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“How will we know it’s us without our past?”
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Author’s Note:
The Search for El Norte



MY JOURNEY TO El Norte was a circuitous one, taking me via England and, later on, through the islands of the Caribbean before ending not far from where I began, in Dalton, Georgia. This sleepy, mostly white Appalachian town had a dramatic transformation when I was in high school. In 1990, my freshman year, the school consisted of a majority English-speaking student body, with only a handful of people in the English as a Second Language (ESL) classes. By the time I was a senior, the morning announcements were made in English and Spanish, and the ESL classes were full. Thousands of workers and their families, mainly from Mexico, moved to Dalton to work, for the most part, in the carpet mills that dominated the town’s economy. I graduated in 1994, only months after the North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA) came into force. We were twelve hundred miles from the border, but Mexico had come to us. Today, my old high school has a student body that is about 70 percent Hispanic, and the town is around 50 percent.


The complexity of what I experienced then and in the two decades since is what informs this book. What started in my Spanish-language classes was augmented by the arrival of people who could teach me about banda music and telenovelas. Later, I added to this mix by spending a decade researching a PhD that involved the colonial histories of Cuba, the Dominican Republic, and Puerto Rico. Finally, my experience has been filtered through two decades of living in one of the world’s most multicultural cities, London, England.


My family moved away from Dalton years ago, as have many of my high school friends, and I hadn’t really thought about the town, or the question of immigration in the United States, in any serious way until the 2012 election. I was in Washington, D.C., while working on my history of the Caribbean, Empire’s Crossroads. As I watched and read the coverage, I was struck by the general tone of the media conversation. The way Hispanic people were depicted surprised me because the language seemed unchanged from the rhetoric of more than a decade earlier. The subtexts and implications were the same—there was little recognition of a long, shared past, and instead the talk was of border-jumpers, lack of documentation, and the use of “Mexican” as shorthand for “illegal immigrant.” It was jarring because the reality of who was coming to the United States had long been more complex, not least because plenty of immigrants and citizens have roots in all the distinct nations of Latin America. The simmering anxieties about the Spanish-speaking population that such rhetoric exposed exploded in the 2016 presidential race, during which chants of “build that wall” between the United States and Mexico could be heard at campaign rallies for Donald Trump. When I started this project, that election was still years away.


This book is still concerned with the questions that arose in 2012, but they are now given new urgency: there is a dire need to talk about the Hispanic history of the United States. The public debate in the interval between elections has widened considerably. The response to frank discussion about issues such as white privilege at times appears to be a vocal resurgence of white nationalism. For quite some time the present has been out of sync with the past. Much of the Hispanic history of the United States has been unacknowledged or marginalized. Given that this past predates the arrival of the Pilgrims by a century, it has been every bit as important in shaping the United States of today.


I realized, watching my Mexican schoolmates, that if my surname were García rather than Gibson, there would have been an entirely different set of cultural assumptions and expectations placed upon me. I, too, had moved to the South—I was born in Ohio—because my father’s job necessitated it. We were also Catholic, my grandmother didn’t speak English well, and I had lots of relatives in a foreign country. Yet my white, middle-class status shielded me from the indignities, small and large, heaped upon non-European immigrants. Like most people in the United States—with the obvious exception of Native Americans—my people are from somewhere else. In fact, I’m a rather late arrival. The majority of the motley European mix of Irish, Danish, English, and Scottish on my father’s side dates from the 1840s onward. My maternal grandparents, however, came to the United States from Italy in the period around the Second World War—before, in the case of my grandfather; and afterward, for my grandmother. The pressure to “Americanize” was great in the 1950s, and my grandmother, who never lost her heavy Italian accent, felt it necessary to raise my mother in English. She died before I could learn any of her Veneto dialecto. My Anglo-Saxon name belies my recent immigrant roots. What continued to bother me was: why had I—and other Italian-Americans—been able to transcend this but not those with Hispanic names? There are plenty of Hispanic Americans who have a much deeper past in the United States than I do: so why are they still being treated as strangers in their own country?


Language, belonging, community, race, nationality: these are difficult questions at the best of times, but they are especially fraught with pain at the moment. This book is an attempt to make some historical sense of the large, complex story of Hispanic people in the United States. There have been more than two hundred years of wars, laws, and social attitudes that inform the contemporary situation, in addition to an earlier three centuries of an entangled colonial history.


Much of this project also involved plugging the gaps in my own knowledge, as well as connecting the dots of what I have learned, from my Mexican-infused adolescence to my scholarly work on the Spanish Caribbean. However, there was a gulf in the middle. I had crossed the Mississippi only a few times in my life, so as part of my research I set out to experience the vast space of El Norte, a slang term for the United States, yet a phrase heavy with meaning. I covered more than ten thousand miles, from Florida to northwest Canada, stopping at everything from taco trucks to university library special collections, national parks, and historical monuments. My aim was to have a tangible sense of the wide terrain of the Hispanic past and present. The landscape of this historical inquiry often felt as endless and overwhelming as the sky on an empty Texas road. Really, though, it was just the starting point of a much longer journey.


The poet Walt Whitman, writing in 1883 to decline an invitation to speak at the anniversary of the founding of Santa Fe, meditated on the country’s Spanish past. “We Americans have yet to really learn our own antecedents, and sort them, to unify them,” he wrote. “Thus far, impressed by New England writers and schoolmasters, we tacitly abandon ourselves to the notion that our United States have been fashioned from the British Islands only, and essentially form a second England only—which is a great mistake.” Whitman believed that understanding the nation depended on knowing its Hispanic past, and that “to that composite American identity of the future, Spanish character will supply some of the most needed parts.”1





Introduction
Nogales, Arizona


THE DRIVE DOWN Interstate 19 in Arizona from Tucson to Nogales is everything a passenger might expect from a trip through the desert. It is a flat, dusty affair. Craggy mountains seduce from a distance, while scrubby bush blurs past. As the road nears the small city, the flatness gives way to a gentle undulation. Houses appear, dotting one steep hillside in bright pinks, blues, and oranges. Then, when the road rounds a corner, something else comes into view—the sudden shock of it is like seeing a snake in the bushes. It is long and copper-colored, slithering along the hills. It is the United States–Mexico security fence, visible from miles away.


As the presidential election campaign of 2016 made clear, a section of the U.S. public felt this barrier was no longer sufficient. There are in fact two cities called Nogales, one on each side of the border, separated by a fence consisting of giant poles. These allow families to see each other—though the addition of mesh panels along parts of the fence now stop them from reaching through—making it feel like a large outdoor prison. Nogales, Mexico, like many other places along the frontera, has seen the arrival of drug gang–related violence and the departure of tourists, giving it an air of quiet resignation. Even the colorful Mexican tiles and crafts sold in the shops near the border crossing do not banish the gray atmosphere.


For someone standing at the fence, it is difficult to imagine what Nogales was like before the 1880s, when the city was a celebrated connection point between the Sonora Railway and the Arizona and New Mexico Railway, linking the two nations. In some ways Nogales was a victim of its own success. By the turn of the twentieth century, there was so much movement back and forth that the town was divided by a sixty-foot cleared strip of land which permitted authorities on both sides to better monitor the comings and goings of residents and visitors alike.1 Those people would have been not just Mexicans or Americans, but an international mix, including people from Europe and China, who came to work on the rails or in nearby mines, as well as Native Americans. Their lives may well have involved crossing the border on a regular, perhaps daily, basis. Borderlands by their nature are zones of interaction. Some of it is positive—trade, cultural exchange, linguistic innovation—while other aspects are less desirable, not least illicit commerce, racism, and violence. Borders require certain kinds of flexibility, among them the ability to speak multiple languages, calculate more than one currency, or assume different identities. They also, at times, demand demarcation and even militarization. Borders can be a potent reminder of power and possession. These divisions are also, as Juan Poblete has pointed out, something people can carry within as they go about their everyday life, an “internalized border zone.”2


Today the security fence cuts across that old clearing, with Nogales, Arizona, a city of about twenty thousand, on one side, and its southern Sonoran neighbor, now more than ten times larger, spreading out to the south. This stretch of fence is a physical reminder of the long and often troubled history between the two nations, calling to mind the blunt assessment by the Nobel Prize–winning Mexican author Octavio Paz that the United States and Mexico are “condemned to live alongside each other.”3 Or, in the more graphic description of the scholar and poet Gloria Anzaldúa, the border is “una herida abierta”—an open wound—and a place set up “to distinguish us from them.”4


Given that the entirety of the Americas was shaped by the arrival of Europeans, the demographic demolition of indigenous communities, and the use of African slavery, what constitutes us and them? Lines on a map? Catholicism against Protestantism? The Spanish language instead of English? The myth of “American exceptionalism” has for too long eclipsed other ways of contemplating the trajectory of U.S. history, even down to the use of “American.” As the Spanish historian José Luis Abellán explained in his book La idea de América (The Idea of America), when a Spaniard used the term “America,” it traditionally referred to Latin America—as it also did for people living there—but “when an American speaks of America, he refers to his own country, the United States.”5* Now that usage of “America” dominates, but a return to its old meaning might be useful. Some historians have long argued that the United States is part of wider Latin America, in studies ranging from Herbert Eugene Bolton’s “Epic of Greater America” in the 1930s to Felipe Fernández-Armesto’s more recent assessment that the United States “is—and has to be—a Latin American country.”6 Thinking about the United States in this way can help make sense of a past that goes far beyond the boundary markers at the United States–Mexico border and instead focuses on the longer hemispheric connections, from Canada to the tip of Chile.


Even when we accept that the United States is part of a larger Latin American community, this still leaves the question of who is Hispanic and, correspondingly, who is American. The term “Hispanic” is being employed here in part to express a sense of continuity, as the word reaches back to the Roman past (Hispania) and forward to the census-taking present. It is at once a panethnic label—the worlds of Europeans, Africans, Asians, and Amerindians were all transformed by the arrival of the Spanish in the Americas—as well as one that today serves as a marketing category.7 It has a long past, yet its current incarnation is the product of constant reinvention.


For the most part, people from Latin American countries identify themselves by their nation of birth: Cuban, Colombian, Venezuelan. As soon as they come to the United States, they often find themselves categorized as Hispanic or Latino/a, or the more inclusive Latinx.** This modern usage is in large part an identity created in the United States and one that brings a certain uniformity—though also vital political clout—to a diverse group of people. Even the assumption that people in Latin America are Spanish-speakers is misplaced, as there are a wide variety of Amerindian languages spoken across the continent. The use of the term “Hispanic” in this book is a way to pick at, challenge, and understand its meaning, and examine the historical forces that formed its linguistic evolution and social context.


Yet for those of Spanish-American origin who have long been in the United States, a reverse question could be asked: at what point are you allowed to not be Hispanic? People who are identified by the census as “Hispanic” might have a grandparent who arrived from Mexico or Cuba two generations ago, or might speak only a smattering of Spanish, but this is often met with an expectation that as recent arrivals they should be knowledgeable about their “heritage” and “traditions,” which, by implication, are not Anglo-American.


Language, in particular, is no small matter. Are you Hispanic if you don’t speak Spanish? The share of Hispanic people who speak Spanish at home has declined, with 73 percent speaking it in 2015, against 78 percent in 2006, according to a Pew Research Center study. Despite this drop, another poll of Hispanic people in 2015 found that for 71 percent of respondents, it was not necessary to speak Spanish in order to be considered Latino.8 Despite these shifts, the overall number of Spanish-speakers in the United States remains a source of anxiety to those for whom “becoming American” means speaking English. Some 440 million people are native Spanish-speakers, while around 370 million are native English-speakers, and at least the same number again speak English as a second language. The United States is now second only to Mexico in the number of its Spanish-speakers, with 41 million speakers and nearly 12 million who say they are bilingual.* At the same time, thirty-one states—including Florida, Arizona, and California—have declared English their official language. There is a great deal of silence about this particular aspect of the Hispanic past, as if prohibiting the use of Castilian will somehow erase that history as well as resolve the contemporary issues. “We are never as steeped in history,” the Haitian anthropologist Michel-Rolph Trouillot wrote in his classic Silencing the Past, “as when we pretend not to be.”9


Alongside language is a question that permeates every pore of contemporary American life: race. In this seemingly endless obsession with physiognomy, a toxic hangover from slavery and Jim Crow, is “Hispanic” just another way of saying “not white”? Although scientific notions of “race” have been discredited, as a social force it continues to order society, placing hierarchies in everything from the organization of labor to the distribution of rights. Creating “whiteness” and granting access to it were—and remain—ways to create power and exert social control.10 As the historian Nell Irvin Painter pointed out in The History of White People, race has no scientific basis and so “is an idea, not a fact, and its question demands answers from the conceptual rather than factual realm.”11 Race, at its most basic level, as sociologists Michael Omi and Howard Winant point out, is a way of “making up people.” To them, the social development of the United States had been shaped by what they call “racialization,” a process by which “racial meaning” is extended to “a previously racially unclassified relationship, social practice or group,” in this case, Hispanic people.12


Historians, activists, novelists, and people in everyday life are trying to make sense of race, while the practice of putting people into racial categories continues. This is not unique to the United States. All Latin American nations share in the colonial legacy of racism, as, too, does Canada. In some places, including Mexico, it is a question of a person looking more indigenous or European. In others, like the Dominican Republic, it is about “blackness.”13 Even seemingly positive trends toward multiculturalism, or in Mexico mestizaje, have led to criticism that such color blindness continues to obscure structural inequalities and ongoing racism. A glance across the powerful and wealthy in Latin America shows the lightest-skinned often at the top. These different whitenesses sometimes do not translate, however, and many people find they go from being white in their home nation to being “Hispanic” or “brown” in the United States. “Brown confuses,” Richard Rodriguez wrote in his memoir about race. “Brown forms at the border of contradiction,” though with its mixture of Indian, African, and European, to Rodriguez brown is the true “founding palette.”14


