White racial divide Indians didn't want to get grouped with Blacks in times past despite the fact there were always many hybrids of both just as there have been of Whites-Blacks and Whites-Indians (I'm one such). Sadly, this racial dynamic continues in Virginia (and unrelated to any mention in this book it also occurs to this day elsewhere, as well).

For the first time in this story we encounter secret societies based upon historical revisionism which is mildly interesting given it has nothing to do with the Klan. The author visits Henricus where John Rolfe toyed around with tabacco and met Pocahontas... or rather what is left of it which is now simply reconstructed park structures attended by a silver-tongued Creek Indian hottie named Melanie Wright who works as a living interpretation docent there. I would give my eye teeth to be introduced to this young lady. Again, as with the Roanoke story it boggles the mind that the early colonists ever ultimately succeeded in spite of their heavy casualties and many failures and shortcomings. Of course, it helped that the local native population had its own problems at the time with droughts, famines, pestilences (brought by Europeans) not to mention inter-tribal fighting. 

In wrapping up his journey, Horwitz ends where he began in Plymouth, MA, but with an entirely different attitude and understanding. Unlike the first time he was there this time he delves deeper into the fabric of the local community following the pattern he established on his visit to Santo Domingo and followed since then of going "local" for a short time and not merely playing tourist nor reporter but getting himself "embedded" in the local community. Upon his return to Plymouth and as a result of this deeper delving the author comes to realize that the inhabitants of Plymouth have a surprisingly sophisticated and circumspect understanding of the historical reality of their town and its place in American history. They even seem to embrace their myth as history and their history as myth quite honestly and openly to the point of being able to poke fun at themselves. A historical reenactor/docent who worked at the replica Mayflower ship anchored in the port of Plymouth made the rather insightful observation in relation to why the story of the Pilgrims was always taken precedence over that of the earlier and more significant Jamestown Colony: "The Virginia story is a lot more exciting, but as a founding myth it's a lousy fit. No one wants to build a national story around a man killing and eating his pregnant wife, or colonists too lazy to grow their own food. Shiftlessness isn't part of the American self-image." True dat!

The most significant quote of the entire book was quite serendipitously delivered to the author near the end of his journey and quite intentionally and appropriately was located near the end of the book. The Reverend Peter Gomes, an American man of Black (Cape Verde Island origin which is owned by Portugal) and Portuguese ancestry and a distinguished member of an exclusive fraternal order in Plymouth known as The Old Colony Club. Gomes sagely posited "Myth is more important than history. History is arbitrary, a collection of facts. Myth we choose, we create, we perpetuate." That is the theme of the entire book encapsulated into two sentences.

This is not to say we should wallow in our own myths and buy into everybody else's myths and ignore facts and truths. But I do set forth that we should neither adhere to myths and ignore facts nor ought we to merely cling to facts and repudiate all myths. Both serve an important function in understanding why things are the way they are and what happened before and thus gain insights into what we might expect in the future. Our myths also offer us insights into who we are as individuals and groups. Strangely enough these sorts of themes have already been swirling around  in my head much in recent years as I find my intellect wrapping itself around many things that for most of my life have seemed inexplicable and to which I now hope I'm on the verge of making some sort of breakthrough realizations regarding. As the haunting recurring theme in the Battlestar Galactica television series states: "This has all happened before and it will all happen again." Or does it have to?
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Vinland-A Summary of Chapter 1 of A Voyage lOng and Strange by Horwitz

Posted by Brian Carnesecchi on November 10, 2009 at 9:00am

Most of us know the basics of our American history: Columbus discovering the new land called America in 1492, the Pilgrims setting up at Plymouth Rock, the struggles of Jamestown. However, very few can correctly answer the question when asked who were the first non-native people to discover North America. Sure you will get some creative guesses: the Spanish, the Portuguese, maybe the Chinese. But rarely will you find someone who knows of the brave voyagers called the Norse. I guess you could say the first to discover North America were the Norwegians. But when could this discovery have taken place, surely not much longer before Columbus and his heroic voyage, right?

