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			Introduction

			The Frontier West seemed endless, a land of adventure and opportunity. While dangerous and unforgiving, it was a rich country for a land-starved people. Hardworking men and women could make their mark in a world that typically didn’t favor the commoner. Because the land was so large and foreboding, the men and women who rose to meet its Herculean challenges often loomed larger than life. Instrumental in forging and taming the West, such folk were not only an important part of our young country’s emerging identity, they were a source of national pride. This nation valued and celebrated its heroic ancestry. We were proud that hard work, not birthright, determined a person’s success. We were also a storytelling people, taking pleasure in tales about ordinary men and women who took on large challenges. The folklore of the West is as much a part of our heritage as the rugged landscape itself. Indeed the mythology that grew up around the facts often shaped public perception more than the truth.

			The California Gold Rush, for example, helped define an emerging nation. Its beginnings were humble—men digging a trench for a sawmill. The strike held promise, but that wasn’t enough. The gold fields of the Far West were “sold” to the American populace in one of the best public relations campaigns of the century. The result was a cross-continental rush for an elusive El Dorado. Fortunes were made on the western slopes of the Sierras, but the real treasure was the richness of the land. However, this wasn’t the first time gold fever had struck. The legend of the Lost Seven Cities of Gold fueled the imagination of the Spanish conquerors several centuries earlier. The tall tales of a lazy priest, who told his superior that he’d seen the cities so he wouldn’t be chastised, launched Coronado on his famous quest for fabulous fortune.

			Continuing the quest for fortune in the West were the mountain men who probed its streams and rivers in the hunt for fur. Without doubt one of the greatest mountain men in our bounteous cultural legacy was John Colter. Here was a simple Kentucky lad, a backwoodsman, recruited by Lewis and Clark for one of the most famous expeditions in history. He couldn’t get enough of the wonderful new land he helped explore, so he returned as a trapper. His escape from the Blackfeet is legendary. His bravery had been toasted and his exploits retold around many campfires long before any of the stories were written. He has also been credited, mistakenly, for discovering the Yellowstone National Park region that was later given the nickname “Colter’s Hell.”

			Fox’s Police Gazette, Beadle’s dime novels, and casually written newspaper accounts, fueled by the public’s desire to know about the West, made romantic folk heroes or villains out of Jesse James, Billy the Kid, Butch Cassidy, the Sundance Kid, Wild Bill Hickok, George Custer, Calamity Jane, and Buffalo Bill Cody, among others. Some like Wild Bill Hickok and George Custer had a genius for self-promotion, as well as a gift for telling an excellent story—never mind that they played fast and loose with the facts. They understood the power of the press and used it to their advantage. They were held up to the public as paragons of virtue. Surprisingly Hickok, who was often portrayed as the man in the white hat, had more blood on his hands than Billy the Kid. He was deadly with his Colts, even if he wasn’t a quick draw as one reads in dime novels. Nor did Wild Bill kill a hundred men as he had reportedly bragged—the number might be closer to seven or eight. And while Custer is known as a bold Indian fighter, he put his military career on the line and argued for better treatment for Native Americans on reservations. At one time Custer’s reputation was nearing sainthood. Now his status is at an all-time low. He wasn’t a saint, but he wasn’t the bad guy we often think he was either.

			Calamity Jane’s reputation was also made by pulp fiction and dime novels. She was undoubtedly a brave woman and good with livestock, but she had a weakness for strong drink and that was her undoing. She was a tart, a braggart, and a blowhard. She might have had a successful career in Wild West shows, but she couldn’t keep her bottle—or her mouth—corked. Nearly everyone she worked for, including Buffalo Bill, had to fire her for drunkenness. She tried to make it in a man’s world, and, at least in legend, she succeeded.

			Butch Cassidy, the Sundance Kid, and Etta Place naturally shied away from any sort of notoriety. Their reputations as Robin Hood outlaws developed first from the oral tradition, not self-promotion. As benevolent bandits, they cultivated the good will of the common people and were among the most successful thieves in the American West. Incidentally, there is no record of Butch or Sundance shooting anyone. Some very serious scholars argue that Butch and Sundance were shot to death or that their death was a murder-suicide in the face of overwhelming odds. These suppositions are very convincing; however, the romantic in us still hopes the two outlaw heroes lived to a ripe old age in the United States. And what happened to their charming consort, Etta Place? No one is really sure, but some say she was still living with Sundance in Mexico City a dozen years after his reported death in Bolivia.