Equally muddied is the issue of “ethnicity,” which overlaps with markers such as language or food. There is no clear consensus on where Hispanic people lie on this spectrum, or even how to pinpoint ethnicity. To the historian Alan Gallay, an ethnic identity “becomes apparent only when people are faced with an external threat that draws them together,” a conclusion drawn from his research on Native Americans in the seventeenth century. For Gallay, ethnicity is “relational and situational” and thus there can be no “pure” ethnicities because even elements like religion or language are mutable.15 In the context of Mexican-Americans, the historian George J. Sánchez has described ethnicity as being “not a fixed set of customs surviving from life in Mexico, but rather a collective identity that emerged from daily experience in the United States.”16 For the Californian journalist Carey McWilliams, writing in 1948, the terms “Anglo” and “Hispano” were simply “the heads and tails of a single coin, a single ethnic system; each term has a meaning only as the other is implied.”17


Today, ethnicity remains as puzzling as race, and it, too, is often shaped by stereotypes. Are you still “Hispanic” if you speak only English, are Protestant, and don’t care for tacos? Language, race, and ethnicity also overlap with the question of citizenship, and so inform one of the key underlying issues: belonging. This can lead to what the legal historian Mae Ngai has called “alien citizens,” which she defined as “persons who are American citizens by virtue of their birth in the United States but who are presumed to be foreign by the mainstream of American culture and, at times, by the state.” To Ngai, a type of foreignness can exist in one’s own homeland, where one group, such as Hispanics, is deemed “illegitimate, criminal, and unassimilable.” Despite being citizens, they are told they don’t belong.18


Now turn this around: who does belong? Who is allowed to be Amer-ican? Although it is a nation that puts an immigrant narrative at its core—a story that immediately shunted aside the history of black and Native American people—many of the groups who came to the United States in significant numbers have faced some sort of prejudice. Benjamin Franklin, for instance, was wary of the Germans, asking, “Why should Pennsylvania, founded by the English, become a Colony of Aliens who will shortly be so numerous as to Germanise us?”19 However, in the earliest days of nationhood—itself a political experiment—the United States needed to craft an identity. In some ways this was a reaction to Europe of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, which was a kaleidoscope of often warring kingdoms, city-states, and principalities.20 For the fledgling United States, identity was also an existential question. Survival apart from the British empire depended on some sort of unity, not least because the strip of thirteen colonies along the Atlantic was surrounded by Native American nations and the encroaching Spanish and French. In formulating what the United States would be, one founder, John Jay, had this vision of the nation: “Providence has been pleased to give this one country to one united people, a people descended from the same ancestors, speaking the same language, professing the same religion.”21


Like whiteness, being “American” was designed at some level to be exclusionary; it was built on Anglo and northern European ancestry, Protestantism, and, for the most part, speaking English. There was no place for the Indians or the enslaved Africans, or even southern Europeans. To J. Hector St. John de Crèvecoeur, a French immigrant who arrived in 1759 and was writing around the time of the American Revolution, “Americans” were “a mixture of English, Scotch, Irish, French, Dutch, Germans, and Swedes.” Crèvecoeur, whose Letters from an American Farmer enjoyed a wide readership in Europe, considered these people to be “melted into a new race of men, whose labours and posterity will one day cause great changes in the world.”22


By the nineteenth century, during a time of widespread Eastern and southern European immigration, southern Mediterraneans such as Italians and Greeks were considered not quite “white.” Yet by the early twentieth century, Mexican laborers, who were in demand, were allowed, up to a point, to be “white.” White, it appears, was a gray area. Italians are now considered white, but Mexicans usually are not. Like many of the categories that are bandied about—race, ethnicity, black, white, Latino—“American” is a social construction, supported by a scaffolding of historical precedent, tradition, legal structures, and government legislation. For all the talk of the melting pot or the salad bowl, for all the protests, Twitter feuds, and talking heads, the question of who is allowed to be American remains unresolved.


This book, then, is devoted to examining the construction of the Hispanic past. The story it outlines is an epic one. It could easily run into many volumes, so there will be no promises of an exhaustive account. There is also no glorification: the Spanish had plenty to be ashamed about. Not every event will be outlined; not every policy of every president will be dissected in detail. For the most part, Spain, Mexico, Cuba, and Puerto Rico are the places of focus, as they dominated the United States’ relationship with its southern neighbors until the 1950s. Likewise, the stories of Native Americans, African-Americans, and Asian-Americans, who are an important part of this history, are necessarily curtailed, as is the connection with Brazil and Portuguese-speakers. Nor is there scope to consider the more mutual aspects of these long connections, namely the extent of U.S. influence in Latin America. However, the full bibliography (available at carriegibson.co.uk) offers a guide to more detailed reading.


In general, the route I take through this dense history has two parallel tracks. An interstate offers a narrative history of events and people from the arrival of the Spanish in the early sixteenth century to the present day. This is the story of El Norte. The back road, so to speak, is the cultural one. Dotted throughout the book are some observations about how the story of the Hispanic past is remembered, forgotten, or reinvented, reflecting its ever-shifting place in the nation’s wider collective memory.


El Norte is organized chronologically, with four overlapping sections. The first starts with the arrival of the Spanish in North America. After all, for much of its early history, the United States was not a dominant power. It was a small, though troublesome, English-speaking fringe in a world that was dominated by Spain.23 From there, the book moves into a second section, the independence period, as Spain’s colonies became nations, looking at the relationship of the young United States with these new republics—especially Mexico—throughout the nineteenth century. This was a time of great upheavals, not least the Texas Revolution, the Mexican-American War, and the Spanish-American-Cuban War that closed out the nineteenth century.


The third part looks at the early decades of the twentieth century, especially immigration, as Mexicans, Cubans, and Puerto Ricans arrived in significant numbers. This is the period when the paths to the present become more recognizable, as stereotypes harden and parts of the social structure begin to shut out Hispanic people. This overlaps with the final section, which considers the changes in wider public attitudes and ideas about immigration after the Second World War—in which Hispanic-Americans played an important part—and the Cuban Revolution, the onset of NAFTA, and the current political climate.
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THE FIRST STOP, however, is not in El Norte, but on the small Bahamian island of San Salvador, where Christopher Columbus is thought to have landed in 1492. Although he is both admired and reviled across the continent, there is no telling the story of Spain in the Americas without Columbus.24


The Genoese navigator presented his plan for an expedition to the east to the powerful monarchs of Castile and Aragon, Isabel and Fernando, at an opportune moment. They had just finished a drive in Andalusia to expel what was left of the Moorish kingdoms from the Iberian Peninsula, and their victory in Granada in early 1492 ended the centuries-long Muslim era in Spain. The monarchs were buoyed by this triumph, and also interested in possible new sources of revenue to cover their costs.


Columbus, an experienced navigator, had been trying for years to raise money. He believed his calculations would eventually deliver him to the east—even though he would be sailing west—and to Cipangu, as Japan was labeled on early maps. There he would encounter all the riches this part of the world was said to contain. He finally secured the backing of the Catholic monarchs, organized his ships, and set sail, not realizing that he was thousands of miles off in his calculations. Rather than arriving in Japan, he spotted the Bahamas in October 1492. His initial encounter with the people there did not inspire him to linger—the sandy isle did not match his expectations of great eastern cities—and so his three ships pushed on, landing on Quisqueya. He claimed it for the crown, and renamed it Española (also called Hispaniola, today’s Dominican Republic and Haiti). There he found enough evidence of gold to convince him to search for more.25 Columbus had also been on a trading mission, and he would have been familiar with the sort of transactions between Africans and Portuguese that had been taking place for decades at the trading posts that dotted the West African coast, including exchanges of cloth, gold, weapons, and humans.


The arrival of Columbus and his men sowed the seeds of destruction for the indigenous way of life, and the initial friendliness and curiosity on the part of the people of Quisqueya soon turned to hostility and fear, as Columbus and his men started to enslave them or they fell ill with unfamiliar diseases. Columbus wanted to establish a colony and implement what became known as the encomienda.26 This entitled the leaders of a successful expedition who had been given a grant, known as encomenderos, the right to collect tribute from the vanquished. In the case of Hispaniola, this required making deals or using force to exact tribute from the indigenous chiefs, whom the Spanish called caciques. Although some of it went into the crown’s coffers, there could also be a vast personal reward for raising an expedition. Initial anger at the behavior of the Spanish was thought to have led to the disappearance of La Navidad, the first colony, on the north coast of the island, named to reflect its founding near Christmastime. Columbus had left thirty-nine men there and returned to Spain in January 1493 to show the king and queen what he had found, as well as to resupply. By the time he came back to Española in November 1493, the settlement was empty. Undeterred, Columbus moved farther east along the coast and established La Isabela, in honor of the queen, which survived.


Gold was not the only concern: there was also God. In exchange for the tribute the people of Quisqueya paid, the Spaniards offered them protection from any enemy and conversion to Christianity. To the minds of the crown and the conquistadores, this was a legitimate transaction; these Spaniards, as one historian put it, could “serve God, country, and themselves at the same time.”27


Religious conversion was bound up with the colonization project for Spain and Portugal from the beginning. In 1493, Pope Alexander VI issued the bull Inter Caetera, which outlined this spiritual dimension, stipulating that on these voyages to non-Christian lands there must be “worthy, God-fearing, learned, skilled, and experienced men, in order to instruct the aforesaid inhabitants and residents in the Catholic faith.”28 The document also gave Spain and Portugal spheres of influence, and these demarcations were confirmed in 1494 by the Treaty of Tordesillas, which put the limit of the Portuguese boundary at 370 leagues (around 1,185 nautical miles) west of the Cape Verde Islands. Spain was given everything to the west of that line, which was the vast majority of the American landmass, with only the easternmost part of Brazil falling to the Portuguese. When these documents were being drawn up, the size of the area was speculative and the number of possible converts could scarcely have been imagined.29 Although it is thought that no priests were on Columbus’s first voyage, by the second, in September 1493, two or three Franciscans were aboard. From then on, religious orders became intimately involved in the conversion of the Americas.30


While the term “Spanish” is used as shorthand to describe Columbus’s men, they were anything but; calling them Europeans—or at least Mediterraneans—is more accurate. Columbus, although long associated with Spain, had grown up in Genoa and spent much of his seafaring life sailing out of Portugal. The geographical boundaries of the Iberian Peninsula contained a broad mix of people, many of whom, including Catalans, Basques, and Galicians, as well as the Portuguese, would become part of the imperial project in the New World. Spanish, as an identity, did not exist in 1492. It developed over time, as crowns and kingdoms consolidated.31 Indeed, as explorers pushed into new territories on the Central and South American landmass, they added to what were then considered kingdoms—not colonies—under the crown of Castile.32 Part of what it meant to be a Spanish subject was forged in the colonies of the growing empire, as Catholicism and the use of Castilian (rather than other languages, such as Basque or Catalan) became integral to that identity. Also, within the space of Columbus’s four voyages between 1492 and 1502, Spanish and indigenous people began to mix sexually, by desire, force, or pragmatism, and a group of people known as mestizos were born, blending together these worlds.


The Spanish managed to survive in Hispaniola, despite ongoing attacks from the island’s indigenous communities, while the crown became alarmed by reports of conquistadores’ abuse of the Amerindians.* Even Columbus fell afoul of the monarchs by granting land to men on the island without royal permission, and in 1499 Francisco de Bobadilla was dispatched to Hispaniola to replace Columbus as governor. The following year, in 1500, the crown issued a royal cédula (decree) that freed any Amerindian slaves who had been brought to Spain, although native people in the Caribbean could continue to be enslaved if they resisted conversion to Christianity.


Columbus died in Spain in 1506, clinging until the end to the belief that he had found the east, and never acknowledging what he had discovered. Perhaps this helps explain how it was the name of the Florentine navigator Amerigo Vespucci that began to appear on European maps. Vespucci, who explored in the late 1490s, challenged Columbus’s claims. He also coined the phrase “New World” in his pamphlet Mundus Novus, in which he claimed there was undiscovered territory south of the equator.33 His discoveries informed the 1507 map Universalis Cosmographia, attributed to the German cartographer Martin Waldseemüller, which labeled the landmass across the southern Atlantic “America.”34 Whatever the name, Europeans now had a foothold in these new lands.





 


________________


* This book will use the term “Anglo” when referring to white, English-speaking people within the United States. Also, whenever possible, specific Native American names will be used, with the term “Indian” employed to convey a more general sense.


** There is a long and heated debate about nomenclatures, with Hispanic falling out of favor. There has been some criticism of the word “Hispanic,” the most serious being that it is exclusionary because it leaves out people of African, Asian, and indigenous origin. At the same time some people think it covers anyone with roots in a Spanish-speaking nation. Interestingly, a 2017 book, Keywords for Latina/o Studies, which has sixty-three short essays about a single term, omits the word “Hispanic” altogether, with perhaps the closest term being a chapter on Latinidad/es, though as this essay’s author points out, this word, too, has come under fire for homogenizing the diversity of an entire hemisphere.


