
In October 1577 three Inuit — Kalicho, Arnaq and her toddler, Nutaaq — arrived

in Bristol after being kidnapped by a English captain in Canada. Within days

they became a spectacle as artists and crowds of people, including the mayor,

watched Kalicho paddling along the River Avon, harpooning ducks. They were

equally fascinated by how Arnaq breastfed her baby, whom she carried on her

back inside her parka, by “casting her breast over her shoulder”.

A few weeks later Kalicho died from what the local doctor diagnosed as

“anglophobia” — though a post-mortem examination revealed broken ribs and

signs of brain injury, which he had almost certainly received during his capture.

Arnaq died shortly afterwards, probably from measles. The tragedy continued

when her orphaned child was taken to London and paraded in a tavern, then

died shortly afterwards.

Through such stories On Savage Shores provides a window into the largely

forgotten lives of the many indigenous Americans — Aztec, Maya, Inuit and

others — who arrived in Europe from the late 15th century onwards. Caroline

Dodds Pennock, a senior lecturer at the University of SheVeld who specialises

in Aztec history, is at pains to explain that she does not want to speak for

indigenous peoples but to “centre their voices and perspectives, allowing them

to tell their own stories”. The problem is that almost all the documents in

archives and libraries were written by Europeans. So this is a hidden story that

demands reading sources against the grain to catch a glimpse of these men,

women and children.

The historian Suzannah Lipscomb describes this succinctly in What Is History,

Now? as “listening for silences” and scrutinising documents “with a diYerent

purpose in mind” to that for which they were originally intended. Dodds

Pennock is skilful at this, using, for example, account books listing furniture,

clothes, shoes, hats and gloves that were provided by kings and courtiers to

indigenous visitors, but also bills for physicians who treated those struck down

by European diseases, invoices for lodging and transportation, and court

petitions.

Many of the indigenous people who arrived were enslaved. It is estimated that

650,000 were transported to Europe before 1600, enduring brutality, hardship

and rape. And although Isabella I of Castile, the queen of Spain, declared

indigenous people to be free in 1500, there were many exceptions and legal

loopholes. So-called “cannibals”, for example, were allowed to be enslaved, as

were those who were captured in a “just war” or living outside the Spanish

territories. However, Spanish law allowed indigenous people to go to court to

fight for their freedom. Some of the most revealing sources Dodds Pennock

deploys are from these legal cases and petitions, because they provide us with a

rare chance to hear the indigenous voices in their testimonies.
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While most lived in servitude, some came to Europe as diplomats, emissaries,

translators and “mestizo” children who accompanied their white fathers. Like

the Spanish conquistadors, these travellers were also pioneers and explorers.

And as tens of thousands crossed the ocean after Columbus’s voyage of 1492,

they became part of European society and left their mark.

Take Manteo, a Croatan man who accompanied Walter Raleigh back to London

from his expedition to Roanoke in 1584. The English polymath Thomas Hariot is

credited for having published the first Algonquian alphabet in his A Brief and

True Report of the New Found Land of Virginia (1588). But by shifting our

perspective just a little, it becomes clear that it was not Hariot alone who

produced this, but also Manteo, who lived in Raleigh’s palace, Durham House, on

the Strand. There, in the winter of 1584-85, Manteo and Hariot worked together.

The result was the Algonquian alphabet, a manuscript that Manteo signed

himself “MANTEO ROIDIN” — “Manteo roi done” or “King Manteo did this”.

This was not simply his signature, as Dodds Pennock points out, but his

assertion of authorship. It is not Hariot’s alphabet, as it is known today, but a

collaboration between him and Manteo. It is these small shifts of focus that

recentre our understanding of the colonial past and reveal that indigenous

travellers were also “creators of knowledge and channels of powers”.

On Savage Shores abounds with stories, such as one about Aj Pop B’atz’, the

“chief of chiefs”, who travelled to Spain in 1544. When the Spanish king asked

him to bow, he refused, arguing that he was also a king. Or Francisca Pizarro

Yupanqui, the daughter of the Inca princess Quispe Sisa and the conquistador

Francisco Pizarro, who had strong claims to her father’s inheritance (and who

liked to shop, as the financial records of her voyage reveal).
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There was Martín, the illegitimate son of Hernando Cortés and his translator

Malintzin. Born in 1522 in what is now Mexico City, Martín was known as “El

Mestizo” and travelled six years later with his father to Spain. Pope Clement VII

legitimised him and when Cortés placed his son in one of the most prestigious

military fraternities, he underlined Malintzin’s high status in his application —

she was “Doña Marina india of the nation of indios”, Cortés wrote. Martín

became a page in the household of Isabella of Portugal, the wife of Charles V. He

travelled to Mexico, France, Germany, Italy, Algiers and most certainly to

London.

It’s not only the experience of these individuals that interests Dodds Pennock,

but their influence on European culture, from language to food. Hammock,

hurricane, canoe and anorak are just a few of the words that have entered our

language, while potatoes, tomatoes, chocolate, chillies and corn have changed

our diet but lost their indigenous significance. Tomatoes, she writes, are not

seen as being Mexican today but Italian, potatoes as Irish, not South American,

and so on.

Determined not to be clouded by a white imperial perspective, Dodds Pennock

tries hard to avoid the pitfalls of traditional “explorer” narratives. That is to be

applauded, but occasionally her overly righteous academic analysis pulls the

reader too far from the experiences of her subjects. Her mission to change our

perspective can also veer towards the moralistic, which is a shame, because the

stories and lives she has unearthed are fascinating in themselves. It’s the nature

of a book such as this that there remains a degree of speculation, but sometimes

the frequent use of “imagine”, “perhaps”, “maybe”, “may”, “would likely have”

and “might” gets in the way.

Mostly, though, Dodds Pennock’s unpeeling of the indigenous experience from

obscure manuscripts and her imaginative attempts to fill the gaps is a much-

needed and refreshing take on our all-too Eurocentric telling of the past.
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