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Texas is well known to everyone as the setting for Indian tales and Wild West romances and most have also heard of the oil wells and sulfur pits, cattle herds, and cotton fields that secure it a place in the world economy. But who knows anything about the fact that in the vast areas that stretch between the Mississippi and the Rio Grande deep into the Plains, historical events as charming as they are significant to have taken place, that Texas also has a place in world history?

And yet it does! Texas has by no means led an insular existence far removed from the course of great events, but has stood in the midst of the force field of the manifold political tensions which determined the development of the North American continent. Against the backdrop of its wildernesses and prairies, an eventful, colorful and turbulent historical spectacle unfolded, telling of the doings and activities of many men and nations, of a world full of wild, harsh sounds, shrouded in the air of an adventurous romanticism known only to the colonial and frontier era of North America. The curses of Spanish soldiers and the prayers of Spanish monks are mixed with the voices of French rangers and the war cries of Indian horsemen until all these sounds are drowned out by the ax-blow of Anglo-Saxon pioneers who penetrate the fertile plains and valleys of the country with the strength of rolled-up shirt-sleeves.

This happened, however, at a time when there were no drilling rigs to extract the “liquid gold” from the earth and no ranches over whose endless expanses saddle-firm cowboys drove uncounted cattle. Whoever wants to know the history of Texas has to wander back into the distant past, into centuries before weather-hardy ranchers had torn the soil from the wilderness and daring rangers​[1] had chased away the peace-disturbing Redskins and desperadoes.

At that time, the battle for North America was still raging, the Western European powers were scrambling for their colonial empires in the New World, and the young Anglo-American nation was advancing in impetuous expansion across vast tracts of land as far as the Pacific Ocean. The historically important period for Texas lasted from the beginning of the 16th century, when Spanish conquistadors sought the riches of fabled cities in those inhospitable lands, to the middle of the 19th century, when Anglo-Saxon settlers rose up in armed revolt against Mexico. What preceded it during the millennia before the white man came and disputed the Indian’s hunting grounds is shrouded in a darkness that can only be sparsely illuminated by ethnological research. That which followed, the decades since Texas has been a part of the United States, merges into mere territorial incidents of limited interest to a European observer.

However, during the centuries that intervened between these periods, Texas witnessed a moment of world history. The lands to the north of the Gulf of Mexico were also one of the sites that saw struggles for the political shaping of North America. This battle is usually followed only on those fronts where France and England clashed and one forgets how long Spain defended its old possessions in the southwest with tenacious energy. On this southwestern front, which stretched from Florida up to California, Texas formed by far the most important section and it can add a new dimension to the history of North America if it is viewed from the perspective of a Spanish frontier province, on whose soil decisions were made that were as serious as those of the Spanish, decisions that weigh as heavily as those fought out in Canada or the Mississippi Basin, decisions that answer the question of how it came about that Spain-Mexico, which once owned most of the space over which the Star-Spangled Banner now flies, was so completely pushed out of North America.

It was not due to colonization that the Spaniards decided to settle in North America. Primeval forests and wildernesses could not excite a nation to which Mexico and Peru offered everything it expected from colonies. It was not until the French and English advanced deeper and deeper into the interior of the continent from the east coast and increasingly threatened the border of the “Indias” that Spain also laid hands on large areas of this hitherto neglected part of the world. Certainly, the desire of Franciscan and Jesuit fathers, eager to convert, to open up new mission fields, did its part to extend the Spanish empire further north. But in fact, Texas and the other provinces that the Spanish established on North American soil over time owed their creation to strategic considerations. They spread out as a multi-layered defensive belt in front of the treasury of Mexico, forming, in itself only weakly manned and fortified, a huge “glacis” in which enemy attacks from the east and north could be stopped.

As a Spanish frontier province, Texas played a role in the battle for North America as a protective wall against Mexico. Here, Spain brought the French attacks on the Central American silver mines to failure and halted the Anglo-American advance for decades. But when, after 1821, Anglo-Saxon pioneers were given the opportunity to settle in Texas, the fate of Latin North America was sealed. Before the Mexicans knew it, their frontier province was overrun, and their countermeasures only sparked passionate resistance from American frontiersmen. The end was a revolution that put an end to Mexican rule over the lands between the Sabine and the Rio Grande, and tore the most important link from the chain of the former Spanish North American front. For ten years Texas was an independent republic, until in 1846 its inhabitants succeeded, against all odds, in joining the lone star of their state flag to the ring of stars of the North American Union. The Mexican-American War of 1846/48, with all its results and boundary changes, is nothing but the logical consequence of the Texan events. And is it so far-fetched to associate with them also the terrible tragedy of the War of Secession? The controversy in which parts of the Union slavery should be admitted and in which not, flared up anew with such vehemence over the Union of Texas and the land gain of the Peace of Guadalupe Hidalgo, that passions were finally discharged in a murderous fratricidal struggle.

The history of Texas is marked at every turn by the great events that shaped the political face of North America. It faithfully reflects them in all their phases and even ultimately points the way to their development. It shows the construction and grandeur, decline and collapse of the Spanish Empire, the paths and goals of French colonial policy, the unrestrained expansionism of the Anglo-American frontier and the desperate struggle for existence waged by the prairie tribes against the palefaces. But what brings the Texan past especially close to us Germans is that dream which was cherished around the middle of the last century: to make a German colony out of the lands north of the Gulf; and even if this dream did not come true, we will not forget the tens of thousands of our countrymen who found a new home in Texas.