* The U.S. Census Bureau estimates there will be 138 million Spanish-speakers by 2050, out of an overall population of around 430 million. The languages Spanish and English more or less dominate the Americas, with Portuguese running a close third at around 200 million people, and French a distant fourth. These are followed by a wide range of indigenous languages from across the hemisphere.


* Accounts from the fifteenth century call the people of Hispaniola Taino, but this is possibly based on a misunderstanding of what they called themselves. Likewise, some of the inhabitants of the other islands were called Caribs. Both of those terms are still in use today, but more contemporary scholarship identifies them as members of the Arawak people.





Chapter 1


Santa Elena, South Carolina, ca. 1492–1550


AT THE SOUTHERN tip of Parris Island, South Carolina, in the center of a silent grove of trees heavy with Spanish moss, sits a simple white monument. It reads:


Here stood
Charlesfort
Built 1562
By Jean Ribaut
For Admiral Coligny
A Refuge
For Huguenots
And to the
Glory of France


Reaching this point requires driving through the Carolina low country to the Marine Corps Recruit Depot that takes up most of the island. At the far southern end of the base, beyond a golf course, a tree-lined road connects the clubhouse to a small park. Just over a wooden footbridge that spans a dry creek bed is the shady spot where the monument stands. Erected in 1925, this historical marker was later joined by others dotted around the area, explaining how the Spanish spotted this bit of land in 1521, named it Santa Elena in 1526, and fought over it against the French, who arrived three decades later. Parris Island, where the Broad and Beaufort Rivers converge, is surrounded by tidal creeks, mosquitoes, and the dense, wet smell of alluvial mud. It seems an unlikely location to begin the story of the Spanish in North America, and in some ways it was.


The Spanish path to Santa Elena can be traced from Spain to Hispaniola, bouncing from island to island in the Caribbean, until it reaches Veracruz, Mexico. By the early 1500s, three men whose lives would be bound up with the creation of Spain’s American empire had arrived in Hispaniola: Bartolomé de Las Casas, in 1502; Hernando Cortés, in 1504; and Juan Ponce de León, who had been part of Columbus’s second voyage in 1493. They all had complicated journeys to the Americas and through life: Las Casas would undergo a famous conversion over the treatment of indigenous people; Cortés would take a gamble that had an unimaginable payoff; and Ponce would die a failure, though his exploits would live on, misunderstood and misremembered.


Ponce’s career had an auspicious start. As a young man in Spain, where he was born in the Valladolid province sometime around 1474, he participated in the successful campaign against the Moors in Granada before joining Columbus. From there he became involved in the suppression of an indigenous uprising on Hispaniola, in Higüey in 1504, for which he was rewarded by being put in charge of the eastern territory.1


In 1507 Ponce asked Nicolás de Ovando, who had replaced Bobadilla as governor, for permission to make an expedition to a nearby island, Borikén (sometimes spelled Borinquén) or San Juan Bautista, as Columbus named it on his second voyage, which is today’s Puerto Rico.2 Ponce met with local chiefs and explored the coastline before returning to Hispaniola, where he obtained the necessary permissions to colonize the island. In doing so, he was entitled to a share of what was discovered—and he struck gold. Deals were soon made with caciques to force their people to work prospecting in the rivers or digging in mines, as well as growing crops in the fields to support the Spaniards, and so began the encomienda on that island.3


In 1509 Ponce was named governor of the island, a post he kept until it was contested by Diego Columbus, the admiral’s son, who had convinced the courts in Madrid of his claim to his father’s title of admiral and viceroy of the New World. With his newfound powers, he pushed Ponce out in 1511.4 This was coupled with a large indigenous uprising in Puerto Rico, which killed at least two hundred Spaniards.5 By this point Ponce had amassed enough wealth to undertake another expedition, and in 1512 he secured a royal grant for the right to colonize what was thought to be the island of Bimini, though once again Spanish geography would prove inaccurate.6


The impetus for Ponce’s trip was to explore, but also to raid neighboring islands looking for Amerindians to enslave, a profitable enterprise.7 As was customary, Ponce put up his own money. He gathered men in three ships, making their way from Puerto Rico to the Atlantic side of today’s Florida. There are uncertainties about where they landed, but the consensus is somewhere between Ponte Vedra, just south of modern Jacksonville; and Melbourne, near modern Cape Canaveral, among the Ais (Ays) people.8


They arrived in April 1513 around the time of the Easter feast of flowers, Pascua Florida, so Ponce named the spot La Florida. This was the first known European encounter on this part of mainland North America, though other explorers, slavers, and shipwreck survivors very likely washed up before Ponce did. Initially he thought he was on an island, though he realized it was not the one he was seeking because it did not match his idea of Bimini’s size. All the same, he claimed the territory for Spain.9


Ponce and his men then sailed south past Biscayne Bay, down to the Keys, rounding the tip of Florida, ending up in the Gulf of Mexico. Along the way they encountered the fierce currents of the Gulf Stream—the European discovery of which Ponce was later credited with making.10 They landed in an area belonging to the Calusa people, around modern Fort Myers.11 Although they stayed there a few weeks, the reception was hostile, resulting in a number of small skirmishes that were unpleasant enough to impel Ponce and his men to leave.


Some historians have suggested that Amerindians from Cuba who had fled during the Spanish colonization of that island in 1511 went to Florida, so Ponce and his men were not so foreign after all—the native peoples of Florida had been warned. Some of the earliest, albeit secondary, accounts of indigenous-European encounters in Florida back this up, claiming there were Native Americans who could speak Spanish. It would have meant that the Calusa had some inkling about what these foreigners wanted, and what they were capable of doing.12 In this particular case, they wasted little time in driving Ponce and his men back to the Caribbean.


Ponce reported a version of his efforts in 1514, even sending the king some gold from Puerto Rico to give the impression that the Florida expedition had been a success.13 The ruse worked, and Ponce was granted the title of adelantado (frontier governor) of La Florida the following year. This name was a hangover from the Reconquista era—literally meaning one who advanced troops or invaders, signifying the advance of the Christian frontier and driving out the Moors. In the Americas, it granted the right to organize an expedition to unknown lands, and then claim and govern them for Spain. Ponce started making plans for his return.


[image: illustration]


HERNANDO CORTÉS, LIKE Ponce, flourished after leaving Hispaniola. He was born around 1484 and grew up in the western Extremadura region of Spain, the son of an hidalgo, or minor nobleman. He studied law in Salamanca but later quit and sailed to Hispaniola around 1504. Once on that island, he obtained the post of notary in Azúa, about seventy miles west of Santo Domingo.14 He stayed there for a few years before joining Diego Velázquez de Cuéllar, who had also been on Columbus’s second voyage, on an expedition to Cuba in 1511. Columbus had sailed along the coast of the island he called Juana on his first voyage, probably in honor of Princess Joanna ( Juana). This name was interchanged with and eventually superseded by mentions of Cuba, coming from Columbus’s interpretation of what he thought the indigenous people called the island. Soon Cuba began to appear on maps.15


Velázquez erected a settlement on the southeastern edge of the island, near today’s Baracoa, though the headquarters was moved to a place they named Santiago de Cuba, on the southernmost coast. Cortés served as secretary to Velazquéz for a few years and was later a magistrate, or alcalde, in Santiago by 1517.16 As had been the case in Hispaniola and Puerto Rico, the indigenous people of Cuba had a complex relationship with the Spanish, often leading to bloody clashes. Subduing them was a formidable task, and the early colonial years were brutal. Although Queen Isabel had attempted to temper the treatment of the Amerindians, considering them vassals who could not be enslaved, violence was rife. Loopholes in the decrees the crown had issued could be exploited, not least the enslavement of anyone who resisted conversion to Christianity.


Isabel died in 1504, and eight years passed before King Fernando turned his attention to how the indigenous people were being treated. The result was the 1512 Laws of Burgos.17 These required that encomenderos treat the Indians who worked for them well, not beating them and ensuring they had enough to eat. To support more systematic efforts of Christian conversion, they also called for new Indian settlements to be put near Spanish towns, a practice that would cause a significant disruption to traditional patterns of living.18


With the fledgling colonies located so far from official oversight, abuses continued. The gap between what the crown wanted and what was happening on the ground was filled by a concept that developed in these early decades, known as obedezco pero no cumplo, “I obey but I do not comply,” meaning that mandates from Spain were accepted but not followed to the letter, allowing officials to be flexible—in positive and negative ways—in dealing with orders coming from thousands of miles away by monarchs and advisers who never saw for themselves the challenges of this New World.


Around 1517, Governor Velázquez sent expeditions from Cuba to the nearby Yucatán Peninsula, to the west of the island. One party went ashore, in part to explore but also to find water, and they met the Maya who lived there. Although the Spanish might have been hoping to enslave some of them, the resulting encounter led to the death of fifty Spaniards and the capture of two. A second expedition landed on Cozumel, an island off the coast of the Yucatán, in 1518, with around two hundred men. Although they were attacked, they continued exploring the coast before returning to Cuba to report what they had seen.19 It appeared to Velázquez that this land might be suitable for settlement, so he wrote to the crown to obtain the necessary permission.20 In 1519, Velázquez ordered Cortés to further explore the Yucatán, but only to explore and trade, not colonize.21 Cortés obeyed, but he was not necessarily going to comply. He had other ideas and, gathering some five hundred men, he set sail in eleven ships.


Cortés was taking a gamble. By not waiting for royal permission—doing so would have revealed his plans to Velázquez, who had the same goal—he risked forfeiting everything he thought he might find.22 He first sailed to Cozumel and soon discovered two Spaniards living on the mainland. Gonzalo Guerrero had married a local woman and had no interest in returning to life with Europeans, while Jerónimo de Aguilar could speak Yucatec Mayan and joined Cortés, his skills as a translator later proving an important asset.23


They had a rocky start. A battle against the Maya ensued and cost Cortés some thirty-five soldiers, but in the end he received gifts of loyalty, including a female slave thought to be named Malintzin. She could speak Chontal Mayan and Nahuatl, and would become far more to Cortés than just his translator.* She, along with Aguilar, provided critical linguistic links as Cortés continued to explore along the Gulf coast, now some way south and west of the Yucatán Peninsula.24 He came to a stop on Good Friday in April 1519, at a promising harbor near an island the Spanish called San Juan de Ulúa. Cortés and his men went ashore, and they were met within the first couple of weeks by representatives of Moteuczoma, the ruler of the Mexica confederacy, which later accounts described as the “Aztec empire.”25


This confederacy consisted of many different groups, but at its core was a triple alliance among the Nahuatl-speaking Mexica people, whose rise to power began in the fifteenth century, and the people of Texcoco and Tlacopan.26 The Maya and Mixtec-speaking people to the south were also connected, and the confederacy had a wide reach. These societies had their aristocracies and, like European kingdoms, complex social hierarchies. A powerful emperor was elected from within the alliance, though tradition dictated it was a Mexica man. Cortés quickly found out, however, that there was no uniform loyalty or support across the confederacy, something he learned after speaking to the Totonac people he had landed among.27


During this time, Cortés and his men set up a camp on land near where they met with the Mexica representatives. Although various accounts of Moteuczoma written by Europeans claim the emperor had seen prophecies that involved the arrival of a white-skinned god, called Quetzalcóatl, or that there had been other cosmological portents indicating the fall of the Mexica, they may well have been later embellishments.28 There is much uncertainty about what Moteuczoma knew, why he made the decisions that he did, and how the Spanish chose to interpret them. In some tellings, Mexica representatives found Cortés and brought him gifts, staying among his men for about two weeks, in part to find out more about these strangers. Other interpretations cast this as an effort to get rid of the Spanish, while some consider this visit a prelude to meeting the emperor in the capital.29


As Cortés explored, his men were fracturing. Some wanted to stick to the letter of Velázquez’s original order to only explore and trade, while others were more ambitious.30 Cortés decided to establish a settlement in late June, naming it Villa Rica de la Vera Cruz (today’s Veracruz), or Rich Town of the True Cross, after the Good Friday landing. He appointed judges, councilmen, a sheriff, and a treasurer who, in turn, appointed Cortés the captain and chief justice under the authority of the king, a shrewd way to establish his legitimacy. By July, there was a rudimentary town in place, and a ship was dispatched for Spain, bearing the “royal fifth,” treasures they had obtained of fine cotton cloth, feathers, and objects crafted of gold for the king. Also being carried to the court was a narrative of the expedition and the petition of the town council seeking royal confirmation of its actions.31 After that vessel sailed, some of the uneasy members of the expedition began to plan a return to Cuba. Once Cortés heard what was afoot, he ordered the remaining ships to be dismantled. There would be no turning back.32


By early August, Cortés began his overland trek to the capital city Tenochtitlán (today’s Mexico City). Over the months that followed, he and his men encountered various Mesoamerican peoples, confirming their suspicions that the empire was not as unified at it might have seemed. The Totonac were not the only disgruntled subjects: the Mexica confederacy had been built on the conquest of other peoples. They were forced to pay tribute but, crucially, local leaders and regimes were left in power. What had held the confederacy together was force. It was believed to have the power to enforce its political will, as embodied by the emperor. Cortés saw the weaknesses, but he needed to win over allies. He faced a tough battle with the Tlaxcalteca people, who were hostile to the Mexica but also suspicious of the Spanish. In the skirmishes and ambushes that followed, Cortés saw the skill of their army as the Spanish casualties mounted. He realized they needed to be on the same side and eventually brokered a peace.33 From there, Cortés headed with around five thousand Tlaxcaltec soldiers to Cholula, where the Spanish faced wary Cholulteca, whom Cortés hoped to bring onside. Around this time, rumors arose of a plot involving Mexica troops aiming to massacre Cortés and his men, so he attacked first, killing thousands, though this is the Spanish version of events. Subsequent interpretations have revealed no such plan, though the end result was a firm alliance with the Tlaxcalteca.34