			Others like Billy the Kid, who didn’t have much public relations savvy, were victimized as cold-blooded killers and outlaws by the press. Billy’s biggest mistake was picking the wrong side in the Lincoln County War. He became the scapegoat for all the bloody violence in the region, but in truth he was merely a pawn in a larger power struggle. He wasn’t the deadly left-handed killer of twenty-one men as we learn in traditional folklore. Besides being right-handed, he was a likeable young man who enjoyed singing, dancing, and gambling. He killed a couple of men, but he felt it was self-defense. Kid Curry, on the other hand, was a cold-blooded killer who was a true quick-draw in the Hollywood sense, both fast and accurate with his deadly Colt. Many historians argue that he was the most deadly, if not one of the fastest, guns in the West. At one time he was the most wanted man in the United States. He was a member of the Wild Bunch, and Butch Cassidy was the only man who could control him. Still, he had a gentle side not often seen—and a passion for fancy French underwear.

			Sitting Bull became the whipping boy for the country’s accumulated frustrations after the Little Bighorn. Some thought it impossible that an “uneducated savage” could defeat one of West Point’s finest. Others wrote that he must have attended the Point incognito where he’d learned military tactics, which explained how he outwitted the US Army. Or, could this “heathen prodigy” have been trained in Europe before returning to his humble tribe? While such legends are amusing, the real truth about Sitting Bull, a great patriot chief, is of more interest. In his youth, he had more than sixty coups (war honors, often gained by striking a personal blow against an enemy). By the time of the great battle, he was considered a holy man and was known for his visions of the future. He had foretold the coming of the troops. His participation in the battle was mostly spiritual; he let younger chiefs, like Crazy Horse, lead the braves. While the Seventh Cavalry was wiped out, a number of the troopers’ horses survived, including Comanche, perhaps the most famous cavalry mount in American history. This brave horse was badly wounded in the battle, but he recovered and became the regimental mascot.

			The battle for the Southern Plains was a life and death struggle. Buffalo hunters were wiping out the herds at an alarming rate. To save their homelands, the tribes united and went on the warpath. The Battle of Adobe Walls stands out for several reasons. Between seven hundred and a thousand braves were fought off by a handful of hide hunters. And Adobe Walls was also where young Billy Dixon made the most famous shot in the American West. With his big buffalo gun, he reportedly shot and killed a Comanche brave nearly a mile away.

			The worst wagon-train massacre occurred in southern Utah just before the Civil War. Approximately 120 men, women, and children were murdered. We’ve had well over a hundred years to study the tragedy, yet the circumstances are still shrouded in mystery. Did Mormon settlers in southern Utah participate in this slaughter?

			The purpose of this book is not to tear down our mythology, but to refocus it. It’s not surprising that our legends have loomed larger than life. From the tall tales told by the mountain men to the bravado of the dime novels and pulp fiction to Hollywood westerns, we love a good story more than a slavish adherence to facts.

			The sin, apparently, isn’t stretching the truth, but telling a bad story.

		

	
		
			The Seven Cities of Cíbola: The Lost Cities of Gold—the Myth, the Hoax, the Legend

			Were there really lost cities of gold hidden someplace in the American West? What caused the Spanish to risk life, limb, and fortune to search for the Seven Lost Cities of Gold? And, has anyone ever found them?

			There are few sirens more elusive than a lost gold mine, unless it’s a lost city of gold. And there are few Western legends more tantalizing than the Lost Cities of Cíbola. Such lore was not only the stuff that dreams were made of, it was the stuff that fueled the first treasure hunt into North America (and many thereafter). In the 1540s, the great explorer Coronado nearly went mad as he pushed deeper into what is currently the United States in his frenzy to find the elusive cities. He never found his prize, but he helped carve out and establish a vast territory for his native Spain, a territory much larger than his homeland. He probably went as far north as Nebraska as he crossed the virgin land in search of fabled riches.

			The legend of the seven lost cities of gold was born some years before the Spanish conquest of the New World, when the Moors were laying waste to Spain. The tale went that before the Muslim armies captured the fair city of Mérida, seven opportunistic bishops plundered the gold and riches from their respective churches—along with anything else that wasn’t nailed down—and sailed away with the loot to “some mysterious land” to establish a new, wealthy Jerusalem. Supposedly, the seven bishops built seven neighboring cities, cities that became fabulously, indescribably wealthy. It was rumored that the streets were paved with gold, and that each house was embossed with tooled silver and studded with precious stones and gems.