FIRST CHAPTER
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CONQUISTADOR MOVEMENTS
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The West Indies became the Spanish gateway to the New World. The trade winds and ocean currents that had driven Christopher Columbus’s three caravels into the middle of the Antilles in 1492 set the same course for the ships that dared to sail through the watery deserts of the Atlantic Ocean in the footsteps of the bold Genoese. Soon, year after year, hundreds of men from Andalusia and Castile landed on the shores of Espanola, now Haiti, where the first settlement had been established as early as 1495. From there, Puerto Rico, Jamaica and Cuba were occupied in quick succession between 1508 and 1511.

The Spanish began to explore the mainland almost simultaneously with the conquest of the Greater Antilles. The islands were a disappointment for a large part of the voyagers to America. In the hastily and meagerly built colonial towns, a strange mixture of knights and lansquenets, officials and monks, merchants and settlers, adventurers and those fit for the gallows had come together, jostling and rubbing, harassing and repressing each other in feverish restlessness and rampant selfishness. Many of these men did not want to know anything about the hardships that the development of a country entails, no matter how luxuriant the harvests the tropical sun elicited from the soil. Had they come here to work? Indignant and scornful, the hidalgos in particular, who were already forbidden any economic activity in their homeland by a strict chivalric conception of marriage, rejected such an imposition. What moved them, what excited them, was the one desire, the one covetousness: to seize goods of fortune, to find treasures such as India held.

But the “Indias” that had been reached were not the India that had been wanted. There were no precious stones in the Antilles to be used in the diadems of kings, in the jewels of noblewomen or in the altarpieces of the church; no silks to be used to make colorful garments for the male sex; no spices for which the European palates craved to make up for the monotony and poor preparation of food; no fragrances to make up for the too sparing use of baths. The only thing the islands had to offer to the Spaniards’ lust for booty was some gold sand in the riverbeds. The Indians were forced to wash it out. The peaceful Aruak had hardly resisted the white invaders; now they were ruthlessly and brutally exploited as cheap work animals.

The 5 million Marks worth of yellow dust extracted annually from Espanola failed to satiate the Spanish hunger for gold. “The adventurers who went to America,” wrote a contemporary, “dreamed of nothing but gold, and gold they sought, gold they extorted from the natives, gold they were given to satisfy them, gold jingled in the letters with which they sought to gain prestige at court, and gold was what the court demanded and desired.” So they sailed out of the West Indian ports toward unexplored regions of the New World, hoping to find more productive mines somewhere. In the medieval idea that the closer a country was to the equator, the richer it was, the conquistadors first turned south to the Caribbean coast. They gained a firm foothold on the Gulf of Darien. But what did the little bit of gold sand that was found there mean compared to the mountains of glistening metal that their over-ambitious minds had led them to believe?

One day, in 1513, the boundless expanse of the Pacific Ocean spread out before one of the gold seekers who had ventured into the sweltering jungles of the Panamanian Isthmus. In full armor, sword in hand, Balboa strode deep into the rolling waves to plant the banner of Castile as a sign that henceforth the Spanish King was master of these waters and of all the lands they washed. This was a great gesture but it concealed a grave disappointment. The Spaniards had long since realized that the areas Columbus had discovered for them were not part of Asia. They had clung all the more to the belief that they were at least near Cathai and Zipangu, Marco Polo’s China and Japan. Now, in view of the new sea, it dawned on them how far away still lay that Orient which was the goal of their longing. There could be no question of renunciation! Should Spain, the stronger nation, leave the richer Asian field to the Portuguese alone and be content with the poorer American one? Even if one had always encountered coasts that prevented further travel, no one doubted that there was a way from the “Indias” to India, an east-west passage. And the cosmographers imaginatively drew the passage, which no one had seen yet, on the world maps and thus contributed to the fact that the rumors about its existence did not cease until the 18th century.

In 1519, when all searches for the “Strait of Anian”, as the passage was called, perhaps in reference to Anam, remained futile on the Caribbean coast, the governor of Jamaica sent four ships north under the command of Alonso Alvarez de Pineda. There and back, the squadron sailed the long distance from Florida to Panuco, not far from present-day Tampico. They carefully explored the numerous bays that punctuate the uniform shoreline, carefully recording their location on a parchment. For forty days, Pineda and his men rested on the delta of a great river that poured huge masses of water into the gulf. Rio del Esplritu Santo was its name; today it is called Missisippi. Otherwise, Pineda did not know how to tell much of significance on his return home. His report was as dull as the flat Texas coast, barely rising from sea level, which he was the first European to see. In any case, he had not discovered the “Strait of Anian”. Nor was there any talk of gold discoveries. It seemed as if it was not worthwhile to continue to bother about the lands north of the Gulf.

If, nevertheless, Florida and Texas very soon reappeared in the Spaniards’ field of vision, it was for other reasons. Not all the men who set sail were chasing hoped-for treasures and following imaginary routes. Many had a more real goal in mind. They raided the Lesser Antilles and the Bahama Islands, dragging their brown inhabitants away with them to be sold as slaves to gold panners and plantation owners in the big islands. There was a growing shortage of Indian labor in the West Indies. For the Aruak, contact with European “culture” proved fatal. They succumbed to the yoke of forced labor no less than to the foreign diseases brought by the whites, for example measles, not to mention the cruelties committed against them. Bishop Las Casas had not yet raised his voice to stop the extermination of the natives in the name of the Christian religion and economic logic, nor had those protective laws been enacted that later brought such honor to Spanish Indian policy.