Cortés arrived in Tenochtitlán on November 8, 1519, and the world he entered was on a much larger and more urbanized scale than anything he had yet encountered. For a start, Tenochtitlán was a wonder in itself, sitting on an island on placid Lake Texcoco in the verdant Valley of Mexico, surrounded by mountains and more than a mile above sea level. The thin, cool air would have been a marked change from the always-present pressure of tropical humidity at sea level. The city was connected to the land around the lake by a system of causeways that could be removed to stop invasions. The capital was estimated to have a population of around 150,000 by the time the Spanish arrived, making it far larger than any European city—Seville, for instance, numbered around forty thousand people at the time.35 The Valley of Mexico was home to an estimated 1 million to 2.65 million people.36


In October 1520, Cortés reported to the crown that he “[could] not describe one hundredth part of all the things which could be mentioned” about Tenochtitlán, before later attempting to relate the scale of the markets:




There is also one square twice as big as that of Salamanca, with arcades all around, where more than sixty thousand people come each day to buy and sell, and where every kind of merchandise produced in these lands is found: provisions as well as ornaments of gold and silver, lead, brass, copper, tin, stones, shells, bones, and feathers. . . . Finally, besides those things which I have already mentioned, they sell in the market everything else to be found in this great land, but they are so many and varied that because of their great number and because I cannot remember many of them nor do I know what they are called I shall not mention them.37





Cortés was also at the beginning of what would be a great biological exchange—he had no vocabulary for much of what he saw, and likewise the Mexica were not yet familiar with the wheat, cattle, pigs, and horses the Spaniards brought from Europe. Nor would they have names for the unfamiliar invisible and deadly microbes that accompanied the Spanish.38


After arriving in the city, Cortés accepted an offer to meet Moteuczoma and was taken to the court, a vast compound of palaces, apartments, libraries, warehouses, and even a zoo.39 Cortés was received with much courtesy and was shown the wonders of the capital by the emperor. In return, the Spaniard decided to take Moteuczoma hostage.40 Kidnapping a high-profile, non-Christian prisoner was a tactic that Spaniards had earlier used against Muslims.41 To Cortés, this was the final part of a legitimate imperial transfer of power from Moteuczoma to Spain’s Carlos V, Holy Roman emperor and successor to Fernando II who died in 1516.42


Into this delicate situation came Pánfilo de Narváez. Velázquez sent him in the spring of 1520 to arrest Cortés for insubordination after hearing what had happened from the crew on the ship that had left Veracruz, which had called at Cuba on its way to Spain. Cortés was forced to leave Moteuczoma under guard and settle matters with Narváez. In the end, Cortés convinced many of Narváez’s nine hundred men to join him, but while he had been away, Pedro de Alvarado, who had been left in charge, launched an attack on an unarmed crowd in the Great Temple during Toxcatl, a religious celebration.43 By the time Cortés returned to the capital he found the Spaniards under siege. In an attempt to stop the assault, he convinced Moteuczoma to appear in front of his people. According to some accounts, a stone thrown by a person in the crowd struck the emperor on the head, and he died three days later; other accounts pin his death on the Spanish.44 There was little left for Cortés to do but retreat. On June 30, 1520, as they made their way out of the capital, he and his men, including Tlaxcalteca allies, faced an onslaught which the Spanish later called la Noche Triste (the Night of Sorrows) because some four hundred Spaniards and thousands of Tlaxcalteca soldiers were killed. Cortés survived but he and his men retreated to Tlaxcallan, roughly today’s state of Tlaxcala, which is east of Mexico City, to regroup.


The Tlaxcalteca, over the subsequent centuries, were reduced to historical bit players, though they had leading roles in the events that followed, not least their contribution of more than thirty thousand soldiers.45 The Huexotzinca, Cholulteca, and Chalca provided another thirty thousand.46 While Cortés did not have the numbers among his own men, he did have technology, including cannons and guns. At the same time, European diseases began to spread, giving Cortés a silent and unrealized weapon.47 Indeed, a smallpox outbreak killed Moteuczoma’s successor, his brother Cuitláhuac, in October, leaving the next emperor, Cuauhtémoc, to prepare for war.48 Thousands of other people in the Valley of Mexico soon succumbed to diseases that would eventually kill millions.*


By May 1521, the offensive by Cortés and his allies had begun in earnest. It is not clear how many troops he had, but estimates range from one hundred thousand to five hundred thousand. Cortés was also aided by a plague sweeping through the capital. One indigenous account later described the outbreak as lasting “for seventy days, striking everywhere in the city and killing a vast number of our people. Sores erupted on our faces, our breasts, our bellies; we were covered with agonizing sores from head to foot.”49 Before long, Cortés and his men had reentered Tenochtitlán; they held it under siege until the surrender came on August 13, 1521. After justifying his actions to a Spanish crown that grudgingly accepted the conquest, Cortés acquired some of the largest landholdings in Mexico, which would become a source of immense wealth. This, however, was not enough to calm his restlessness, and the years to come would find him searching for another Tenochtitlán.50


Spain soon placed this territory firmly in the constellation of its kingdoms, calling it Nueva España, or New Spain. By 1526, a decree had put all the land under the crown, the mining of silver deposits had begun, and taxes and Indian tribute were collected.51 Shortly before this, in 1524, a Council of the Indies had been formally established to advise the king on governing these new lands. In addition, the Casa de Contratación (House of Trade), which had been established in Seville earlier, in 1503, now controlled with a firm grip all the trade to the Americas.52


In New Spain, the military was now bolstered by the Tlaxcalteca, former members of the Mexica confederacy, as well as Maya, Zapotecs, and other groups, which they needed because only about half of the estimated two thousand Spaniards with Cortés managed to survive.53 Besides, these Spaniards had little interest in being soldiers: they were looking to become landowners, as Cortés had done. In these early years, a bureaucracy also took shape, one that would wield far more power with its pens than the conquistadores did with their swords, over both Spaniards and Indians.54 A judicial audiencia was set up and a president appointed by 1528, and layers of official posts were created for the towns and cities.55 In 1535 New Spain was proclaimed a vice-royalty, with the viceroy—appointed from Spain for a term that varied in length—to represent the king. New Spain was not a colony but part of the Spanish crown.56


Alongside the political world, the physical one also changed. During his final push, Cortés razed much of the capital. Soon, stone by stone, the Spanish placed their present atop the Mexica past.57 In the capital, the Templo Mayor, dedicated to the gods of rain and war, Tláloc and Huitzilopochtli, was destroyed. Next to this sacred site rose a Catholic cathedral, which today sits on the main plaza, known as the Zócalo, in Mexico City.58


Although Tenochtitlán provided the Spanish with a useful foundation for their city, it was Santo Domingo, the capital of Hispaniola, that had become the model for the urban colonial center. In general, cities and towns were to be the cornerstone of conquest. The built environment of these places, and the many administrators who governed them, reflected the Spanish familiarity with urban living, as well as a preoccupation with keeping order. The maze-like narrow streets of Muslim Andalusian cities, such as Seville or Granada, were thought to be counterproductive for such aims. Instead, a grid system was deemed more useful. This had been employed with success in Santo Domingo, and so it became the template—refined and adapted over time—for Spanish cities in the Americas, whose number began to grow throughout the sixteenth century.59 Not surprisingly, Cortés’s exploits had spurred other conquistadores to search for their own Tenochtitláns in South America. Francisco Pizarro began his campaign against the Inca empire in Peru in 1530, and within fifty years, Spain claimed the length of the continent for itself, from the Caribbean coast through the Andes Mountains and into Chile and Argentina. The way cities were built across these diverse areas followed a form that was later enshrined in Spain’s Laws of the Indies. Urban settlements were to have a main plaza, around which would be a grid of streets. The governor’s house, administrative offices, and a church would occupy the plaza, and the most prominent families lived nearby. The lower members of society—often indigenous—lived the farthest away from the plaza in houses made of wood or other poorer materials.60


The conversion of souls to Catholicism continued to be a priority, and it, too, would be an important pillar used to reinforce colonial authority. In keeping with the religious nature of conquest, Cortés requested missionaries to come to New Spain.61 By 1524, a symbolic 12 Franciscans had arrived in Veracruz, growing to around 380 by 1550.62 Dominicans followed in 1526, and Augustinians in 1533. By 1559, there were around eight hundred friars in New Spain.63 The Franciscans were part of what is known as the regular clergy—from the Latin regula, meaning rule—who were priests and friars of religious orders. They were joined by the secular clergy—from saeculum, signifying of the world, or not living in cloisters—consisting of parish priests up to bishops and archbishops. In addition, the Spanish crown and not the pope made appointments of bishops and archbishops to the Americas, and it could collect the Church’s tithe income.


At first, the majority of missionaries were from religious orders, though the number of secular clergy rose as more dioceses were established. Although the orders were united in their efforts to convert, they had diverse reasons for doing so. Some Franciscans, for instance, believed that once the “last Gentiles” were found and converted—and the Mexica people fitted the bill—this would trigger the end-times, followed by a postmillennial heaven on earth.64 Whether they were secular or regular, conversion was difficult work for priests, hampered by many factors, not least linguistic ones. In order to swell the numbers of converts, mass baptisms were performed—sometimes on hundreds or even thousands of people at once, who may or may not have been clear on what was taking place.65 Priests tried to learn indigenous languages, such as Náhuatl, and some even wrote grammars and catechisms in these languages, while the new Christians were required to attend services and learn certain prayers.66 Amerindians may have lived in or near missions, but under the sixteenth-century policy of reducción, they were expected to form Christian, indigenous towns; Spain’s way of exerting control over often disparate groups was to forcibly resettle hundreds of thousands of people.


Despite all these changes, some indigenous beliefs and practices took longer to eradicate. Religious objects, such as small statues that depicted or symbolized Mexica deities, were considered pagan and often destroyed, and spiritual leaders who practiced banned rituals were punished. Yet indigenous forms proved adaptable. Perhaps one of the best-known examples of this in Mexico is the Virgin of Guadalupe. According to the myth, in 1531 an Indian peasant named Juan Diego claimed to have experienced an apparition in the countryside near Mexico City. The woman said she was the Virgin Mary and asked for a church to be built there. Diego reported what he saw to the bishop, who asked for miracles as proof. Diego gathered flowers that were not typical of the area and put them in his cape to take to the bishop. Once the blooms fell to the ground, the cape was left with an image of Mary; this is now a national symbol of Mexico. The church today is built upon the Mexica shrine to Tonantzin, the goddess mother of the earth.67 This incarnation of Mary was later interpreted as an embodiment of Mexicanness—that she was a unique symbol of the nation and this merging of ancient and modern, Catholic and indigenous.68
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THE LEGACY OF Bartolomé de Las Casas in the Americas was no less dramatic than that of Cortés or Ponce, but his odyssey was spiritual. Las Casas’s father, Pedro, joined Columbus on his second voyage in 1493, when Bartolomé was a boy of nine.69 Pedro returned in 1498 and by 1502, Bartolomé was on his way to Santo Domingo, sailing in Nicolás de Ovando’s fleet.70 Las Casas began to oversee the encomienda his father had set up, though at the same time he had started the religious journey that would later lead him into the priesthood.71 Las Casas could not fail to see the brutality the Spanish were inflicting on the people of Hispaniola. He witnessed for himself the 1504 slaughter of the Indians in Higüey that Juan Ponce de Léon had participated in, later writing that the Spanish conquistadores were each “trying to top the others on novel ways to spill blood.”72 He was not alone in his discomfort. The Dominicans who had arrived on the island in 1510 were growing concerned. In 1511, the Dominican friar Antonio de Montesinos delivered a scathing indictment of Spanish behavior toward the island’s inhabitants, asking the congregation in Santo Domingo: “Are these Indians not men? Do they not have rational souls? Are you not obliged to love them as yourselves!”73 The sermon stirred instant controversy on the island and within Las Casas, whose transformation was well under way and who may have already been ordained by this point.74


In 1512, Las Casas joined an expedition to Cuba led by Diego Velázquez, later ending up with Pánfilo de Narváez, who was also taking part. He wrote about this period much later in his life, reflecting that “these people [Spaniards] never abandoned a place until they had laid it waste and killed off the Indians.”75 Las Casas spent two years with Narváez, as he described it, “securing the island,” which for him meant trying to convert people peacefully. At the same time, Velázquez kept rewarding him with Indians for his encomienda.76 He saw the hypocrisy of his own position and began to renounce his holdings as an encomendero, deciding instead by 1514 to devote himself to ending the scourge of violence the Spanish had inflicted on Amerindians, an effort that later earned him the title “Protector of the Indians.”