			After a century or so, the legend started to die down. However, when the conquistadors started to bring ship after ship of stolen gold from the New World, the legends concerning the cities of gold were rekindled. Many believed that the seven bishops really did establish their golden cities of Zion in the New World when they sailed off to escape the Moors. A man only had to find them and he’d be as wealthy as the pope.

			Speculation ran high not only in Spain but in the Spanish colonies, as well. Many who had come to Mexico and South America believed that the cities would probably be found to the north, in the section of real estate we now call the United States.

			In 1536, as the legend blazed hotter than the summer sun, four men stumbled into Mexico City, the new Spanish colony built upon Aztec ruins. The men, three Spaniards and an African slave, spun a tale about their wanderings for eight long years in the wilderness. They claimed that the Lost Cities of Cíbola—where buildings four or five stories high were made of pure gold—lay somewhere to the north. The four had never actually seen these structures, but they’d heard about them from natives. This was already a culture infected by gold fever, and it didn’t take much to fan the blaze of rumor until it was a bonfire. This was, indeed, something worth looking into.

			Nearly nine years earlier, in 1528, Charles V of Spain had sent five well-armed ships and a well-trained army (somewhere between three hundred and six hundred men) to colonize and conquer Florida and convert the Indians to Christianity. More importantly, he’d hoped to find gold. The Florida natives had other plans. They didn’t view these men as great white gods. Nor were they interested in being converted to the cross, being murdered, or becoming Spanish slaves. In less than a year, disease, shipwreck, poor leadership, and native hostiles (the Indians reportedly fought like panthers) had taken their toll on the mighty Spanish. Charles’s bold army of conquistadors was all but destroyed.

			A few soldiers managed to escape the fierce warriors, the swamps, and the snakes, making it to the west side of Florida. In desperation they made several crude rafts and sailed into the unpredictable waters of the Gulf of Mexico. They knew that somewhere, thousands of miles away, was a Spanish settlement. Near present-day Galveston, Texas, they landed their roughly made rafts for the last time, planning to travel overland to the colonies in Mexico.

			The local Indians were wary of the newcomers and quickly took them prisoner. Four managed to escape: a large African slave named Esteban (sometimes it’s spelled Estavanico), and three Spaniards named Cabeza de Vaca, Dorantes de Carranza, and Castillo de Maldonado. For eight hard years they wandered through the Southwest and northern Mexico. They also visited the Gulf of California. Using sign language, they tried to communicate with the different tribes of Indians they encountered, always asking for news of a Spanish settlement. The slave Esteban took to living in the wilderness and found he got along well with the local tribes, who thought of him as a sort of medicine man. It’s reasonable to assume that without Esteban the Spaniards wouldn’t have made it. Somewhere in Arizona, possibly near present-day Bisbee, they heard of several large cities. Finally they reached a Spanish settlement in Lower California. After some rest there, they traveled on to Mexico City.

			When they arrived there, the Viceroy of New Spain, Don Antonio de Mendoza, was keenly interested in their adventure. Publicly Viceroy Mendoza scoffed at the notion of lost cities. He suggested such rumors were, at best, pipe dreams and the colony shouldn’t waste its time on nonsense. Privately, however, he tried to talk Cabeza de Vaca, who appeared to be the leader of the party, into leading an expedition back to the north to find the lost cities. Understandably de Vaca and the other Spaniards had had enough of the New World and wanted to sail for Spain as soon as a ship could be arranged. After eight years in a savage wilderness, from which they’d barely escaped with their lives, the three men wanted to enjoy civilization—chasing after treasure held no fascination.

			Viceroy Mendoza bought the black slave, Esteban, from Dorantes de Carranza for a good price and secretly began outfitting a party to travel north and search for the cities with Esteban as guide. It had only been fifteen years since the greedy Cortez had laid waste to Mexico City, capturing vast amounts of gold for the honor of Spain. Mendoza knew that if he could replicate that achievement, he would be wealthy beyond his wildest dreams. He could not afford to have other men searching for the Lost Cities of Cíbola and risk having to share any of the wealth. So, rather than send a large party of soldiers on the trek, he would make his emissaries look like they were on a religious pilgrimage.

			In the fall of 1538 or 1539 (the records conflict), he was ready. He chose a trusted Franciscan monk from Italy named Marcos de Niza to head the trip and told his associates that the expedition was for missionary purposes. “The cross,” he proclaimed, “must be taken to the heathens in the north.”

