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Introduction





  THE THANKSGIVING DAY . . . MASSACRE?




  Consider one of America’s foundational stories, the story of the First Thanksgiving. As the story goes, the first Thanksgiving was celebrated in the fall of 1621 after a very tough first year in Plymouth Plantation. According to Pilgrim Edward Winslow it was a harvest celebration that came after the townspeople processed all their crops and some men went out hunting. Not only did the men return with plenty for everyone to eat but also with groups of local Wampanoag Natives led by a chieftain, Massasoit. Not only would Massasoit and his people prove immensely influential in the colony’s early survival, but the headman would also continue to play a role in the colony’s development for the rest of his life. For now, his hunters added to the Pilgrim feast by bringing provisions of their own, including a few deer. According to Winslow, this was how the First Thanksgiving came to be.




  With Winslow was Governor William Bradford, who penned his remembrance of the same fall harvest sometime later. Like Winslow, Bradford described things taking shape after the men and women gathered up their “small harvest” and were “well recovered in health and strength and had all things in good plenty.” The residents went about winterizing Plymouth and otherwise preparing for the upcoming cold season by stockpiling food. All that summer “there was no want,” and as autumn came, Plymouth enjoyed more abundance. Fish were everywhere, as were migratory fowl. Then there were deer, corn, and of course turkey, “of which they took many.” This was the setting for Bradford’s celebration.1




  These two descriptions are actually the only two that speak in any detail of America’s “First Thanksgiving.” The two sources are not conflicting, yet they also do not exactly say a lot. Only one mention in Bradford’s account, made in passing, lays the foundation for the ubiquitous turkey dinner most Americans today consider central to Thanksgiving Day. For hundreds of years since, historians have done wonders to fill in the celebration’s likely particulars. Groups of colonists and Natives enjoyed a multi-day, coming-and-going affair of eating, drinking, shooting, and of course giving thanks. Even though no one referred to any of this as a “Thanksgiving” festival, there was plenty of thanks to be given. There were thanks to be given for the abundance of food that the Pilgrims and their Native guests enjoyed, which both sources related. The summer had gone so well, Bradford explained, and the bounty was so excellent that settlers got in the habit of writing “so large of their plenty here to their friends in England” that the picture they painted was simply not true. Nevertheless, the 1621 Plymouth feast was probably one to behold. Pilgrim-Native relations would not remain that pleasant forever.




  But what if none of this was, in fact, the “First Thanksgiving”? It most certainly was New England’s first harvest festival, and it might have even been the first communal celebration of thanks made in all of the English New World. But ask a historian of Spanish colonial history about America’s First Thanksgiving, and the date would probably be some time in the late summer or early fall of 1565, more than a half-century before Plymouth Plantation was even a thought. Over the course of September 1565, Pedro Menéndez de Avilés established four separate “feast days of commemoration” after his successful landing at the future site of the town of St. Augustine. Any one of these, you could say, could be the First Thanksgiving.




  The first of Menéndez’s feast days was St. Augustine’s Day, which he named after the day he first sited land. The first continuously occupied settlement in what is now the continental United States still bears that name. The second was Our Lady’s Day, the day Menéndez landed at the site of that town, and where he held the first Mass. That, very well, might be the date of the First Thanksgiving. Today a church originally founded by these first Spaniards, Nombre de Dios, still stands in that spot. Third and fourth were St. Matthew’s Day and All Saints’ Day, two celebrations with much darker legacies based on what transpired in the following days and weeks. Could one of them be the First Thanksgiving?2




  If calling a feast one of “commemoration” sounds awfully close to one of “Thanksgiving,” it is because they were. Every one of these feasts certainly were just as much about giving thanks as the Pilgrim feast beheld by Winslow or Bradford. Each of Menéndez’s four feast days was very much an act of public religious thanksgiving, but if we need to whittle it down to one feast exactly, it was at one of the first two, celebrated on September 8, when a chronicler described how Menéndez “had the Indians fed and dined himself.” According to noted Florida historian Michael Gannon, aside from being the date of the establishment of America’s first church, this feast “was the first community act of religion and Thanksgiving in the first permanent settlement in the land.”3 If the celebration was a giving of thanks that included both Europeans and Natives, then Gannon was right. This was, as a matter of objective historical fact, America’s First Thanksgiving.