Las Casas, like many of the friars, was concerned that indigenous people were often characterized as enemies of Christianity; he deemed this unfair given that they had never heard of the faith.77 In one attempt to address this, the crown had issued the Requirement (Requerimiento) in 1512. This legal concoction was to be read out loud by conquistadores to any future subjects. The document was supposed to explain to the Indians the Catholic and monarchist world of the Spaniards and the perils of not submitting to it. If the Indians were thus informed and did not acquiesce, then any fighting could be considered a just conflict, the vanquished could be taken as slaves, and their property could be seized. This document was put to use as the Spanish continued their march into Central and South America.78


It was not enough for Las Casas, and burning with desire for reform, he left for Spain in 1515, accompanied by Montesinos, with the intention of gaining an audience with the ailing king Fernando to convince him that the practice of encomienda needed to stop.79 By the end of the year, he had related to the king the brutalities that were taking place on the island, despite the Laws of Burgos. Fernando listened, but nothing resulted from that meeting, and the king died soon afterward.80 The following year, 1516, Las Casas wrote a Remedio, or Remedy, for the Indians, while he had the attention of two powerful advisers and regents to the sixteen-year-old king Carlos V: Adrian of Utrecht, who would become pope in 1522, and Cardinal Francisco Ximénez de Cisneros.81 Las Casas laid out his vision for saving the Indians, though one of those suggestions would come back to haunt him. In that “remedy” he suggested that “blacks, or other slaves” be used in the mines instead of Indians.


In the same manner that the first conquistadores had enslaved Amerindian people and brought some of them to Spain to work or be sold, the Portuguese had done so with Africans from the west coast of the continent since the mid-1400s. Muslim North Africans—often referred to as Moors—had been a precursor to this, as they had been captured on the basis of not being Christian.82 This continued into the sixteenth century, and West Africans bought and sold on the Iberian Peninsula began to appear in Hispaniola by 1502. This was followed by licensing of such a trade in 1513, by which point it is likely enslaved people were brought directly from West Africa to the Caribbean, contravening the existing trade rules. By 1518, licensing for the direct transport of slaves was in place, and thousands of enslaved people could now be taken to all parts of Spain’s growing empire.83 Such were the growth and scale of African slavery that by 1547 Las Casas was forced to speak out against the slave trade, though this required another personal conversion.84 This time, it was triggered by his reading chronicles of Portuguese involvement in Africa. He realized that the enslavement there was not under the “just” conditions he had assumed. It occurred to him that he could not call for an end to Indian bondage without doing the same for Africans; he later wrote that he “regretted the advice” he gave the king.85 Between 1514 and 1600, some 250,000 enslaved Africans were forced to disembark in Spain’s Caribbean and mainland colonies, with many destined to work in gold and silver mines during this period.86 By the 1570s, Mexico City alone had at least eight thousand enslaved Africans.87


Long before his change of heart about African slavery, Las Casas had returned to the Americas in 1516, and he spent much of the following decades traveling back and forth to Spain, drawing attention to the plight of the indigenous people. Although his intention was to end their suffering, he often discussed Amerindians in paternalistic terms, as did other writers at this time, describing them as “the simplest people in the world—unassuming, long-suffering, unassertive, and submissive,” as well as being “among the least robust of human beings,” with “delicate constitutions.”88 Yet he was livid about the abuses they suffered. Las Casas wrote to Carlos V in 1542 about their treatment in his Brevísima relación de la destrucción de las Indias (Short Account of the Destruction of the Indies). He minced no words in explaining how Spanish conquistadores “forced their way into native settlements, slaughtering everyone they found there . . . they hacked them to pieces, slicing open their bellies with swords as though they were so many sheep herded into a pen.”89 Those who survived often fared little better as laborers, where “the men died down the mines from overwork and starvation, and the same was true of the women who perished out on the estates.”90


The crown was moved to issue the 1542 New Laws of the Indies (Las Leyes Nuevas), which was intended, once again, to promote better treatment of the indigenous people. Furthermore, the laws aimed to phase out the encomienda when the titleholder died and free any Indians on it.91 This legislation was unsurprisingly not popular among encomenderos and triggered a revolt by a group of them in Peru, leading to the decapitation of the viceroy. Parts of the New Laws were later amended to stave off similar rebellions elsewhere, including New Spain. Despite the weakening of the legislation, the encomienda system gradually declined over the course of the seventeenth century.


At the same time, Spain’s enemies read Las Casas’s account with as much interest as Carlos V, but for a very different reason: it exposed the cruelty of Catholic Spaniards. The Short Account was published in Spain in 1552, and the text circulated around Europe, with the first Dutch translation appearing in 1578, and the English in 1583.92 By 1598, the Latin edition, published by Theodore de Bry in Germany, included a number of engravings depicting violent scenes, such as native people being hanged and burned.93 The Habsburg monarchy, which now controlled Spain and its colonies, also included parts of Italy, the Netherlands, and, for a time, Portugal (1580–1640).94 When Felipe II came to the Spanish throne in 1556, he ruled over a vast but troublesome realm.*


The mixture of religious tension, imperial envy, and the vivid account painted by Las Casas helped to lay the basis of what became known as the leyenda negra, or “Black Legend,” a concept that would color the exploits of conquistadores and darken Spain’s reputation for centuries. In its simplest form, it was the allegation that Catholic conquistadores were uniquely evil and bloodthirsty—an accusation which overlooked similar abuses committed by Protestant Europeans in the Americas—but it also took issue with the reach of Felipe II’s powers, and with the Catholic orthodoxy defended by the Spanish Inquisition, an institution one English observer described as a “dreadful engine of tyranny.”95


The writings of Las Casas gave Spain’s opponents plenty of ammunition, such as his claim that “the real reason the Christians have murdered on such a vast scale is purely and simply greed. They have set out to line their pockets with gold.”96 The Dutch took a particular interest in the Black Legend, in part because by the 1560s they were growing increasingly frustrated with Felipe II. In 1568 the Eighty Years’ War began, and these images of brutal conquistadores helped fuel propaganda against Spain. Pamphlets likened subjects of Felipe II in the Low Countries to the indigenous slaves in the Americas. As the conflict wore on, some of the writings by the Dutch expressed a fear that they, too, would meet a violent end, as the Amerindians had.97


Las Casas returned to New Spain to take up the post of bishop of Chiapas in 1545. A few years later, however, he crossed the Atlantic once again and by 1550 he found himself defending the Amerindians in front of the Royal Council, in Valladolid, Spain. The issue of legitimate conquest was still unresolved and continued to attract the leading legal minds in Spain.98 Juan Ginés de Sepúlveda was one such scholar, and he defended Spain’s behavior in his Democrates Alter of 1547, though he had never crossed the Atlantic.* Democrates Alter espoused a belief in a “natural” order, whereby “the perfect and most powerful rule over the imperfect and weaker.”99 In arguing that “there [be] some who by nature are masters and others who by nature slaves,” Sepúlveda implied the Indians could be enslaved, not least because they were “barbarous and inhumane peoples.”100 Such a view incurred the angry criticism of Las Casas and his supporters. In the resulting furor, the publication of the work was halted—it had originally been circulated in manuscript form—and a formal debate was arranged at Valladolid, where Las Casas and Sepúlveda would present their respective cases, though not in front of each other.101


Las Casas took his turn before the fourteen jurists assembled in August 1550 and argued over five days—to Sepúlveda’s three hours the day before—that people who had not been exposed to Christianity should not be punished for it, going on to point out that despite the “enormous and extraordinary crimes” the Spanish perpetrated against the native people, many still “embraced Christian truth very willingly,” which he considered “a great miracle.”102 There was another session in the spring of 1551, but, in the end, it was an intellectual draw with no clear victor.103 The great moral and intellectual question of the day remained unanswered.


Las Casas also devoted a great deal of his life to his monumental history of the Indies (Historia de las Indias), which he stipulated was to be published forty years after his death.104* By the time he died, in 1566, the contours of colonialism were changing. The destruction of the native populations and the continued arrival of Africans had transformed the West Indies, while Spanish settlement continued through Central America and the Andean regions of South America. One area, however, remained undisturbed: the impenetrable Florida.


[image: illustration]


PONCE’S FIRST ATTEMPT to establish a settlement in La Florida ended in failure, but this did little to deter others from exploring the coastline and carrying out slaving missions. Indeed, at one point in his capacity as adelantado of Florida, Ponce filed a lawsuit against Diego Velázquez for illegally bringing back three hundred slaves from his territory.105 In 1519, the Spanish explorer Alonso Álvarez de Pineda sailed from Jamaica, then still a Spanish colony, and traveled around the Gulf coast of Florida, Alabama, Mississippi, and New Spain. He may have been the first European to see the Mississippi River, which he called the Espíritu Santo, a name that was used on maps for a time.106 While another century would pass before more accurate guides emerged, each successful voyage brought explorers one step closer to understanding the unknown land to the north. On the 1519 map of the Gulf that is attributed to Álvarez de Pineda, the outline of La Florida and its connection to a larger mainland are clear, ending the notion of its being an island.107 Álvarez de Pineda may have also encountered, some 350 miles north of Veracruz, a river which became known as the Pánuco River, returning there to put a settlement near what would later be the city of Tampico, though this initial effort was destroyed by the local Huastec people.108


Ponce was drawn back to Florida in 1521, organizing another expedition of two ships, paid for once again with his own money. In a letter to Carlos V, he explained, “I am returning to that island [Florida] to settle, with great pleasure and the will of God.”109 He returned to Florida’s southwest coast and, as on his previous attempt, he was soon fighting with the Calusa. This time, however, Ponce was wounded by an arrow and taken to Cuba, where he developed gangrene and died in July 1521. That was not the end of Ponce, of course. He lives on in the still popular myth that he was on the hunt for a magical wellspring that would provide the waters of eternal life. Despite all tales to the contrary, Ponce was not looking for this Fountain of Youth. The legend, however, started early, in Spanish chronicler Gonzalo Fernández de Oviedo y Valdés’s Historia general y natural de las Indias in 1535, and from there became forever associated with Ponce.110


Around the same time as Ponce’s final venture, a Spanish ship landed near Winyah Bay (near present-day Myrtle Beach), on the feast of John the Baptist in June 1521.111 It was under the charge of Pedro de Quejo, who first spotted land. He waited for the caravel commanded by Francisco Gordillo to join him. The men and some of the crew went ashore, where they were met by a group of Indians. The Spaniards captured some of these people and took them on board their ships—they had, after all, intended this to be a slaving mission.112 When Gordillo and Quejo returned to Hispaniola, they had with them a young man who was probably from the Catawba people and whom they named Francisco de Chicora.113 El Chicorano, as he was sometimes called, was quick to learn Spanish and he also was baptized. He was taken to Spain where he regaled the court, including the chronicler Peter Martyr, about his homeland, a place that would take on mythical dimensions.114 El Chicorano told them how it was fertile and full of riches, including gold, whetting the Spaniards’ appetite to establish a colony in this place, which they called Chicora.


Lucas Vázquez de Ayllón, a member of the judicial audiencia in Santo Domingo and the organizing force behind the expedition that had brought Francisco de Chicora to the island, echoed these claims, describing it as “new Andalusia.” He managed to obtain the necessary contract for exploration and settlement by 1523.115 While he was making preparations, he sent Quejo to reconnoiter the area in 1525. On that voyage, Quejo reached as far north as modern Cape Fear, North Carolina, naming on the way Río de la Cruz, today’s Savannah River.116 He stopped and met some of the Muskogean-speaking people there before pushing on. He also returned to the site of his 1521 landfall and named it Punta de Santa Elena. Its exact location remains unclear, but it is thought to correspond to the present-day Port Royal Sound.117


The success of Cortés in Mexico had inspired other explorers to turn south to see what they could find, but the information that had been gleaned from El Chicorano was enough to propel Ayllón to head north instead. In 1526, with six hundred eager colonists and some reluctant slaves, as well as Francisco de Chicora, the expedition left Puerto Plata in Hispaniola. Ayllón’s six ships were loaded with horses, livestock, and many of the goods needed to build a permanent colony in Chicora. Las Casas happened to be in Hispaniola and was in the crowd to see them off—on board was his friend Father Montesinos, one of three friars tasked with the spiritual colonization.118


Almost as soon as they landed in Winyah Bay, Francisco de Chicora and the other Indians on board fled, never to be seen again. Meanwhile, the three scouting parties that had been sent out were having trouble locating a good base, so a decision was made to sail a bit farther south, perhaps around Sapelo Sound in present-day Georgia, though the landing point is still debated.119 By then, one ship had run aground and many of the supplies had been lost.120 People fell ill and needed to disembark, so one party traveled overland to the site and the ships later joined them. Despite not knowing the terrain, they managed to survive, foraging as they went.121 A rudimentary colony, named San Miguel de Gualdape, was established in the late summer of 1526; it was the first Spanish settlement in this part of North America, nearly two thousand miles to the north of Mexico. It was named for St. Michael the archangel, whose feast day, September 29, was close at hand.122 Being coastal, it was hot, sandy, and marshy, and a poor choice for a colony. Ayllón died on October 18, and the fragile settlement fell into chaos.123 The colonists never developed a good trading relationship with the local Guale Indians, and some black slaves who had been brought on the expedition rebelled as well. As winter set in, the survivors, who numbered around 150 and included Montesinos, returned to the Caribbean.124 The riches of Chicora that the Spanish kept seeking were, in the end, intangible. San Miguel de Gualdape was another Florida debacle. However, for a time, it remained all that was known about this area, and a 1529 map by Diego Ribero labeled this part of the coast the “Land of Ayllón.”125


Ayllón’s failure did not deter would-be adelantados. In 1527, the year after the survivors returned to the West Indies, Pánfilo de Narváez—the one-eyed conquistador who had been part of the invading force on Cuba and later failed to arrest Cortés in Mexico—set out from Spain with a royal contract to explore and settle the area between Florida and the unknown lands to the west.126 The expedition began on a bad note: while it was in Cuba, a hurricane destroyed two ships, killing sixty people and twenty horses.127 By February 1528, Narváez was on his way, with five vessels and a few hundred men, as well as eighty horses.128


Narvaéz landed around modern Tampa Bay, though he failed to make any alliances with the Tocobaga people. They did, however, tell him about a place that Narváez believed might have gold—as well as corn, as food was already running low—in the province of Apalachee.129 It was a considerable distance north from the Tocobaga, who may well have made up the story to get rid of these bearded interlopers; perhaps, too, the Apalachee were their enemies at this time, and the arrival of Narváez would be an unwelcome surprise.130 Narvaéz sent some of his men by land, while others sailed along the coast, with both groups aiming to make their way along it toward the Pánuco River in Mexico, now a part of New Spain. This division proved to be a terrible decision for Narvaéz in part because of the serious miscalculations about where they were and where they wanted to be. Even the pilots could not agree.131


Second in command on this expedition was Álvar Núñez Cabeza de Vaca, who came from a family of conquistadores. He grew up in Andalusia, near Jérez, though he left as a young man to participate in military campaigns in Europe, after which he received a royal appointment to go on the Florida expedition.132 Little could he imagine at the time that this voyage would take him well beyond the boundaries of the known world.