Juan Ponce de León, who had become the governor of Puerto Rico in gratitude for the bloodhounds he had used against the defenseless inhabitants of the island, heard a strange tale from the slave hunters who were looking for their victims in the Bahamas. Somewhere in the north, it was said, lay the island of Bimini, shining with gold and pearls, where the legendary fountain of youth could be found. Thus, Ponce set out to take possession of this wonderful land. Sailing in a northwesterly direction, he came upon a coast that presented itself in such flowery splendor that it was given the name Florida. However, since the Indians were too hostile and Ponce’s troops too weak, the conquistador was unable to land anywhere. He returned home unsuccessful and other military duties kept him so busy that he was not able to pursue his plan.

Then an event occurred that sent the Spaniards into a frenzy of happiness and transformed the almost despised and cursed America into a land of unlimited possibilities: Hernan Cortes discovered and conquered Mexico. This was the beginning of the great era of the Conquista. Dozens of daring conquistadors equipped expeditions to penetrate the wildernesses of the New World and imitate Cortes. Even Ponce de León could no longer be restrained. In 1521 he sailed again to Florida and this time he succeeded in getting ashore. However, during the very first battles with the Indians, he was struck by a lethal arrow. His crew, deprived of their leader, abandoned the expedition and embarked.

Where the conquistador fell, others took his place. Ponce’s death was just one more incentive to draw attention to the lands on the northern shore of the Gulf. It was speculated that the governor of Puerto Rico had taken secret knowledge of a second Mexico to his grave and that secret had to be uncovered. What did the interior of Florida hold, to which Indian kingdoms did the Rio del Esplritu Santo lead, what lay beyond the coast of Texas? The Spanish conquistadors pursued this question and did not rest until they knew the answer after extraordinary marches and exertions and an admirable effort of willpower and perseverance. Yet the one who led the first platoon into these lands was Panfilio de Narváez.
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The Odyssey of Cabeza de Vaca
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In his “Historia de las Indias”, Oviedo, the earliest chronicler of the New World, relates that he had strongly warned the Cuban landowner Narváez, who had come to him for advice in Toledo in 1525, against the planned conquest of Florida. Oviedo had spent enough time as an official in the colonies to know the dangers of the Americas; he knew from the relevant reports how many a conquistador had run blindly to his doom. Nevertheless, the immigrant visitor turned a deaf ear to his well-meant words. He thought it was a foregone conclusion that—just as it had been in Central America—a silver-rich Indian land was waiting behind the swampy lowlands of the Gulf Coast to be discovered by its conqueror. Narvaez belonged to those people, writes Oviedo with a shrug of the shoulders, who can only be taught by severe strokes of fate, just like donkeys, who only pay attention after the third blow of a stick.

Narváez had gone to the West Indies as a twenty-year-old in one of the first waves of colonists and had so distinguished himself in the “pacification” of Jamaica, as the bloody subjugation of those peaceful natives was shamefully called, that he was given military command during the occupation of Cuba in 1511. Generous allotments of lands and Indians rewarded his services in arms and made him one of the island’s most prosperous inhabitants. Had he been less avaricious for vainglory and gold, he could have ended his life quietly and safely as a wealthy hacienda owner. Ambitious as he was, he allowed himself to be tempted to take on the task on his own initiative and on his own account of forcibly capturing the man who had conquered Montezuma’s treasures. Narváez landed at Vera Cruz together with a considerable force of troops. But Cortes bribed his rival’s soldiers and, when it came to battle, Narváez was left fighting alone with a small band of loyal soldiers until one of his eyes was knocked out. He was held prisoner by Cortes for three years, three years in which he endured terrible humiliations and had to witness the great conquistador’s happiness at close quarters, whilst being filled with hatred and envy. Finally, however, he was free again in Cuba with his wife who had worked hard all this time and had collected many barrels full of gold dust. A year later Narváez went to Spain to apply to the imperial court for a piece of America that he would conquer for the crown and himself.

Narváez was well received in Spain, bringing with him what the Council of the Indies needed most: impeachment material against Cortes, who had become too powerful for the emperor and should therefore have his rights curtailed. In return, Charles V signed a state document authorizing the Cuban to “discover, conquer and settle” the lands between the “island” of Florida and the Rio de las Palmas, now Soto de la Marina in northeastern Mexico. This sounds very grand, but in reality meant quite little. As in other conquistador treaties, this conferral document explicitly stated that Narváez was to bear all the costs of the conquest and that the Crown was not obligated to do anything. “Their Majesties,” Oviedo bitingly notes, “put virtually no fortune or money into the new discoveries, but only paper and fine words, and they said to the Capitanes, ‘If you do what We wish, We promise you this and that,’ or ‘Our thanks are assured to you.’” Why should the Spanish rulers also take a risk when there were speculators enough willing to risk their goods and lives for so uncertain a cause as a campaign into the American wildernesses? The stipulation that one-fifth of the spoils belonged to the king ensured that the crown did not take the short end of the stick anyway.

At that time it was easy in Spain to recruit soldiers and colonists for an American enterprise. Since the news of the discovery of Mexico, people from all walks of life dreamed of making their fortune in the Indies. Only a few suspected what it was really like over there, what hardship and suffering, adversity and death awaited them and the ignorance of the others was unscrupulously exploited by the conquistadors. It was, as Oviedo expresses himself, so to speak, a large-scale catch of fools. “And Narváez caught many,” the chronicler continues, “because poverty befuddled some and greed others, and delusion almost all, so that they did not know what they were doing and whom they were following.” More than 600 men finally set sail across the Atlantic under the command of the Cuban.