  If historians have taken liberties with Winslow’s and Edwards’s short explanations to describe the extent and importance of the Pilgrims’ harvest celebration, then so, too, have historians like Gannon taken liberties with Menéndez’s feast days. The phrase “had the Indians fed and dined himself” is literally all that is mentioned of Menéndez’s festival. Not even a complete sentence! Which Natives partook of this celebration? Probably local Timucuans, but how many is uncertain. How exactly were the thanks given? Probably in a long and elaborate Mass, accompanied with lots of iconographic Catholic materials and loads of Latin. It would have been a solemn event that Natives would have found thoroughly confusing and probably pretty boring. What was served at this giving of thanks? Maybe the First Thanksgiving turkey if the Timucuans brought some, but probably fish and venison instead. Spaniards would have produced a classic Iberian soup made from salted pork or some other heavily cured ham and dried garbanzo beans and would have accompanied it with a strong Spanish wine. Perhaps some flour biscuits and honey were passed around for dessert. This Spanish feast would have been a far cry from turkey and pumpkin pie indeed.




  Thanksgiving fare aside, far better understood and far more questionable were the events for which Menéndez was giving thanks. America’s first governor was giving thanks for the recent successes that made the colony possible. The first two, St. Augustine’s Day and Our Lady’s Day, seem innocent enough. They marked a safe Atlantic crossing and the expedition’s successful way up through the treacherous Caribbean Sea and the Gulf of Mexico passages. Considering how many sailors either died or simply disappeared along that journey each year, those were no small feats, and thanks were due. Those events, however, were not where his thanks ended. Almost every one of the Spanish men and women in St. Augustine were also thankful for Menéndez’s recent military victories over the French, the victories that solidified St. Augustine’s place as a first in North American history. His trip across the Atlantic was not done merely for the sake of European “discovery,” after all; Menéndez founded St. Augustine to keep Spain’s European competition from settling it first, and in that undertaking he had succeeded in remarkably bloody fashion. St. Augustine’s first days, to be certain, were nothing to be proud of by modern sensibilities. To Menéndez, however, as well as to the hundreds of friars, soldiers, and settlers that accompanied him to St. Augustine, these victories were nothing less than miraculous. Might these be the thanks given at the First Thanksgiving?




  Menéndez’s third feast day, St. Matthew’s Day, was dedicated to the spectacular massacre he had just performed near the present-day city of Jacksonville. As soon as he and his men landed at St. Augustine, Menéndez set his eyes upon a group of French Huguenot Protestants and their fortified settlement, Fort Caroline, which lay just to the north. Menéndez wasted little time, marching his soldiers for days through swamps and driving rain, to surprise that den of pirates and heretics. When he did, he proceeded to slaughter all but a handful of women and children, and quickly shipped those horrified survivors away, not because he feared his men might take advantage of the women, but because he could not stand the presence of Protestants among him. This was the occasion of a marvelous Spanish feast, the St. Matthew’s Day feast. Perhaps this was the setting of the First Thanksgiving.




  Or perhaps it was the fourth feast, the All Saints’ Day feast, which commemorated how Menéndez’s men proceeded to hunt the battered French survivors of his first attack up and down the beach like animals. Of course, you could say the French were far from innocent in this affair. In fact, if the shoe were on the other foot, you could argue they would have done the exact same thing. Under their leader, Admiral Jean Ribault, they had taken ships down the coast to attack St. Augustine at the very same time Menéndez was marching his men north to attack him. Instead of a surprise attack by sea, Ribault’s ships got caught in the very same storm that drenched the Spaniards, and the French ended up marooned on the beach. When Menéndez found the Frenchmen, they were dying of starvation, dying of thirst, dying of being stuck on a beach in the middle of nowhere. Despite their origination intent, the hapless French were now no longer a threat to anyone, yet that was exactly where Menéndez’s troops set about systematically and pitilessly executing almost every single one of them, including Admiral Ribault. After accepting their surrender, Menéndez’s men bound the castaway French soldiers and led them over the dunes in small groups so they could not hear each other scream. The executioners did not even bother to waste ammunition on their heretical French Protestant foes, who were now entirely at their mercy. No, they did their work slowly and methodically with lances and clubs, killing scores of unarmed prisoners and leaving their bodies to rot right there on the beach. For this great victory Menéndez proclaimed an All Saints’ Day feast.