Cabeza de Vaca went on foot with Narvaéz, and for the first two weeks they walked north from today’s Tampa Bay. Along with them on the expedition were fellow conquistadores Andrés Dorantes and Alonso del Castillo Maldonado, as well as an enslaved black man known only as Estevánico (the Moor). The three figured in the resulting report Cabeza de Vaca would write many years later. As they walked in the months that followed, they met the various groups who lived along the coastal region—at one point spending time with the sought-after Apalachee people—and discovering there was no sign of gold in their villages. Before long, however, skirmishes, accidents, and hunger began to drain the expedition. The remaining 242 men divvied themselves up across five makeshift barges fashioned from palmettos, on which they set sail from a cove in Apalachicola Bay, drifting for a month along the coast in search of the open sea. Desperate for water and battered by a storm, the men took refuge with some coastal Indians who seemed friendly but who attacked them that night, forcing them to flee. In the days that followed, the barges became separated, and one sank. The men on Cabeza de Vaca’s barge “had fallen over on one another, close to death,” but they continued on until they landed at another shore, later taking refuge with local Indians after their raft was sunk by violent waves.133 A short time later, Cabeza de Vaca was reunited with Dorantes and Castillo after the Indians had told them of the presence of the other Spaniards. One of the surviving barges needed repairs, and they also decided that four men would be sent to try to reach New Spain, while the others waited out the winter somewhere around the coast of Texas, on an island they called Malhado, or Island of Doom.134


The number of survivors dwindled from one hundred to four men after disease, starvation, and attacks killed the rest, including Narváez, leaving only Cabeza de Vaca, Estevánico, Dorantes, and Castillo. Cabeza de Vaca later recounted, “We were in such a state that our bones could easily be counted and we looked like the picture of death.”135 The four men continued west on foot, through what would be today’s Texas, later crossing the Río Grande, encountering many chiefdoms of Native Americans. At times they were captives, but Cabeza de Vaca and the others were later apparently transformed into healers, called upon to “bless the sick, breathe upon them, recite a Pater Noster and Ave Maria, and pray earnestly to God our Lord for their recovery.”136


After what seemed to be an endless time spent walking—by this point they had been on the expedition for eight years and covered something approaching six thousand miles—around March 1536 they encountered “four Christians on horseback” who were puzzled by the four men on the road, as they were not Indian and yet did not seem to be Spanish. Cabeza de Vaca later recalled that “they were dumbfounded at the sight of me, strangely undressed and in the company of Indians. They just stood staring for a long time.” He had to request that they “take me to your captain,” who was Diego de Alcaraz, then in charge of the town of Culiacán.137 The men had walked all the way from Florida to northwest New Spain. In losing themselves they had found an overland connection in this seemingly endless New World.


Once his contact with Spaniards was secure, Cabeza de Vaca’s journey came to an end, though he still had to make his way to Mexico City and then Veracruz, where his attempt to return to Spain was ruined by a storm that capsized his ship. His account of his adventures in North America, initially titled La Relación and published in 1542, is a fascinating document, but not an anthropological one. Although it has its modern uses in efforts to piece together a picture of Native American life, its language is mystical, dwelling on Cabeza de Vaca’s own transformation from a captive to a miracle worker. It is nonetheless an epic tale, of suffering and violence, but also of mythic proportions, with startling reversals of fortune keeping the four men alive while they walked through the valley of death.*


His years of tribulations were still not enough to diminish Florida’s lure. Not long after Cabeza de Vaca’s return to Spain in 1537, Hernando de Soto wanted to set sail for La Florida.138 De Soto was an experienced conquistador, having been involved in exploits in Peru, and in 1538 was named the governor of Cuba and given the adelantamiento of Florida.139 He, too, was convinced that the land held secret riches, and fell upon clues such as the account of Cabeza de Vaca, who at one point had been given “five emerald arrowheads,” though scholars think the stone was the less valuable malachite.140 In fact, de Soto tried—and failed—to convince Cabeza de Vaca to join him.141


De Soto set out from Spain with around 840 people and nine ships, with all the necessary tools and weapons for settlement.142 They stopped in Cuba, and then headed north, landing at Bahía Honda (Deep Bay), around present-day Tampa Bay, in May 1539. Writing from his ship on July 9, de Soto said the natives told him about the “many merchants among them, and much trade and abundance of gold and silver and many pearls. I pray to God that it is so, because I do not believe anything that I do not see . . . since they know and have had it told to them that if they lie to me it will cost them their lives.”143


De Soto soon heard of Juan Ortiz, a man who had been captured during the Narvaéz expedition more than a decade earlier.144 He dispatched his men to find Ortiz, who they discovered could speak to the Uzita and Mocoso people of the area.145 Ortiz became de Soto’s translator, and the men spent the winter of 1539–40 relying on the goodwill of the people they encountered around today’s Tallahassee. De Soto saw large villages and temple mounds, and survived on corn, game, and fish. He was not on a cultural mission, however—he pillaged crops, enslaved Indians, and launched attacks. He and his men moved up through Florida, battling the Apalachee, then into Georgia and South Carolina, where he was lured into a hunt for the chiefdom of Cofitachequi.146 It is thought that de Soto crossed the southern Appalachian Mountains, encountering the Muskogean-speaking people. He moved into Alabama, meeting the Choctaw. At one point, lured by chief Tuscaluza, they reached Mabila, in central Alabama, where they were attacked and many Spaniards were killed.147 From there, they also spent time among prosperous and settled people, such as the Caddo and Creeks, in Mississippi. They met the Chickasaw and Tupelo and may have crossed the Mississippi River in 1541.


Pushing on, de Soto was clearly searching for more than just a place to put a settlement—he wanted to find more wealth.148 He also was on the lookout for the still elusive shortcut to the east.149 Finding neither, he remains one of the first known Europeans to wander through great swaths of North America. During the course of his wanderings he drained much of his fortune and, perhaps, his sanity. He decided to turn back but fell ill and died, it is believed somewhere in Arkansas or Louisiana near the Mississippi River, around May or June 1542. The rest of his party turned south, hoping to return to New Spain, ending up spending the winter building boats near today’s Natchez, Mississippi. Finally, the three hundred men headed down the Mississippi River, reaching the Gulf of Mexico in September 1543; it is possible they were the first Europeans to sail on that river.150


By the mid-1550s, claims began to circulate that the explorer Giovanni da Verrazzano, who had been in the service of France’s king, had reached the northern part of La Florida, around modern North Carolina, in 1524. Now the French were planning some sort of venture to that area and Spain’s Council of the Indies was eager to prevent such an encroachment from taking place. In late 1557 it approved a plan to send a large fleet from Mexico to establish a settlement on the Gulf coast. The Spaniards would go overland to Santa Elena, which would be the site of another colony, and from there they could construct a road along which they could put missions and towns, in theory, connecting La Florida to New Spain.151


In 1559, the expedition was put under the leadership of Tristán de Luna y Arellano, who had been appointed governor of Florida. Spanish-born Luna had come to New Spain, where his cousin, Antonio de Mendoza, was viceroy in the 1530s. By the time he left for Florida, Luis de Velasco had become viceroy and was heavily involved in the plan’s preparations. In June, fifteen hundred people, including five hundred soldiers, one hundred artisans, and six Dominican friars, departed from Veracruz.152 They landed around Pensacola Bay, on Florida’s western panhandle, in August.153 At first they saw only a few fishermen’s huts on the beach, and Luna sent men to further scout along the coastline.154 Then, on September 19, disaster struck as a hurricane roared into the harbor, destroying most of Luna’s fleet and ruining much of their year’s supply of provisions. Hunger set in among the settlers, and some members of the party searched for people who could help.155 The Spanish squabbled among themselves; most wanted to return to New Spain. By spring 1560, reinforcements had arrived from the capital, and they set up a makeshift camp among the Nanipacana, who soon fled, leaving the settlers subsisting on foraged food such as acorns. Luna continued to send scouting parties into the interior to find food, and other people who might help them, later encountering the Coosa.156 Another relief supply ship arrived that summer but by August the situation remained desperate, and Luna dispatched some of the men to sail around to the Atlantic coast to begin work on the Santa Elena colony. They first set off for Cuba to provision the ship, but it was destroyed in a hurricane.157 The viceroy was angered at the chaos in Florida, and he stripped Luna of his governorship, sending vessels to evacuate the settlers in early 1561 with Ángel de Villafañe now governor. Luna left for Spain, via Havana, in April, and Villafañe was also in Cuba, resupplying a ship on its way to Santa Elena. Villafañe never arrived, however, as storms destroyed many of his ships in June. He managed to survive and return to Pensacola to remove the remaining settlers. Such expeditions could be exercises in frustration for the viceroy, as so many factors—hurricanes or Indian attacks—could completely put an end to their efforts. It could also take quite some time to hear about why a mission had failed and, if need be, extract a more complete recounting of events through the judicial system.158


For almost fifty years following Ponce’s initial 1513 voyage, no one from the Spanish empire had been able to make anything stick in La Florida. It was a very different world from the one Cortés found in Mexico. Though some people lived in settled villages, many of the natives of Florida were mobile, and implementing a tributary system like the encomienda would have been difficult if not impossible.159 In addition, the soil was sandy, and the weather veered from sweltering to freezing. Everything about La Florida seemed designed to foil the conquistadores. Mexico was fast becoming the hub of a wealthy empire, and the Caribbean islands were now strategic outposts after their gold supplies had been exhausted.160 A frustrated Felipe II decreed in 1561 that he would grant no further permissions for these expensive and embarrassing expeditions to colonize Florida. His ruling, however, meant nothing to the French.





 


________________


* She was later enshrined in history as Marina, her Spanish name, but also known as La Malinche.


* Mexico’s population before the arrival of the Spanish was thought to be around ten million, though some estimates reach as high as twenty-five million; within a century, it would drop below one million.


* His uncle Fernando took the title of Holy Roman emperor and ruled over the Habsburg lands in Austria and Germany.


* Democrates Alter was not published until two centuries after Sepúlveda’s death.


* It would take much longer than that—the manuscript, with its unflattering descriptions of Spanish imperialism, did not see the light of publication until 1875.


* One of the difficulties in making sense of this period is that so much of what is known—and indeed often taken as historical truth—is legend or otherwise dubious. Accounts that attempt to explain the New World, such as Bernardino de Sahagún’s Florentine Codex (ca. 1569), Peter Martyr’s Of the New World (1530), or Gonzalo Fernández de Oviedo’s General and Natural History of the Indies (ca. 1535), came out of a pre-Enlightenment tradition. Much as early maps were spiritual in nature, with Jerusalem at their center, these early accounts had crown and church at the core of their narratives. These accounts can at times read like tales of the supernatural. This is further complicated by official documents from this period that contain the writings of unreliable narrators—Cortés, for instance, had to polish his story to make his rule-breaking acceptable to the king.





Chapter 2


St. Johns River, Florida, ca. 1550–1700


THERE WAS ANOTHER route to Santa Elena, though it was forged not by Spanish Catholic conquistadores but by French Protestants. The roots of their enterprise stretch back to the small German town of Wittenberg, where the disgruntled Augustinian friar Martin Luther formulated his Ninety-Five Theses in 1517. The religious controversies and conflicts that were part of the subsequent Protestant Reformation spread disorder throughout European Christianity, reaching as far as the nascent Spanish colonies. Many Protestant English, Dutch, and French nobles and explorers were, by the mid-1550s, no longer willing to abide by the rules of the papacy, including papal bulls supporting the new lands Spain and Portugal had claimed. They, like thousands of other Europeans, were enraptured by tales of great riches. This was a battle over more than just religious ideology; the Dutch, along with Protestants elsewhere in Europe, including the English and French Huguenots, were seeking to justify their own involvement in the Americas and their right to explore, conquer, plunder, and enslave. Such desires found expression in the works of prominent thinkers such as the Dutch jurist Hugo Grotius, who argued for free navigation of the seas, as the Dutch were trying to extend their trading networks throughout the globe, including North America and the West Indies.


