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Spanish Dominican friar Bartolomé de las Casas in 1542 (published in 1552) wrote about the torture, 
mistreatment and genocide of the Indigenous Peoples of the Americas in colonial times. His eyewitness 
account is largely responsible for the passage of the new Spanish colonial laws known as the New Laws of 
1542, which abolished native slavery for the first time in European colonial history. 
 

 
Preface 

 
… I am persuaded that, if Your Highness had been informed of even a few of the excesses which this New 
World has witnessed, all of them surpassing anything that men hitherto have imagined even in their wildest 
dreams, Your Highness would not have delayed for even one moment before entreating His Majesty to 
prevent any repetition of the atrocities which go under the name of ‘conquests’: excesses which, if no move is 
made to stop them, will be committed time and again, and which (given that the indigenous peoples of the 
region are naturally so gentle, so peace-loving, so humble and so docile) are of themselves iniquitous, 
tyrannical, contrary to natural, canon, and civil law, and are deemed wicked and are condemned and 
proscribed by all such legal codes. I therefore concluded that it would constitute a criminal neglect of my duty 
to remain silent about the enormous loss of life as well as the infinite number of human souls despatched to 
Hell in the course of such ‘conquests’, and so resolved to publish an account of a few such outrages (and they 
can be only a few out of the countless number of such incidents that I could relate) in order to make that 
account the more accessible to Your Highness. 
 
…. 
 

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. Once 
they begin to learn of the Christian faith they become so keen to know more, to receive the Sacraments, and 
to worship God, that the missionaries who instruct them do truly have to be men of exceptional patience and 
forbearance; and over the years I have time and again met Spanish laymen who have been so struck by the 
natural goodness that shines through these people that they frequently can be heard to exclaim: ‘These would 
be the most blessed people on earth if only they were given the chance to convert to Christianity.’ 

 
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. We shall in due course describe some of the many ingenious methods of torture they have 
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invented and refined for this purpose, but one can get some idea of the effectiveness of their methods from 
the figures alone. When the Spanish first journeyed there, the indigenous population of the island of 
Hispaniola stood at some three million; today only two hundred survive. 

 
… 
 

There are two main ways in which those who have travelled to this part of the world pretending to be 
Christians have uprooted these pitiful peoples and wiped them from the face of the earth. First, they have 
waged war on them: unjust, cruel, bloody and tyrannical war. Second, they have murdered anyone and 
everyone who has shown the slightest sign of resistance, or even of wishing to escape the torment to which 
they have subjected him. This latter policy has been instrumental in suppressing the native leaders, and, 
indeed, given that the Spaniards normally spare only women and children, it has led to the annihilation of all 
adult males, whom they habitually subject to the harshest and most iniquitous and brutal slavery that man has 
ever devised for his fellow-men, treating them, in fact, worse than animals. All the many and infinitely varied 
ways that have been devised for oppressing these peoples can be seen to flow from one or other of these two 
diabolical and tyrannical policies. 

 
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. They have had as little concern for their souls as 
for their bodies, all the millions that have perished having gone to their deaths with no knowledge of God and 
without the benefit of the Sacraments. One fact in all this is widely known and beyond dispute, for even the 
tyrannical murderers 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. 

 
… 
 

HISPANIOLA 
(Warning, this content is very graphic. It is meant for an adult audience.) 

 
   As we have said, the island of Hispaniola was the first to witness the arrival of Europeans and the first to 
suffer the wholesale slaughter of its people and the devastation and depopulation of the land. It all began with 
the Europeans taking native women and children both as servants and to satisfy their own base appetites; 
then, not content with what the local people offered them of their own free will (and all offered as much as 
they could spare), they started taking for themselves the food the natives contrived to produce by the sweat 
of their brows, which was in all honesty little enough. Since what a European will consume in a single day 
normally supports three native households of ten persons each for a whole month, and since the newcomers 
began to subject the locals to other vexations, assaults, and iniquities, the people began to realize that these 
men could not, in truth, have descended from the heavens. Some of them started to conceal what food they 
had, others decided to send their women and children into hiding, and yet others took to the hills to get away 
from the brutal and ruthless cruelty that was being inflicted on them. The Christians punched them, boxed 
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their ears and flogged them in order to track down the local leaders, and the whole shameful process came to 
a head when one of the European commanders raped the wife of the paramount chief of the entire island.14 It 
was then that the locals began to think up ways of driving the Europeans out of their lands and to take up 
arms against them. Their weapons, however, were flimsy and ineffective both in attack and in defence (and, 
indeed, war in the Americas is no more deadly than our jousting, or than many European children's games) 
and, with their horses and swords and lances, the Spaniards easily fended them off, killing them and 
committing all kind of atrocities against them. 
 