A nobleman named Alvar Nunez Cabeza de Vaca accompanied the expedition on royal commission. He held the title of treasurer and had the task of securing a fifth of the captured treasures due to the crown and establishing an orderly tax administration in the new provinces. Nunez was a man in his late thirties. He bore the peculiar name “Cowhead” with pride in his ancestor, a simple shepherd who had once been awarded this noble title in the early 13th century for having shown the Spanish army the way to the rear of the Moorish enemies and to a decisive victory with a cow skull. Nunez himself had distinguished himself in the Italian campaigns and in the suppression of the Communero uprising. In other ways, too, he must have attracted the attention of the government because of his ability and reliability. For it was a high honor and a great mark of confidence to be placed in the post of treasurer.

Narváez spent the winter with his men in Cuban ports. In the spring of 1328, however, he hoisted sail and soon landed with 400 men at Tampa Bay, Florida. It is true that the pilot said that this was not the port on the way to Pánuco that he had wanted to head for; he probably meant Mobile or Galveston Bay. Yet what did it matter to the Spaniards at the moment when they had found a golden clasp between fish nets in an Indian hut, where the natives had given them signs to understand that further north, in Apalache, there was gold in abundance! They had no idea that the primitive-smart Redskins were telling them a fairy tale, as they did everywhere when they wanted to get rid of the white intruders and set them upon their own enemies. The gold rush seized Narváez and robbed him of all reason: he sent the ships ahead with the rest of the soldiers to the “nearby port “; there they were to wait until he himself had followed by land with the main army. Cabeza de Vaca argued in vain that they did not know where they were, that the horses were in bad shape, the provisions more than scarce, the country and its inhabitants unknown. He was outvoted in the war council. Everyone had only one desire: to get to Apalache, the land of gold, as quickly as possible.

And so began the arduous march through swamps and thickets, across rivers and broken tree trunks, from one miserable Indian village to the next, in which one could only now and then acquire some food to satisfy one’s hunger, accompanied by dense swaths of biting mosquitoes and biting flies, to whose perpetual torment one was defenselessly exposed. Still, people have always accepted hardship and deprivation when the yellow metal was beckoning them from afar. Slowly the men worked their way forward under the scorching heat of the sun, the knights armored on horseback, the lansquenets armored on foot. At Apalache, a bitter disappointment awaited them. When Cabeza de Vaca occupied the village with a squad of soldiers, he encountered only reed huts and cornfields. Not a scrap of gold was discovered in the nearly four weeks that the Spaniards stayed there.

Were they really in Apalache? Yes, they were indeed there! The Indians assured us that this was the largest place within a wide radius and that all around were wide lagoons, dense scrub, vast wastelands and deserted areas. The next Indian village was only nine days away, close to the sea. Where the sea was, there had to be the harbor, the ships! Narváez gave the order to leave. Away from this wretched wilderness! Swarmed by hostile Redskins who shot at them in an ambush with arrows against whose penetrating power not even the chain mail offered protection, the exhausted men made their way through jungle and swamp. Hardly anyone was spared from malaria and the number of the seriously ill who had to be laboriously dragged along increased daily.

With the last of its strength, the troop arrived at its destination. But when Cabeza de Vaca explored the seashore, he saw only a shallow bay that stretched for miles into the land. There was nothing to be seen of the ships! What was to be done now? To march on was an impossibility. The only means seemed to be to build boats in which to reach Mexico. No one had any idea of the actual distance—it was over two thousand kilometers. But where to get material and tools to make the boats? There was a lack of everything! Necessity is the mother of invention. Stirrups, spurs, crossbows and whatever else contained an ounce of iron were reworked, as best they could, into nails, saws, axes and other things. Ropes were twisted from palm fiber and horsehair, and shirts were stitched together to make sails. After seven weeks of hard work, five clumsy, raft-like barques of questionable seaworthiness were finally ready to sail. Aboard them, the 247 Spaniards who had escaped malaria fever, hunger and Indian arrows crammed themselves together and, entrusting their souls to God, ventured out to sea.

The boats steered a westerly course, in the direction of Mexico! Carefully, the men sailed close to the protective shore. Again and again they kept a lookout for food and fresh water. “For five days we had drunk nothing,” Cabeza de Vaca writes at one point, “and we suffered such terrible thirst that we gulped down salt water. Some did this quite intemperately and because of this five people suddenly perished.” The journey continued westward. One day they noticed that the sea water tasted sweet; they were at the Rio del Espfritu Santo. But in the strong current, the boats were driven far out to sea and lost sight of each other during the night. Later, the barge, led by Cabeza de Vacas, reunited with that of Narváez. In vain, the treasurer’s ailing crew struggled to keep up with the other boat. “Seeing this, I asked the governor to throw me a rope so that I could stay with him. But he replied that as it was, it was no easy task to land in the night without incident... Everyone should determine how best to save his own life. In any case, he intended to do just that. After these words he rowed away in his boat.” What curses may have been shouted at the expedition leader, who by his incompetence and imprudence had brought about the disaster and now dishonorably and inhumanly abandoned his followers!

Cabeza de Vaca continued his journey. He was only able to distribute a meager handful of raw corn to each occupant of the boat each day. Soaked, freezing, feverish, the people, completely out of strength, close to death, lay randomly on top of each other on board. Almost no one was able to take the wheel. A storm drove the barque to the shore, and seized by a surge, the ship was hurled onto the bank. This happened on November 6, 1528, on an island on the Texas coast near Galveston Bay.