Many enterprising mariners were well aware of the Spanish treasure fleet, ferrying gold and silver to Europe, and it did not take long for these “Lutheran corsairs,” as the Spanish called them, to descend on the Americas. With Protestant piracy on the rise, the Spanish islands turned to fort-building: in Puerto Rico, for instance, work on Castillo San Felipe del Morro began in 1539, along the north coast of the island, near the city of San Juan, which had been founded in 1521. Such forts were meant to protect the haul of empire on the ships that went to Spain and returned with European wares for the settlers. The flota would set off twice a year, leaving Seville (and, later, Cádiz once the river in Seville became too silted) for Veracruz, while another fleet, the Tierra Firme or galeones, sailed to Cartagena, Colombia, and onward to Portobelo, Panama. Goods from Peru would come up to Panama and be taken overland to Portobelo; the same would happen with silks and other luxury goods from the east that arrived in Acapulco and traveled overland to Veracruz.


Then, in the spring, the ships would return, uniting in Havana before crossing the Atlantic. Such a system had many vulnerabilities: shipwrecks around the Florida Keys were common, as were the hurricanes that wiped out whole fleets, but piracy was one of the most persistent problems.1 England, the Low Countries, and France at varying times were enemies of Spain and so these corsairs, often armed with letters of marque, granting permission from their respective monarchs, considered it legal to attack Spanish ships. Individual pirates, with no religious or political connection, were also willing to risk death to get their hands on just one of the treasure-laden vessels.


Other Protestants were seeking not riches but sanctuary from the religious wars erupting in Europe. One such eager group was the French Calvinists, known as Huguenots, who faced mounting persecution by the 1560s. They imagined these new lands might offer a peaceful place to live and worship. A scheme to place a settlement on the other side of the Atlantic won the backing of the crown, with Catherine de Médicis supporting the idea on behalf of her young son, Charles IX. It also was popular with Gaspard de Coligny, a French admiral and himself a Huguenot.2


The waterways that spread out like veins in the South Carolina lowlands could have guided the vessels of the first French expeditions from Port Royal Sound to a landing spot on the edge of Parris Island in May 1562, but this was not their initial stopping point. Farther to the south, they called instead at the mouth of the St. Johns River, in the north of Florida, which runs into the Atlantic Ocean not far from today’s Jacksonville. The French named it the Rivière de Mai, marking the month of their arrival.3 The two ships were led by Jean Ribault, and he erected a small column to mark France’s claim.


Ribault was an experienced sailor, born around 1515 in the port city of Dieppe, Normandy, to a family of minor nobility. For a time, he served England’s King Henry VIII, which was not unusual for Norman sailors in the 1540s, as the king was trying to bolster English maritime defenses.4 During this period, his experiences were wide-ranging, from a brief imprisonment for espionage charges to working under the navigator Sebastian Cabot. Ribault returned to France in the mid-1550s and fought in sea battles against the Flemish, Spanish, and English, securing his reputation as a skilled mariner.5


Once ashore, the French did not take long to make contact with the Timucua people near the coast and present them with gifts.6 Ribault’s second in command, René Goulaine de Laudonnière, later described their landing spot as a place “so pleasant it was beyond comparison.”7 However, Ribault wanted to explore farther to the north, arriving a couple of weeks later at an inlet that they named Port Royal. It was here that he established Charlesfort, named in honor of Charles IX.


It was not the most advantageous time of year to start such an enterprise, with the heat and humidity at a peak in July and August. In front of them stretched an endless yellow-green sea of tidal grass, a world of natural wonders from tiny mud-burrowing crabs to soaring ospreys and herons that fished for food in the creeks to unfamiliar flowers and plants all around. They built a rudimentary fort and began to make contact with the nearby Orista and Guale peoples. The Orista lived along the coast around the Edisto River valley, which forms its namesake island around forty miles south of Charleston, South Carolina, while the Guale were farther south, scattered around the coastal estuaries between the Ogeechee and Altamaha Rivers.8 The Guale territory was divided into about thirty or forty villages, each ruled by a chief, and the total population is estimated to have ranged from thirteen hundred to about four thousand.9


The entire Florida region Spain initially claimed was diverse in terms of its people, climate, and landscape, and distinct from the Caribbean and New Spain. Living near the shores and rivers were coastal communities, such as the Orista and Guale, that subsisted on fishing. Inland to the north and west were the people the Europeans would later call the Creeks, who were related to the wider Muskogean-speaking people of the region and whose nation covered parts of the modern states of Georgia, Alabama, Tennessee, Mississippi, and Louisiana, as well as Florida. Along today’s Florida panhandle were Apalachee people, while to the east, and into Florida’s peninsula, lived the Timucuan-speaking people, who were organized into about twenty-five different—and not always amicable—chiefdoms.10 Farther south, along the east coast, were the Ais, while on the west were the Tocobaga. Living in the southernmost part were the Calusa and the Tequesta, among other, smaller groups.11 Overall, the precontact population estimates of all Native Americans in Florida have a wide range, from as low as ten thousand to as high as four hundred thousand.12


Their settlements took a variety of forms, influenced by their environment. For instance, the Calusa of the south were sedentary and relied on fishing and, increasingly, trade with passing Europeans or scavenging from shipwrecks. The coastal Guale and Orista looked to the sea and rivers for their survival, though they did spend parts of the year hunting and growing crops. The Timucua also lived on a combination of hunting, gathering, and growing. Crops such as corn and squash made up a large part of their diet, but the soil in north Florida was not as fertile as in lands to the north, such as those where the Apalachee lived, which supported a greater reliance on agriculture.13


The Spanish had quickly learned that the Florida Indians’ communities were not suited to the encomienda system, in part because their villages often did not have enough people to use as a labor force, nor did their social structure lend them to it. Overall, these were not tributary societies as the members of the Mexica confederation had been, though it is thought the Calusa in the south may have exacted tribute from some of the other chiefdoms.14 In these early days, however, the challenge for the Spanish and French was simply to make sense of the relations between these groups and figure out how to gain their trust and assistance.15


Ribault did not stay long in Charlesfort, leaving for France by early June 1562 to stock up on supplies for the colony. The twenty-eight men he left behind were instructed to continue building the fort with logs and clay, backbreaking labor in the summer heat. They carried on, working with the expectation that reinforcements would soon appear, yet by January 1563 there were still no ships, and hunger was stalking the colony.16 The desperate colonists spent the winter building a sloop to take them back to France, and they left in April 1563. They were later picked up by an English ship, with many on board near death as their vessel had run out of food and water.17


Ribault, for his part, arrived in France at the start of what would become the long-running Wars of Religion between Catholic and Protestant. From there, he left for London, where he wrote about his experiences in Florida. A translated English version of his Whole and True Discoverye of Terra Florida surfaced, printed by Thomas Hacket around 1563. In his account, Ribault painted a vivid picture of what he referred to as the “land of Chicore [Chicora] whereof some have written.” Like some of the Spanish reports, his also noted that Florida was “a country full of havens, rivers and islandes of such frutefullnes as cannot with tonge be expressed,” no doubt described as such to entice backers to fund a larger expedition “where in shorte tyme great and precyous comodyties might be founde.”18 Ribault’s account helped secure him an audience with Queen Elizabeth I. Royal support looked promising at one point, but the plans collapsed. He was accused of being a spy and was even briefly imprisoned over claims that he was plotting to steal English ships and take them to France.19


While Ribault was in England, a Spanish ship had been dispatched from Havana in 1564, under the command of Captain Hernando Manrique de Rojas, to destroy the French settlement in Florida. After a number of stops along the coast, the Spaniards found two Indians who indicated “from their signs” that there had been “ships of Christians” in that harbor, but they could see no evidence of the fort.20 The Spaniards continued sailing along the coast and by June came across a “Christian, clothed like the Indians of that country, who declared himself to be a Frenchman.”21 Manrique de Rojas questioned the man, who said his name was Guillaume Rouffi and that he had not wanted to join the others on the makeshift sloop sailing back to France. He told them the location of the now abandoned fort, which the Spanish burned before returning to Havana.22


While Manrique de Rojas was exploring the area, another French expedition slipped past him. This group of around three hundred people was led by Laudonnière, who had joined Ribault on the return journey to France. Laudonnière had departed France in April 1564 with three ships: a three-hundred-ton galleon as the flagship, and two smaller vessels. They arrived in June at the St. Johns River.23 This time, Laudonnière decided not to return to Charlesfort, instead establishing Fort Caroline on a bluff overlooking the river. Laudonnière believed he was on good terms with the Timucuan people, which was crucial as he considered them good fighters who were “brave in spirit.”24


The French were under the misguided impression that the Timucua were growing plenty of food and so the colonists could simply trade to meet their own needs. Rather than plant, they set about building their new fort. It was a deadly misunderstanding; the Timucuan chiefdoms grew only what they needed and there was not enough to feed their villages as well as the French.25 It soon was too late to grow any more crops, and the food supply among the French began to dwindle, while tempers frayed, leading to a mutiny by the end of 1564. As Laudonnière tried to rein in angry settlers, a reprieve appeared on the horizon: the English slave trader and explorer John Hawkins called at the St. Johns River in August 1564, allowing them a chance to obtain provisions.26


By this point, Ribault had been released from prison in England, and he left Dieppe for Florida in May 1565.27 Following close behind in June was Pedro Menéndez de Avilés, a Spaniard from the mountainous Asturias, on Spain’s northern coast. Like many men from this region, he sought his fortune at sea, where, in his case, he established his reputation fighting French corsairs in the Bay of Biscay. Menéndez later commanded fleets to the Indies, entering the lucrative trade between the colonies and Spain.28 He profited, but his successes were not consistent. A hurricane in 1563 cost him more than his fortune when a vessel sank and his son was also lost in the storm, possibly shipwrecked somewhere near Florida. Later that year, the king summoned Menéndez to Spain, concerned about reports of French activity in Florida. While in Spain, Menéndez had a dispute with some merchants and found himself under house arrest in 1564 until the claims were settled.29 Eager to clear his name, Menéndez negotiated a contract with the crown to place a colony in Florida, and he left Spain. He had organized an expedition of nineteen ships, with some fifteen hundred soldiers and settlers. His plan was for some of the fleet to meet in the Canary Islands, with a few of the vessels following later.30 Menéndez had a troubled start, however, as some of the ships never arrived in the Canaries, and a hurricane destroyed most of the rest. One of his caravels was blown so far off course it was later captured by French corsairs. In the end, he managed to limp into San Juan, Puerto Rico, in his flagship, the San Pelayo.31


Despite the setbacks, Menéndez regrouped and managed to arrive somewhere near Cape Canaveral just after Ribault returned to the St. Johns River, in late August 1565. When Menéndez discovered the whereabouts of the French fleet, a brief skirmish broke out between the Spanish and French ships, the latter managing to block the entrance to the mouth of the river. Menéndez decided to head south to an inlet he had spotted earlier. Once he and his men reached shore, they claimed Florida—again—for the king, and named this stopping point St. Augustine, as they had first sighted land on August 28, the feast day of that saint.32 A sandbar lay across the inlet, and while this meant the flagship had to be anchored farther out, the harbor would help protect them from attack.33 As Menéndez and his men were setting up camp, Ribault sent four ships and most of his men at Fort Caroline to attack the Spanish. This plan was left in tatters after another hurricane struck. Ribault was not able to spot the Spanish ships, and this caused him to sail too far south. The ferocity of the storm left his own ships wrecked just below St. Augustine.34


Menéndez determined that rather than waiting for Ribault to return for a sea battle, the Spaniards should attack Fort Caroline by land. After almost four days of marching through heavy rains, Spanish troops reached it by September 20. They had no trouble capturing the fort, and around 140 of the French were killed, while 45 managed to escape. Another 50 women and children were taken captive.35 After securing the fort, Menéndez returned to St. Augustine to fight Ribault, not realizing what had happened to him until local Indians told him that French castaways had washed up in a nearby inlet, about fifteen miles south of St. Augustine. Menéndez found them, and they surrendered. He ordered his troops to kill them anyway, with the exception of any Catholics in their group. This bloody execution was the genesis of the name given to that site, which it bears to this day: Matanzas (Massacre) Inlet. A few weeks later, more survivors from the shipwreck arrived near the same spot, this time including Ribault, and they, too, met the same fate. One final group washed up that November. Some of them fled, though this time the captives’ lives were spared, and they were put in a small fort under Spanish guard, near Cape Canaveral.36


[image: illustration]


ONE MAN WHO managed to flee the Fort Caroline attack was Jacques le Moyne de Morgues, a cartographer and engraver who, upon returning to Europe, published an account of his experiences and provided illustrations of the Timucuan people, as well as the flora and fauna of the region. He lost most of his work during his escape but re-created it from memory; it was later reproduced and published by Theodore de Bry, who bought le Moyne’s images and written account from his widow in 1588. Laudonnière also escaped the attack on Fort Caroline, fleeing to the St. Johns River where he and other survivors sailed on two ships to France.37 He ended up in Swansea, Wales, where he began his Notable History of Florida, before returning to France, where it was published in 1586, with le Moyne’s work following in 1591. These two books were translated and read throughout Europe, showing many people for the first time images of Native American life. Laudonnière provided one of the earliest European accounts of the Timucuan people, describing the men as being “olive in colour, large of body, handsome, well proportioned, and without deformities,” and noting their deerskin loincloths and tattoos, which “ornament their bodies, arms, and thighs with handsome designs.”38 Le Moyne’s images reflected Laudonnière’s descriptions. His pictures show fierce, muscular, tattooed men, and women of similar stature, tall and strong, with long hair and bare breasts.