			Monk Niza was fully aware of Mendoza’s ulterior motive; nevertheless, he was willing to take Jesus to the tribes and be a missionary. It was his job to make a map of the area, so future parties could find the cities. It’s likely that Niza was forced into this journey. The monk wasn’t much of an outdoorsman, let alone a die-hard explorer. He put his faith in the guide, Esteban, who was, indeed, a man of the wilderness.

			Esteban must have thrived on this adventure. His position as guide would have freed him, in part, from the literal and metaphoric chains of slavery that bound him. He would have gained respect and been almost on equal footing with the conquering Europeans. He also knew, as did Niza, that the expedition would fail without him. There wasn’t a line of guides waiting to take his place.

			Most Indian tribes had never seen a black person before, let alone one as large and strong as Esteban, and many thought he might be some sort of god. No doubt Esteban relished this newfound respect since it was antithetical to the way Europeans viewed members of his race. 

			Esteban instinctively understood the Native Americans. Unlike his Spanish companions, who considered the behavior of the natives beneath them, Esteban studied the tribes with the care of a cultural anthropologist. He understood their superstitions and customs. He worked at becoming a sort of itinerant medicine man (later on he claimed he was immortal). He dressed the part with bells and rattles and feathers. He carried several medicine bags with various items to impress his audience. It didn’t hurt that he was at least a foot taller than the average brave and considerably stronger. The Indians showered him with gifts, including their young women. It was reported that he had quite an entourage—with, reportedly, many young women at his beck and call at one time.

			Because of his rugged constitution and his knowledge of the wilderness, he was able to move much faster than the rest of the “missionary” party. Niza was in such poor shape that he couldn’t keep up with his guide. He told the big slave to roam off ahead, talk to the tribes, and report periodically, either in person or by Indian runner. Since Esteban couldn’t write, they came up with a plan should he happen upon one of the cities of gold. Too paranoid to trust such news to Indian servants, they devised a code. The messenger was to carry a cross if Esteban found one of the cities. If the cross was white, the locals were friendly. If the cross was black, the natives must be considered hostile. If the cross was a “span,” roughly nine inches, the discovery was modest. If the cross was two spans, it was a good discovery. If the cross was three spans or more, the discovery was significant. Niza kept track of the guide’s scouting progress while he relaxed and followed at a slower pace. He would hurry if and when the lost cities were found.

			Near the New Mexico border in Southern Arizona, Esteban began to hear stories about the elusive cities. He kept searching north until he found the Gila River, where he stayed with some friendly Pima Indians. He enjoyed their roast dog, a special favorite of his, melons, and vegetables. This was the closest to heaven he had ever been: good food, respect from his associates, no white men bossing him around, and beautiful women. He lingered for a while, enjoying his stay among the cordial natives.

			The Pimas told him of large cities, Zuni pueblos actually, beyond the headwaters of the Gila. Once he had enjoyed all the tribe had to offer, he settled down to the business at hand. After some investigating, he became convinced the Zuni settlements were the cities he sought. The Pimas offered to guide him. He was so sure the trip would be a success that he sent a tall white cross to Niza in his excitement.

			With his Pima friends and guides, he traveled across the rugged Mogollon Range and then across the dangerous Apache territory. After a month of hard travel, more than three hundred rough miles, he reached the Zuni of Hawikuh (in present day New Mexico). It wasn’t the city of gold as he expected.

			Unfortunately poor Esteban was not so welcome here. The Zuni were not impressed by his “medicine,” his manner, or his charms. Exactly what happened and the time frame in which the events unfolded is speculation. Unbeknownst to Esteban, the Zuni, unlike most of the tribes he had dealt with, were an unusually moral folk. They valued their women’s chastity; virtue was an honored trait. Their religion was also more organized and didactic than most of the tribes. Apparently, they were not impressed by his eclectic trappings or his generic approach to the Great Spirit. Maybe Esteban was too forthright about his lustful eagerness, offending the Zuni and their principles of morality. Perhaps he assumed some of the garb and tokens from tribes he had met during his travels. It’s speculation, but there’s a good chance some of the amulets he’d sent to the Zuni chief, symbols of his mighty witchcraft and priesthood, were made by arch enemies of the tribe. As one would expect, this proved to be offensive, putting the already-skeptical Zuni leaders on their guard. We know he told the chiefs, either through sign or interpreters, that he was immortal and a mighty medicine man. The Zuni decided to challenge him and take him up on his boast. The dozens of stone-tipped arrows they shot into his body confirmed what they suspected—Esteban was as mortal as the next man.