The Indians who rushed over were helpful and brought plenty of food and drink. Soon the Spaniards thought they could continue their journey. However, just as they were undressing and pulling the craft into the water, a strong wave capsized the boat and threw the men back onto the beach.”We escaped naked as we were born, losing all our possessions and, though they were worth little in themselves, they were worth much to us at the time... for it was November, and a severe cold prevailed, and our bodies were so emaciated that one could easily have counted our ribs and we looked like skeletons.”  The natives, the Karankawa, who were later so feared and so infamous as cannibals, compassionately took care of the shipwrecked people. They carried wood to warm them and they opened their huts for them to live in. In the same way, they welcomed the crew of the boat of Captains Andres Dorantes and Alonso del Castillo, who were also stranded on the island. Such hospitality is unparalleled! For the Indians were wanting and starving themselves. Now in winter, the fish traps were empty and only sparsely found were the water roots that had to be laboriously dug up in the reeds.

Most of the eighty Spaniards were no longer able to cope with the new privations and in a short time all but fifteen died of debilitation. Even of this group, three more became so seriously ill that they were abandoned and left behind when the survivors decided to set out in April 1529 to migrate on foot to Mexico. Cabeza de Vaca was among these terminally ill who remained on Isla de Mal Hado, the “unlucky island.” But the Andalusian nobleman had a tough constitution. As a result, he recovered. And so began the evil time when the imperial treasurer, who had crossed the ocean to subdue the Indians, had to serve as a slave to the primitive savages of the Texas coast. It often happened that he could not find a morsel to eat for three days in succession and it was a small consolation that his brown masters fared no better. Naked, he stood in the bank reeds, where the broken canes tore his flesh as he searched for roots in the salt water. “From this work my fingers became so sore that they began to bleed just by touching a straw.”

For a year Cabeza de Vaca endured this life, then he escaped to friendly Indians on the mainland. Here he was a free man who, as a racial stranger, was allowed to move freely among the feuding tribes and—warmly received by all, well treated and plentifully fed—traded escargots, mussels, skins, flints and similar goods.

He finally set out in the late summer of 1532 to venture into Mexico. He wandered along the Gulf Coast until he came to a tribe beyond Matagorda Bay that he had not yet met in his travels as a trader. How great was his astonishment when he heard that further inland there were three men living as slaves with another tribe who had the same white skin as he did, and that these Indians would also arrive in a few days for the nut harvest at the river that is now called Guadalupe. And indeed, soon Cabeza de Vaca found himself face to face with Captains Dorantes and Castillo and a Moroccan Negro named Estevanico, whom some one of the noble participants in the Narváez expedition had brought with him to America as his man servant. “We thanked God fervently,” Cabeza de Vaca relates, “for reuniting us; it was one of the greatest days of joy we had yet experienced.”

Dorantes had much to report. Three and a half years ago, he and his comrades had gone far west from Isla de Mal Hado, probably to the area where Corpus Christi now lies. There he learned the fate of two other boats: distressingly the end of Narváez, who—wounded in the fight against the Indians—had retreated nightly aboard his ship and had been driven by the waves into the open sea; more shattering still the sinking of the crews, who, mad with hunger, dried and ate the corpses of their companions until one remained, whom the Indians dragged away and later slew. And Dorantes went on to tell how the savages at Corpus Christi Bay had murdered his comrades out of wantonness, how he had fled with Castillo and Estevanico back to the tribe to which they now rendered slave service.

Was there any salvation left for the four Spaniards who, by God’s providence, met again at Guadalupe? Cabeza de Vaca encouraged the three men to try their utmost to escape inhospitable Texas and return to the civilized world. It was agreed that all four would remain with the Indians as slaves and that they would then escape together in six months, at the time when the prickly pears were ripe, when the savages were moving farther west. The three Spanish noblemen gave their word of honor to be unbreakable to each other, and for the Negro Estevanico, the slave of slaves, it was an order. And so they endured the manifold tribulations: the maltreatment they received daily; the disgusting food, spiders, worms, newts, snakes, which they had to eat; the hard work; the tormenting mosquitoes. They even endured that their waiting time was prolonged by a whole year, because the Indians got into quarrels and left the fig area prematurely. As if they were not to be spared any mental ordeal, they then heard that the crew of the fifth boat had also been completely slaughtered by the coastal Indians. What fate was destined for them, the last survivors of the Narváez enterprise?

They managed to escape in mid-September 1534. They came to a tribe that did not know that they had been slaves, but received them kindly. Yes, these savages were so astonished by their strange appearance that they were believed to be gifted with magical powers and brought the sick to them for healing. The Spaniards could not refuse such a request without putting themselves in danger. However, since they had no medical knowledge, they imitated the shamans whom they had often seen working among the Indians during the many years of their lives. But they were not of the opinion that they were performing mere hocus-pocus. They were devout Christians and believed in devilish demons that could be cast out with the sign of the cross. They prayed the Lord’s Prayer and the Hail Mary to the sick; they begged God to have mercy on them and to heal the savages. And was it not obvious that God and the Mother Mary were helping them? No Indian went from there who did not affirm to be completely cured. Even a sick man, lying there half dead with his eyes twisted and without a palpable pulse, rose after they had crossed him and blown on him. This was as much a miracle for Cabeza de Vaca and his comrades as it was for the natives, and later even theologians in Spain argued about whether such laymen and “nefarious warriors” as the four castaways could have performed genuine miracles at all or whether it was not rather to be assumed that they had been in league with Satan.