They forced their way into native settlements, slaughtering everyone they found there, including small 
children, old men, pregnant women, and even women who had just given birth. They hacked them to pieces, 
slicing open their bellies with their swords as though they were so many sheep herded into a pen. They even 
laid wagers on whether they could manage to slice a man in two at a stroke, or cut an individual's head from 
his body, or disembowel him with a single blow of their axes. They grabbed suckling infants by the feet and, 
ripping them from their mothers' breasts, dashed them headlong against the rocks. Others, laughing and 
joking all the while, threw them over their shoulders into a river, shouting: ‘Wriggle, you little perisher.’ They 
slaughtered anyone and everyone in their path, on occasion running through a mother and her baby with a 
single thrust of their swords. They spared no one, erecting especially wide gibbets on which they could string 
their victims up with their feet just off the ground and then burn them alive thirteen at a time, in honour of 
our Saviour and the twelve Apostles, or tie dry straw to their bodies and set fire to it. Some they chose to keep 
alive and simply cut their wrists, leaving their hands dangling, saying to them: ‘Take this letter’ – meaning that 
their sorry condition would act as a warning to those hiding in the hills. The way they normally dealt with the 
native leaders and nobles was to tie them to a kind of griddle consisting of sticks resting on pitchforks driven 
into the ground and then grill them over a slow fire, with the result that they howled in agony and despair as 
they died a lingering death. 

 
It once happened that I myself witnessed their grilling of four or five local leaders in this fashion (and I 

believe they had set up two or three other pairs of grills alongside so that they might process other victims at 
the same time) when the poor creatures' howls came between the Spanish commander and his sleep. He gave 
orders that the prisoners were to be throttled, but the man in charge of the execution detail, who was more 
bloodthirsty than the average common hangman (I know his identity and even met some relatives of his in 
Seville), was loath to cut short his private entertainment by throttling them and so he personally went round 
ramming wooden bungs into their mouths to stop them making such a racket and deliberately stoked the fire 
so that they would take just as long to die as he himself chose. I saw all these things for myself and many 
others besides. And, since all those who could do so took to the hills and mountains in order to escape the 
clutches of these merciless and inhuman butchers, these mortal enemies of humankind trained hunting dogs 
to track them down – wild dogs who would savage a native to death as soon as look at him, tearing him to 
shreds and devouring his flesh as though he were a pig. These dogs wrought havoc among the natives and 
were responsible for much carnage. And when, as happened on the odd occasion, the locals did kill a 
European, as, given the enormity of the crimes committed against them, they were in all justice fully entitled 
to, the Spanish came to an unofficial agreement among themselves that for every European killed one 
hundred natives would be executed. 

 
… 

 

THE KINGDOMS OF HISPANIOLA 
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On Hispaniola there were five main kingdoms, each very extensive and each with its own king; most of the 
infinite number of local nobles paid allegiance to one or other of these five powerful leaders, although there 
were a few backwoodsmen who recognized no authority above and beyond their own…  

This [Marién] was the first place where the old Admiral25  [Christopher Columbus] who discovered the New 
World first landed and was received on that occasion by this Guacanagarí, as were all his crew, with the 
greatest kindness and humanity imaginable. As Columbus himself told me, it was there that the Admiral's own 
ship was lost26 and he and his men were as graciously treated and looked after as if they had been back home 
and were all part of the same close family. Guacanagarí himself died up in the mountains, broken and 
destitute, after he had fled to escape the massacres and the cruelty inflicted by the Spaniards, and all the 
other local leaders who owed allegiance to Guacanagarí perished as a direct result of the despotism 
and slavery to which they were subjected and which I shall in due course set out in detail. 
 
… 
 
I saw with my own eyes how the Spaniards burned countless local inhabitants alive or hacked them to pieces, 
or devised novel ways of torturing them to death, enslaving those they took alive. Indeed, they invented so 
many new methods of murder that it would be quite impossible to set them all down on paper and, however 
hard one tried to chronicle them, one could probably never list a thousandth part of what actually took place. 
All I can say is that I know it to be an incontrovertible fact and do here so swear before Almighty God, that the 
local peoples never gave the Spanish any cause whatever for the injury and injustice that was done to them in 
these campaigns. On the contrary, they behaved as honourably as might the inmates of a well-run monastery, 
and for this they were robbed and massacred, and even those who escaped death on this occasion found 
themselves condemned to a lifetime of captivity and slavery. I would go further. It is my firm belief that not a 
single native of the island committed a capital offence, as defined in law, against the Spanish while all this time 
the natives themselves were being savaged and murdered. Despite the enormous provocation, very few of the 
natives, I hazard, were guilty of even those sins which do not lie within the ambit of human law but are 
properly the province of God, such as hatred and anger, or the thirst for revenge against those who 
committed such enormities upon them. It is my own experience of these peoples, gained over many years, 
that they are no more given to impetuous actions or to harbouring thoughts of retribution than are boys of 
ten or twelve years of age. I know beyond any shadow of a doubt that they had, from the very beginning, 
every right to wage war on the Europeans, while the Europeans never had just cause for waging war on the 
local peoples. The actions of the Europeans, throughout the New World, were without exception wicked and 
unjust: worse, in fact, than the blackest kind of tyranny. 
… 

Flemish engraver/illustrator Theodore Bry did the illustrations for Bartolomew de las Casas Book. 
For more illustrations in the book, go to https://www.lehigh.edu/~ejg1/doc/lascasas/casas.htm 
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