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This Columbus Day, 13 October 2003

Re-member the folks 
Who Balboa hacked-up, 

Those people he fed to his dogs…

Jonathan Goldberg’s essay “Sodomy in the New World,” informs us that Vasco Nunez de Balboa slaughtered forty Panamanian “cross-dressers” just two days before laying eyes on the Pacific Ocean for the first time (is this why Balboa is so celebrated?).  Normally, we don’t consider this moment in history as we visit Balboa Park, or drive down Balboa Avenue.  Goldberg begins by stating that he’s not interested in perpetuating the infamous “black legend” leveled against the Spanish by northern Europeans in order to obfuscate their own involvement in various atrocities.  Citing a document written by Peter Martyr that was published in 1516, Goldberg  writes:  In the battle that precedes the slaughter of the forty Panamanian sodomites, all Indians are described as animals, and their slaughter is explicitly an act of butchery; they were, Martyr writes, with perfect equanimity, “hewed...in pieces as the butchers doo fleshe...from one an arme, from an other a legge, from hym a buttocke, from an other a shulder, and from sume the necke from the bodye at one stroke” (89v). After the forty sodomites are fed to the dogs, two kind of Indians appear in the text, sodomitical ones and noble savages. As the latter lifts their hands to heaven, it’s as if they’re proto-Christians, at the very least testifying to the universality of the Judeo-Christian condemnation of “unnatural” sexuality. Serving as a mirror of European belief, this split representation of Indians permits the covering over of divisions within the invading troops. For Balboa himself is no noble or gentleman, although that is the position he strives to achieve in his conquests (Fear of a Queer Planet 6).