The tribe diligently made sure that the four medicine men, who had such great healing successes, did not run away, and so they had to travel with them through the sand belt of Texas and spend the winter in an area a short distance north of the mouth of the Rio Grande. They stayed there for eight months, suffering unspeakable hunger. They finally managed to escape their hosts in May 1535. Probably the bad experiences in the coastal areas kept the four from following the hem of the sea. In bold determination they moved up the Rio Grande, wandered along the edge of the mountains that accompany the stream on the right bank, then crossed over to the other side and into the western tip of Texas, and from there across the Sierra Madre into the valley of the Sonora to the Gulf of California.

As arduous as this march was, it was in fact almost like a triumphal procession. Their reputation for miracles preceded them. Everywhere they were regarded by the natives as messengers from heaven, whose coming caused trembling fear and clamorous joy.  Everywhere the Indians crowded to see the three majestically taciturn white-skinned medicine men and their merrily chattering black servant. Everywhere they brought them the sick for healing, hoped for a blessing touch for their children that would protect them for life against the violence of evil spirits. Each tribe was reluctant to see the godsent strangers leave. But the Redskins knew how to compensate themselves in their own way for the loss: they plundered the neighbors to whom they escorted the miracle workers down to the last arrowhead. Once this custom of collecting the “doctor’s fees” became entrenched, the Spaniards made rapid and sure progress. Still, the role into which they had been thrust was not easy. “Frequently we were accompanied by three or four thousand people, and you can judge how much we were inconvenienced by the fact that we had to blow on and bless each one’s food and drink, and were asked permission for every little thing they wanted to do.”

Cabeza de Vaca, Dorantes, Castillo and the Negro Estevanico were the first westerners to roam this part of North America. The number of landscapes they traversed was endless, the number of tribes they encountered was infinite. They saw cultureless savages who ran around naked and lived from hand to mouth, they met nomadic hunters who stalked a black-brown, long-haired, hunchbacked steer, the buffalo, they stayed with primitive farmers who dressed in cotton cloth. But wherever they went, they discovered nothing that could have attracted a Spanish conqueror. Only once did they notice something. That was in a village near the Pacific Ocean, which had been christened Pueblo de los Corazones, because there the Indians had worshipfully given Dorantes six hundred open deer hearts. Here a resident brought cotton cloths, coral beads, and turquoises that came from the north, and Cabeza de Vaca saw emeralds as arrowheads that the natives to the north had traded for parrot feathers. “Beyond the high mountains to the north are populous cities with high houses,” it was said. No doubt the Spaniards had missed these lands. Was it worth seeking it out?

This question, however, became meaningless when the four travelers, on their way south, met an Indian who was wearing the buckle of a sword belt and a horseshoe nail on his necklace. Excitedly they inquired of the man as to where he had got these things. They had come from heaven, was the answer. Bearded demigods had brought them, who—armed with swords and lances—sat on monstrous dragons and then moved to the sea, dived under water and hurried away on its surface. As fantastic as this tale sounded, the objects that adorned the Indian proved unmistakably that soldiers of a Spanish expedition had stayed here. The joy of Cabeza de Vacas and his comrades to find traces of their compatriots for the first time in eight years was inexpressible.

They then continued their march at a faster pace. The further they went, the more they saw signs of the proximity of their Christian co-religionists. What they first heard from the mouths of the Indians and then saw with their own eyes frightened them deeply. Over wide stretches the land lay devastated, the villages burned, and part of the population had been carried away. Frightened and starving, the rest sat in the mountains, subsisting on tree bark and roots. Spanish slave hunters had infested the area. Cabeza de Vaca already feared that the natives would make him and his companions pay for the outrages of his countrymen. However, even the Indians who had been most affected by the raids, looked up to the white medicine men with faith and admiration. When Cabeza de Vaca promised them that he would go to the Christians to make sure that they would not be harmed again, many hundreds crawled out of their hiding places and joined the escort of honor that the inhabitants of the “Village of the Heart” still gave to the Sons of the Sun.

One day, the scouts that were sent out reported that they had seen Spanish soldiers, hidden behind trees, carrying away many shackled Indians. Together with Estevanico, Cabeza de Vaca pursued the slave catchers. And then—it was early March 1536 at the Sinaloa River—the morning dawned where he faced four European horsemen. The riders could not believe their eyes when a man emerged from the wilderness in front of them, unmistakably of their own race despite his sun-tanned skin and tangled hair hanging down to his belt, without shoes, a palm weave around his loins and an animal skin thrown over his shoulders. Moreover, when next to him a Negro burst out of the bushes as they both called to them in Spanish! “They were in great consternation when they saw me dressed so strangely and in the company of the Indians. For a long time they looked at me in such astonishment that they neither addressed me nor came to the decision to ask me about anything.” Cabeza de Vaca allowed himself to be led to the captain of the detachment and told him his story. Survivors of the Narváez expedition that had perished in Florida in 1528, now here on the Gulf of California? What a miracle of God Almighty! The captain could hardly believe it.

The three Spanish noblemen and Estevanico, who was now once again nothing but a slave, arrived in Mexico in July 1536. Antonio de Mendoza, whom history calls the “good” viceroy of New Spain, held a bullfight and tournament in their honor. Only gradually did the rescued find their way back to life as civilized Europeans and it was a long time before they could tolerate clothes on their bodies and sleep in beds again. For many weeks they were busy writing a detailed report of their experiences for the central authority of the Spanish colonies, the Audiencia of Espanola. Andres Dorantes and Alonso del Castillo remained in Mexico and were married off to wealthy widows by the Viceroy. Estevanico became the property of Mendoza, who had his special plans for him. Cabeza de Vaca, however, went to Spain to ask his king to appoint him governor of Florida.