Columbus sailed and came to the United States in 1492. The Norse and a man named Eirik the Red fled Norway and landed in Greenland around A.D. 985. From Greenland, a small list of Eirikssons set out to find out more about a foreign shore that was left unexplored by a man named Bjarni Herjolfsson. Herjolfsson accidentally discovered the shore when intending to sail for Greenland to join the Norse settlement there. It wasn't long before a vague history unfolded with the Norse settling and coming in contact with native people in a land they named Vinland, or Land of Wine, for the abundant grapes they found in the region. They would take voyages to and from L'Anse aux Meadows in Newfoundland, sometimes setting up camps and settlements, but never staying long for fear of the natives.

Early American history is so often misunderstood and not known by most Americans. The mystery and folklore found in these Norse stories can be very intriguing. In teaching about the first Europeans coming to North America, I would give a Viking pretest that inquires about their nature, their history, where they traveled, what happened to them, and if they still exist. This will set up a scaffold with which to present the material.

After giving my students a pretest, I would show them a map of Newfoundland and the Gulf of Saint Lawrence, and ask the students what they observe about the region. I would want to draw out answers about it's latitude, the presence of a lot of water, it's access to the ocean, it's nearness to Greenland, and any other observations my students make. Then I would give a storytelling lecture with an overview of the story of the travel of the Norse people to the Vinland region.

After the lecture, I will have students do some inquiry using various pre-gathered resources about the first documented European discovery of North America. After their inquiry we will gather back together as a class where I will ask any students what they found interesting, exciting, or surprising about what they learned. Then each student will write a summary of the discovery of North America by the Norse people. 

Book review: “A voyage long and strange” by Tony Horwitz
November 25th, 2008 at 11:17 pm 
In his typical humorous and inquisitive style, Tony Horwitz sets to trace the roots of the “discovery” of America, and more importantly – to dispel some of the most prevalent myths around it. 

It appears that most Americans believe that Columbus discovered America and that the US soil was first colonized by pilgrims aboard the Mayflower, that landed in Plymouth (a bit south of modern Boston) in 1620. The truth is far from that. Horwitz spends the 400 pages of this book telling about the real story behind America’s colonization, starting with Viking discoverers at the turn of the first millennium, through first Spanish and French settlements and finally the founding of Jamestown, a colony in Virginia that preceded Plymouth by several years.

The book is composed of two intermixed themes. The one is a historical account, facts and research the author gleaned from the all material he could find on the subject (and in the end of the book you can see a quite complete bibliography). The other is a more personal story of Horwitz’s own travels through the sites he describes in his historical accounts, trying to find traces of history and talking with local people. In his discussions, he mainly tries to dig up the “hard questions” – of why some historical facts are popularized and spread, and others, while objectively more important, are forgotten and sometimes even knowingly hidden.

There are a couple of nice quotes on his conclusions near the end of the book. This is from page 387:

[...] “So you’re saying we should honor myth rather than fact?” I asked. “Precisely.” [...] “Myth is more important than history. History is arbitrary, a collection of facts. Myth we choose, we create, we perpetuate”. [...] “The story here may not be correct, but it transcends truth. It’s like religion – beyond facts. Myth trumps fact, always does, always has, always will.” 

And from page 390:

Gould attributed this to “the psychic need for an indigenous creation myth.” Humans, whether contemplating the genesis of their customs or of their species, yearn to locate “an explicit point of origin,” rather than accept that most beginnings are gradual and complex. “Creation myths,” he concluded, “identify heroes and sacred places, while evolutionary stories provide no palpable, particular thing as a symbol for reference, worship, or patriotism.” 

Interesting points to ponder on how “pop history” is formed and maintained, indeed.

I wouldn’t call it a great book, and it’s not even one of Horwitz’s best books, but “A voyage long and strange” is well written and fun to read. If you’re interested in the history of America’s colonization, you can do much worse than start with this readable introduction, and dig into its sources for more eclectic research.