			The Zunis tried to kill the others in Esteban’s small party, but a lucky few managed to escape. By this time the good monk was closing in, near enough to glimpse the fabled pueblos when he apparently encountered the few surviving members of Esteban’s group running to safety. Niza realized that there was nothing he could do but turn around and run for his life, too.

			“I pursued my journey,” he wrote later, “until within sight of Cíbola.” He continued, “The settlement is larger than the City of Mexico. I was tempted to go in.”

			Making himself seem braver than he was, the monk suggests that he wisely decided to come back. After all, if he should be killed no one would know about the city and how to get there.

			Perhaps in the rising or setting sun, Niza thought he had indeed caught a glimpse of a golden sparkle in the city ahead. If you want something to look like gold, it will. And, hadn’t his guide sent him a large cross? He knew that Mendoza would not be pleased if he found that the monk had sent his guide on ahead. To avoid trouble, Mendoza knew he had to bring back good news.

			Likely, the priest doubted the authenticity of Esteban’s report of finding the legendary cities at the moment of crisis. However, by the time he made it back to Mexico City, any doubt was gone. He had convinced himself that he really had seen a city of gold. When he talked to the viceroy, he told him the city he had seen was the least affluent of the seven (he apparently got this from the Indian guides who also managed to escape the Zuni wrath). Presumably a city named Totonteac was the largest and best of the seven, with “so many houses and citizens they never ended.” He told his greedy, eager leader that he had made a cairn of rocks with a large cross on the top near the city, and had proudly claimed the cities “in the name of Don Antonio Mendoza, Viceroy of New Spain, for the Emperor, our lord, as a sign of possession.”

			The viceroy was greedy, but he wasn’t stupid, nor did he trust the priest. Mendoza must have spotted a number of inconsistencies in Niza’s story. For one, it must have seemed unreasonable that Niza would stop and build a cairn (to the glory of God) while being mobbed by angry Zuni. The good monk had obviously overplayed his hand, creating suspicions about the authenticity of his story. Viceroy Mendoza secretly sent a small group of well-armed men north to trace Niza’s route. Mendoza wanted to be sure before he underwrote a costly campaign. For some time runners returned confirming much of what Niza had said. Then the reports ceased. In the meantime fresh rumors about a city of gold spread through the colonies. Mendoza was under a lot of pressure to do something. He waited as long as he could to hear from his men, but finally, fearing them dead, he gave up on their expedition.

			On February 23, 1540, Don Mendoza commissioned Francisco Vásquez de Coronado to lead a large contingent of conquistadors. They rode to what they hoped was fame and fortune. To his dismay Niza was drafted as the party’s guide. The priest was greatly disappointed to be heading off into this desolate land once again.

			The procession must have been a glorious, if not an intimidating sight. At the front was a vanguard of four hundred soldiers in polished armor with plumes. Some rode trained chargers and carried heavy lances with banners. Others carried swords and crossbows. Behind them were seven to eight hundred servants and Indian slaves carrying gear. There were also carts of supplies, as well as herds of cattle, and even swine for the soldiers’ meals. There were more than one thousand horses and probably an equal number of mules.

			By summer Coronado found the first of Niza’s Seven Cities of Gold. He ordered his men to attack without mercy, and the city fell quickly—men in armor with sharp Toledo steel were no match for Stone Age Indians. Where the mighty Coronado expected streets of gold and wealth beyond his wildest dreams, he found mud, adobe, and stone buildings several stories high. He wrote back to Mendoza, “Everything is the reverse of what he [Niza] said, except the name of the city and the large houses.”

			While Coronado knew that the monk had stretched the truth, he was still convinced that great rewards were to be had. The monk had lied about this village, but that didn’t mean the lost cities of gold were not real. Coronado was jealous of Cortez, who had gathered wealth and brought an entire civilization to its knees. It was his goal to better him.

			For more than two years, the disappointed leader and army continued to explore the vast new world in search of riches. Coronado and his tattered army returned to Mexico City. The expedition had been an expensive disappointment.

			While the Seven Cities eluded the bold Coronado, to his dying day he was sure they existed. This driven conquistador was certainly not the last to hear the call. Like the music of the sirens, the addictive song of El Dorado whispered elusively from the next hill or arroyo, seducing the listener on. Coronado, though broken and broke, was one of the lucky ones. Most of the searchers ended up dead. While the results were often tragic for the treasure seekers, the results of their efforts were not completely in vain. A different kind of treasure was realized as a new land was discovered and laid open in North America.
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