When the treasurer arrived in Madrid at the end of 1537, Charles V had already conferred the North American territories on another man, Hernán de Soto. A different task awaited Cabeza de Vaca: in 1540, the emperor sent him to the La Plata River as governor to venture into the interior of South America and search for a silver country that the Indians told him about. Cabeza de Vaca penetrated as far as the tropical wilderness of Bolivia but failed to find this silver country. The unsuccessful venture had sad consequences for him when his officers rebelled, imprisoned him, and sent him back to Spain in 1545 amidst vicious indictments. For years the trial dragged on, for years Cabeza de Vaca sat in custody. Judgment was passed in 1551, forbidding him to ever again enter the territories of La Plata. The last document that mentions his name is an imperial order from 1556 to pay him twelve thousand maravedis—about a thousand marks—so that he could seek healing from his ailments.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Hunting for Fairy Tale Kingdoms

[image: ]




At the time when Cabeza de Vaca was staying with the Texas Indians as a slave, the gold country of Peru had also fallen into the hands of the Spaniards after the silver country of Mexico. In 1532, Pizarro had conquered the Inca Empire and snatched a new secret from the New World. But the North American continent was still terra incognita, and it is only too understandable that the Spaniards, especially in these years when Central and South America had gifted them with unheard-of riches, expected the exploration of the vast territories in the north to lead to the discovery of further wonderlands. With extreme excitement, therefore, they turned to the report of a man who, on a long trek, had come to know lands that lay even farther north than those regions to which Guzman, the Indian flayer, had penetrated in his slave hunts. However, their hope to find insightful information about the country and its people in the “Relaciones” of Cabeza de Vaca, valuable hints for new conquistador expeditions, proved to be deceptive. The Castilian knights, greedy for booty, had little use for the description of a sorrowful odyssey and a miraculous salvation. Was that really all, they asked, that the four castaways had seen and heard? Or had Cabeza de Vaca selfishly concealed the best and kept it to himself? Why had he been in such a hurry to get to Spain and apply for the governorship of Florida?

Strange things were happening in Spain and Mexico. When Cabeza de Vaca had finished his lecture to His Imperial Majesty in Madrid, uncontrollable rumors were circulating at the court, causing numerous noblemen to sell their possessions and join the company of Hernan de Soto, who was about to leave for Florida. In New Spain, the Viceroy Mendoza made preparations of a very unusual kind. He began to equip an expedition at state expense, something that had never been done before, and this could only mean that he had news that seemed to be very reliable. Undoubtedly, Cabeza de Vaca embellished his truthful, if sober, report in conversations and discussions, telling the emperor and viceroy things they wanted to hear. However much he may have let his imagination run wild, the fantasies of his compatriots ran even more rampant. They created the dream image of a fairytale kingdom of the “Seven Cities” from an old legend and a questionable Indian statement that were associated with the rumors about Cabeza de Vaca.

In the 8th century, so the legend went, seven Portuguese bishops had fled with many people from the victorious Moors and had founded seven flourishing communities on the gold- and pearl-rich island of “Antilia”. From time to time, sailors who returned from tempestuous voyages and knew how to spin a yarn of many kinds assured that they had seen the Seven Cities with their own eyes. Strangely enough, they had never managed to set sail for them again. Nevertheless, what an Indian in Mexico had to say was in good agreement with these stories. As a boy he had often accompanied his father on trading trips, and in the process he had once come to a country in which there were seven rich cities. Each of these cities was as large as the city of Mexico, and in each of them there were many rows of streets inhabited only by gold and silver smiths. To reach this land, he said, one would have to travel far north and end up crossing a grassy wasteland for forty days. The more they thought about the Indian’s story, the less the Spaniards doubted that it was about the Seven Cities of the Portuguese bishops and that up there at the “island” of Antilia was probably also the famous “Strait of Anian”.

The responsibility that rested upon him in the planned use of state resources now made Viceroy Mendoza a little suspicious of all the unconfirmed claims. He did not like to set an army in motion without first having scouted the north. Soldiers were of little use for this purpose. The appearance of armed Europeans would have provoked the natives to resist prematurely. It was different when monks were sent out. They went to the Indians as messengers of peace under the sign of the cross, combining selfless missionary zeal with servile devotion to the crown. And the Franciscan Order eagerly took up the suggestion of sending one of its friars, at its own expense, to investigate whether there were Indian settlements in northern Mexico where it would be worthwhile to establish mission stations and monasteries. In Father Marcos, they believed they had found a suitable man to carry out such a difficult mission.

Marcos was a Savoyard from Nice. He had already been in America for many years and, to his horror, he had witnessed the atrocities of the conquistadors in Peru and Guatemala. He had then been active for a long time on the northern border of Mexico, where it was necessary to convert wild Indians. His piety and talents were praised, especially his experience in dealing with savages, but also his theological, geographical and nautical knowledge. The viceroy inculcated him to exercise the utmost caution. He did not go to the northern wildernesses as a missionary who was willing to risk his life for the sake of preaching the Gospel, but as a scout who was to bring reports back home. Marcos was joined by Cabeza de Vacas, Estevanico, a black fellow sufferer, as a guide, and some of the Indians who had followed the four survivors of the Narváez expedition to Sinaloa were to go along as interpreters. “And if God, our Lord, should be so gracious. let you find some great cities,” concludes Mendoza’s written instruction, then, “although the Emperor, our master, owns the whole world, take possession of them in my name for His Majesty with the signs and formalities that seem fitting to you.”