Now the Spanish would try to assert their authority in this part of Florida. They took control of Fort Caroline in 1565 and renamed it San Mateo.39 Later that year, Menéndez began to explore the rest of Florida from St. Augustine, attempting to make alliances with the Native Americans. He erected more forts, including San Antón de Carlos on the west coast in the Calusa territory of Mound Key (south of modern Fort Myers) and outposts in the Tocobaga and Tequesta lands, although none of these fortifications survived past 1569.40


Gonzalo Solís de Merás, Menéndez’s brother-in-law, joined in the adelantado’s exploits in Florida and later wrote about his experiences.41 Solís was with Menéndez when they encountered Calusa people in southwest Florida in 1566. Their party was searching for a rumored group of shipwrecked Spaniards who had been held captive for more than twenty years. They found some of them, and a meeting was arranged between Menéndez and the Calusa chief. At first there was an exchange of gifts and food and then, according to Solís, “the Adelantado told him that the King of Spain, his Lord, sent him for the Christian men and women that he had, and if he did not bring them to him, he would order him killed.”42 The captives were handed over and more gifts exchanged. The chief, for his part, apparently had earlier adopted the name Carlos after his captives told him that Emperor Carlos V was the king of all the Christians. In another display of respect, Carlos tried to give Menéndez his sister to marry. Solís recounted the exchange:




The chief told him that he should go sleep in a room that was there, with his sister, since he had given her to him as a wife, and that if he did not do so, that his Indians would be upset, saying that they were laughing at them and at her, and that he regarded her poorly. And there were more than 4,000 Indian men and women in the town. The Adelantado [Menéndez] showed a little perturbation, and told him through the interpreter that Christians could not sleep with women who weren’t Christian.43





Thrust into a complicated social situation, Menéndez tried to explain Christian practices; the chief said he would accept and even permitted his sister to be baptized. She became known as Doña Antonia.44 This “marriage”—even though Menéndez had a wife in Spain—would seal a sort of brotherhood between the two men, and a long, extravagant feast followed.


Tales of Indian women being “given” to the Spanish abound in reports from conquistadores from across the empire, presenting only one side of the story. These women, be they slaves or princesses, often functioned as linguistic and social translators. Few Spanish women had been taken to Florida, and so the men were left to seek relationships with indigenous women, sometimes by force. Many native women were used as domestic servants and concubines, entrapped in servitude and sexual slavery. This was not unique to Florida, and throughout Spanish America, the subsequent offspring of these relationships were known as mestizos. An elaborate casta (caste) system of racial hierarchy took shape, ranking the mixtures of people, with the most “Spanish” being at the top and the most indigenous or African at the bottom. These racialized ideas were connected to an older concept from the Iberian Peninsula—limpieza de sangre, or “purity of blood”—that was concerned with a person’s possible Jewish or Muslim ancestry. Since some of the Spanish who came to the Americas had converted Jewish (converso) or Muslim (morisco) ancestry, these preoccupations crossed the Atlantic as well.45 How deeply ingrained such racial ideas were in Spanish Florida in this period is difficult to ascertain; indigenous communities were too scattered, the Spanish colonists too few, and the records too scant to allow a detailed picture of the extent of mestizaje and the state of emerging casta hierarchies.


Menéndez and Carlos continued to spend time together, with Carlos later asking Menéndez to help him attack the Tocobaga people, who lived to the north of the Calusa. Menéndez declined to involve himself in the conflict, though he did broker a peace between the two groups.46 In his dealings with the Calusa, he met a captive, Hernando de Escalante Fontaneda, who had been shipwrecked in south Florida and who knew of Menéndez’s son; it had transpired that he had not survived. Escalante served as an interpreter for the Spanish and later left for Cuba in 1569.47 He also wrote a Memoria of his experiences, a rare written record of a prolonged period spent with the indigenous people of Florida. Escalante’s work contains a mix of admiration and prejudice, and at times seems to make a negative assessment of the prospects in Florida—a sharp contrast to conquistadores’ letters to the crown extolling the virtues of this corner of empire. He might have been making, in a roundabout way, the case against further settlement in Florida, to spare the Indians any more European incursions, writing:48




As I have stated, they [Ais and Jeaga people] are rich from the sea, and not from the land. From Tocobaga up to Santa Elena, which will be about six hundred leagues of coastline, there is no gold or even less silver naturally from the land, but rather it is what I have said, from the sea. I do not wish to say if there is land to inhabit, since the Indians live in it. It is plentiful for livestock and for agriculture in their vicinity. . . . In all these provinces that I have declared about, from Tocobaga-chile up to Santa Elena, they are great fisherfolk . . . they are great archers, and traitors, and I hold it for very certain that they will never be at peace, and even less Christian.49





Yet such inferences were ignored. Menéndez’s efforts had finally allowed the Spanish to entrench themselves on the edge of Florida. Menéndez also discovered that if he hugged the eastern coastline rather than battling the Gulf Stream, a smoother journey could be made to Havana. Before long, the main settlement in Florida was St. Augustine, not Santa Elena, which was another two hundred miles up the coast.50 However, Felipe II wanted a presence in Santa Elena to forestall any future arrivals of the French, and so in April 1566, Menéndez and 150 soldiers went there and established Fort San Felipe close to the old Charlesfort location.51


After the fort was finished, Menéndez returned to St. Augustine, leaving the colony and around a hundred men under the supervision of Esteban de Las Alas. By the summer Santa Elena was in trouble: sixty of the men mutinied when a supply ship from St. Augustine stopped there, commandeering it to Cuba. Another twenty men disappeared into the interior, leaving about twenty-five, who were now forced to rely on the goodwill of Native Americans for survival.52


Not long after the runaways fled, Captain Juan Pardo arrived from Spain in July with supplies and around three hundred men. Las Alas and Pardo worked to improve the fort in time for Menéndez’s return in August 1566. Pleased at the result, Menéndez named Las Alas governor—Menéndez still held this power as the adelantado—and for a brief moment, Santa Elena appeared to have stabilized.53 At the end of 1566, Pardo left on an expedition into the interior, searching for the elusive overland path to link Florida with New Spain, which formed part of Menéndez’s instructions from the crown.54 Menéndez was optimistic enough to believe that he would also find a waterway to the Far East from Florida.55


Pardo headed west into North Carolina and went as far as Tennessee, meeting many Native Americans along the way and setting up two more forts, one of which was Fort San Juan near the Indian village of Joara (sometimes Joada), near modern Morganton, North Carolina. Pardo returned to Santa Elena a few months later, in 1567, and discovered that while he had been away, relations between his men and the local Indians had soured. Despite the tensions, he made plans to leave again later that year.56


Menéndez, for his part, had won the crown’s favor with his success in Florida and wanted to take advantage of the situation by returning to Spain to enjoy his accolades, leaving in May 1567. Pardo set out on his second expedition inland in September, returning to Santa Elena by March 1568. Once again, the colony had been beset by more problems in his absence, not least a lack of food, as well as continued Indian attacks.57


To complicate matters, French corsairs arrived in April 1568, intent on revenge. Reports from the few survivors who returned to France had begun to circulate, revealing the scale of France’s disaster in Florida.58 Dominique de Gourgues, who had earlier been imprisoned among the Spanish, organized a retaliatory expedition from Bordeaux. Aided on their arrival by about four hundred Timucua Indians, they headed to the site of the first large massacre, Fort Caroline (San Mateo), on the St. Johns River.59 Upon learning of their impending arrival, the hundred or so Spanish troops there tried to flee to St. Augustine, leaving Gourgues to destroy the fort before returning to France. Santa Elena, however, was left unharmed.


More colonists arrived in Santa Elena by 1568; at its peak some four hundred people lived there. By 1571, Menéndez secured for Florida a subsidy, known as the situado, to ensure its growth and protection.60 Other parts of the empire, such as Cuba and Puerto Rico, which had little or no mineral wealth remaining but provided strategic importance, also received a share of silver, often delivered at erratic intervals.


Menéndez’s plan was to put soldiers, settlers, and missionaries along the length of Florida, which the Spanish considered to be from the tip of the peninsula up to around the Chesapeake Bay, or the Bahía de Santa María, as it was called.61 That bay was particularly important because it was thought to connect to the fabled Northwest Passage, which would link Spanish America to Asia.62 Menéndez had gone some way toward realizing this vision by the time of his death in 1574, which occurred in Spain while he prepared for another trip to Florida.


While Menéndez had managed to drive off the French and establish rudimentary garrisons during his time in Florida, the territory remained fragile for the Spanish. By 1576, Santa Elena was falling apart. The colony’s leaders turned violent, demanding tribute from the Orista and committing brutal acts, including the killing of two Guale chiefs, prompting an uprising of five hundred Orista and Guale, who attacked Fort San Felipe.63 The Spaniards decided to abandon it and retreated to St. Augustine.64


Assessing indigenous hostility or cooperation in regard to the Spanish and even among themselves is complicated in this period. Written accounts or testimonies from the Spanish about attacks or ambushes often come from judicial proceedings and reflect Spanish beliefs and prejudices.65 While there were also periods of calm around Santa Elena, this had not been the case along the coast near the St. Johns River, where the chiefdoms of Seloy and Saturiwa, both part of the larger community of Timucuan-speakers, were more consistently hostile to the Spanish. There had been skirmishes from the outset, as these chiefdoms tried to expel the Spanish from St. Augustine, with soldiers retaliating through the late 1560s.66


Efforts to bolster Santa Elena continued when, in 1577, Menéndez’s nephew, Pedro Menéndez Márquez, arrived with orders to rebuild it. Up went Fort San Marcos, with a garrison of fifty men and artillery that included three cannons.67 Menéndez Márquez tried to negotiate peace with the Guale and Orista, and he also discovered there were some French living among them on the coast.68 Clashes with the Native Americans and their French allies took place throughout the 1570s, but settlement also continued. The relationship with the Guale broke down once more, and in 1579 the Spanish burned some of their villages and maize fields. Menéndez Márquez managed to stop aggression from some of the chiefdoms around Santa Elena by 1580, though relations with the Guale and Orista remained troubled.69 Spanish officials, however, had decided to base themselves in St. Augustine, in part because they had finally brokered a peace with the hostile Timucua chiefdoms, as evidenced by records of Indians having been baptized around this time, as well as the establishment of two Indian villages near the town.70


In the end, it was neither Orista nor French attacks that ended Santa Elena, but those of the English. Francis Drake’s assault on St. Augustine in 1586 was an impetus for Menéndez Márquez to bring the Santa Elena settlers to that town to help rebuild it and shore up its defenses, even though Drake had been unable to find Santa Elena and so it was left unharmed. In the face of much protest, the governor forced the settlers to leave in 1587, and the fort was dismantled.


[image: illustration]


THE COMPLEX NEGOTIATIONS and often violent confrontations that took place over the course of establishing settlements in Florida constituted one part of the colonizing story. Running in parallel were the efforts of the religious orders, ready to build churches and convert the native peoples, creating conflict of a different nature. Evangelization in Florida presented basic but serious challenges. The first was the priests’ very survival. Like the conquistadores, the friars had numerous false starts, such as the ill-fated voyage of the Dominican friar Luis Cáncer in 1549.


Cáncer had met Bartolomé de Las Casas, who by this point was the bishop of Chiapas, in Mexico. Like Las Casas, Cáncer wanted to convert people in Florida by peaceful means. He arrived in the Tampa area in 1549, and some of the people there captured a few of the friars, forcing the remaining ones, including Cáncer, to sail on.71 When he stopped again, he was clubbed to death within a matter of minutes after stepping onshore.72


Nearly two decades passed before another concerted effort was made, and it came only after Menéndez drove out the French. He reached out to the new Society of Jesus (Jesuit) order, which had been founded in 1540; the Jesuits were dedicated to evangelization and education, and Menéndez wanted them to work among the Florida Indians.73 The Jesuit experience in the Americas was limited, with the order having gone only to Brazil in 1549, but they were enthusiastic. Like the Dominicans, they, too, were concerned about how the secular habits and worldly vices of soldiers and colonists were influencing the spiritual conquest of these lands. It would be up to the religious orders to provide a successful and lasting conversion to Christianity.74


In 1570 a small party of Jesuits and soldiers set forth from Santa Elena, sailing north to the Bahía de Santa María, to a land they believed to be named Ajacán or Axacán. Along with them was a man called Don Luis de Velasco, though he was not a Spaniard but a Native American whose original name was Paquiquineo. He claimed he was from Ajacán and in 1561 had been taken on board the Spanish ship Santa Catalina, which may have been on an exploratory mission around the area, or perhaps been blown off course.75 On board, he was baptized and given the name of the then viceroy of New Spain, going on to spend almost a decade in Cuba, New Spain, and Spain, where he attracted the favor of Felipe II.76 Velasco told many stories about his homeland and regaled the court with descriptions of its abundance, helping to reignite the king’s interest in La Florida.77


Around 1565–66 he and Menéndez finally met, and the two went on voyages between Cuba and La Florida. This was around the time when Menéndez wanted to put a settlement in the Bahía de Santa María, and his interest in Ajacán was intensified in part by his conversations with Velasco. Menéndez also mentioned the possibility of the existence of a waterway to the east in his correspondence with the king.78 Velasco, however, now having spent years among Spaniards, could not help noticing how they behaved in their American territories. Whatever he really thought, Velasco appeared to be enthusiastic about Christianity and plans for the expedition, which left in August 1566, taking Dominican friars and soldiers to Ajacán. As they sailed near the bay, Velasco tried to direct them, but he could not—or did not want to—find the proper entrance for Ajacán. They were forced to give up and turn back.79
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