Marcos and his company left Culiacán, then the northernmost border town in Mexico, in early March 1539. After they arrived at Easter in what is now Matape, the padre sent the Negro to advance about two hundred kilometers in a northerly direction and then to wait until he himself would follow. If something special was noticed on the march, Estevanico was to give news through Indians in the form of a white cross, the size of which was to depend on the importance of the discovery. Already four days after the Negro had departed, a native delivered a man-sized cros to Brother Marcos. The Indians, Estevanico reported, had told him “of the greatest thing in the world. Thirty days’ journey to the north was a province of seven towns called Cibola. There were houses two to four stories high, built of mud and stone. The entrances of the houses were decorated with turquoise, which could be found in abundance. And behind this first land stretched many others, which should be even larger and richer. Then Marcos did not tarry any longer and hurried after Estevanico. He wandered up the valley of the Sonora and then down the San Pedro to the Gila River. The farther he advanced, the more the news about Cibola increased. Only the negro was nowhere to be found. He had made himself independent, went on ahead on his own contrary to the explicit order and only occasionally sending back Indian messengers with special messages.

Estevanico had his good reasons for avoiding the supervision of the pious monk. The memory of the times when  he wandered through the wildernesses as a medicine man together with Cabeza de Vaca and the two other Spaniards  had come alive in him again, and he had not been able to resist the temptation to surround himself once more with the glory of the miracle worker. Adorned with colorful feathers and tinkling bells, a mighty, rattling calabash hung around him as a sign of his shaman dignity, constantly circled by two Spanish bloodhounds, he had the
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Indian tribes pay homage to him and give him gifts. However, he was not satisfied with turquoise and such precious objects, everywhere he went he also sought out the most beautiful girls. Soon a whole harem followed him, and a troop of three hundred natives carried the gifts and provisions after him. A pasha in the Orient could not have travelled any differently than this Negro slave in the primeval forests of America!

The Franciscan priest had already marched twelve days beyond the Gila through wastelands and rugged mountains, when one of the Indians, who belonged to the Negro’s entourage, met him trembling with fear and weary with exertion. Estevanico had reached Clbola, the native reported excitedly, but had been plundered and imprisoned by the inhabitants of the town. This was bad news, which now also made the Indian escort of the padre rebellious. However, they calmed down again when Marcos distributed the contents of the bales of goods with which he had tried to buy the favor of the “Seven Cities”. Courageously, the monk hurried on. When he was only a day’s march away from Cibola, two Indians rushed up, covered in blood and wounds. The negro had been murdered and his entire company killed, they shouted. What had happened in detail, they could not say. Had the chiefs of Clbola considered the shaman’s calabash, which Estevanico, announcing his coming, sent to them, as “bad medicine”? Were they suspicious of espionage by the black fellow who talked loudly about the approach of a strong army? Or had the Negro been lecherously assaulting their wives?

Once again, Marcos managed to appease his Indians with gifts. However, now none of them could be persuaded to take even a single step forward. However, the father wanted to at least have a look at Cibola from a distance. So he climbed a mountain from which he could get a clear view. There he saw a white city shimmering in the sunlight with high, flat-roofed houses, just as it had been described to him by the Indians. It appeared to him larger than Mexico, which was perhaps not exaggerated, because the new Spanish settlement that had been built on the rubble of the Aztec city housed no more than 1500 families at that time. With his own hands, Marcos erected a low cross on the mountaintop. It was meant to indicate that the land of Cibola had now passed into the possession of Charles V. Then he hurried back the way he had come, always afraid of being attacked by the natives who had now become unfriendly. Frankly he confessed, “I returned home with more fear than food.”

The news of the discovery of the land of the “Seven Cities” spread like wildfire in the capital of New Spain. Marcos himself had casually told his barber all sorts of interesting things about his journey—soon the whole city knew about it. The Franciscan friars, proud of the great success of their friar, preached from the pulpits about the new proof of divine grace, which in turn would bring immense riches to the Spaniards. The more one spoke and preached about Cibola, the more vividly the descriptions were embellished. Marcos had not reported anything about gold and silver finds, but it was enough that he had claimed that it seemed to him as if he had been in an earthly paradise—the Spanish knights could not imagine a paradise without precious stones and metals.

Soon after Marcos’ return, the Viceroy issued a call for participation in the conquest of Cibola. It met with a strong response. For some time, young noblemen had been coming over from Spain in increasing numbers, idly loitering and causing many a scandal with their love affairs. Now, at last, the eagerly awaited opportunity presented itself for these high-spirited knights to go out into the field and distinguish themselves, to risk their lives and gain riches. Early in 1540 they arrived in Compostela, about three hundred in number, well armed and well mounted. The New World had not yet seen a more brilliant array than that which paraded before the emperor’s governor in that provincial Mexican town on a Sunday in February. In addition to the knights, the expedition included seventy Spanish archers and arquebusiers and more than a thousand Indian auxiliaries, not to mention the four monks under Father Marcos, who had been promoted to the rank of provost. Half a dozen guns, a thousand horses, endless lines of mules, large herds of cattle and sheep made up the supply train. Mendoza had spared no expense to equip the company in the best possible way. The certain booty that beckoned at Cibola seemed to justify departing from the principle of frugality for once.

Francisco Vazquez de Coronado led the army in gilded armor. This nobleman belonged to the viceroy’s immediate entourage and was obviously in high favor with the Spanish court. A few years before, he had married the daughter of the former Chancellor of the Exchequer of New Spain, an illegitimate relative of Charles V, and with imperial permission he had been allowed to acquire two extensive latifundia. No one who saw him ride out of Compostela at the head of the expeditionary force doubted that Coronado was at the beginning of a brilliant career.
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