  Some Thanksgiving this was! Comparatively speaking, it was not as though Edward Winslow, William Bradford, or anyone else was on hand to give thanks in November of 1621 at Plymouth Plantation had not seen their share of death. More than two thirds of the women on the Mayflower were dead by that First Thanksgiving, part of an overall majority of the entire colony that did not survive its first year. For all the different things to give thanks for in 1621, most Englishmen and -women probably gave thanks simply for being alive. Yet even that loss of life could never compare with the first few months of St. Augustine’s existence. La Florida was a colony founded in wild bloodshed, and Menéndez gave thanks for every drop of blood spilled. Perhaps this is the reason why Americans gloss over Spanish La Florida so easily when recounting their country’s earliest traditions. Who could blame them? Menéndez’s Thanksgiving celebrations were a boring Mass at best, and the celebration of a cold-blooded killing spree at worst. Who would possibly want to make those qualities the foundation of the most American of traditions?




  On the other hand, little more than a decade after the Pilgrim feast, Native relations had soured so badly that war was increasingly inevitable. First would be the Pequot War, followed by the much larger and more destructive King Philip’s War, which saw Puritans effectively ethnically cleanse Southern New England of its Native population. In that light, perhaps La Florida’s neglect is not all about the violence of St. Augustine’s founding. Pilgrims certainly could get violent, too, as the horrific 1636 Mystic Massacre aptly demonstrates. Maybe La Florida’s neglect reflects more fundamental assumptions about America’s social, cultural, and religious roots. Perhaps the reason for the historical triumph of the Protestant harvest festival as “First Thanksgiving” is that, still to this day, Americans consider their country not only a Protestant nation but a nation founded by Protestants. In that light, Menéndez’s feast celebrations become even more horrifying yet. Not only was he a Catholic, but at least two out of the four of his feast days were dedicated to the massacre of Protestants! French Huguenots studied many of the same Reformation texts as did their English Puritan relatives. They were the same kinds of heretical separatists that landed at Plymouth. Had Menéndez encountered any Pilgrims on the beach in La Florida, he almost certainly would have killed them too. How could a Protestant nation have such a violent anti-Protestant origin story? Imagine teaching that story to a middle school social studies class.
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  At first, the recounting of these first La Florida moments reads like an entertaining but otherwise academically useless exercise in historical counternarrative. Yet as the year 2021 fades into the past, Americans will have sat down to commemorate the four hundredth anniversary of the First Thanksgiving, even though as a matter of simple historical fact, it will not have been the four hundredth anniversary of the First Thanksgiving. Such an anniversary only makes sense if Americans completely ignore the European settlement that was already long in existence in North America by the time Pilgrims landed at Plymouth. Is the state in which that Spanish presence originated—Florida—no less a part of the United States of America than Massachusetts? Not at all. Nevertheless, such has been the case as long as the Thanksgiving Day holiday has existed in America, so perhaps no attempt at historical revisionism will ever replace Massachusetts with Florida, Plymouth with St. Augustine, Protestants with Catholics, or buckle hat–wearing Pilgrims with murderous Spaniards, as the foundation for America’s favorite meal. Several of the profession’s most prominent historians certainly have tried. Yet, oddly enough, this book is an attempt to do just that. Just as La Florida represented America’s first European colony, so too does Spanish colonial history represent America’s first Euro-American history.




  If, at its heart, La Florida seeks to challenge English firsts with Spanish firsts, then why open with Plymouth and America’s First Thanksgiving? After all, wasn’t British America already in existence by that point, farther south, in Virginia? Why not begin with Jamestown? Because La Florida claims to rediscover and recenter the Spanish in America’s founding stories, and perhaps there is no more powerful founding story than that of the First Thanksgiving. What La Florida does not claim to do is provide a complete revisionist history of the early Southeast, or even a chronological history of colonial Florida. It is not primarily a Native American history of early America, or a history of slavery there. It is not designed to be academically comprehensive in any way. Its narrative is not built upon the discovery or usage of new sources. Neither does it frame older sources in novel ways. While it certainly is still academic in nature, its narrative is approachably written and synthetic in design. It relies far heavier on secondary historical and anthropological work than the primary record, which is tapped only to give life to particular historical actors or bring unique historical moments to life.




  There is plenty that La Florida does not claim to do. What it does claim to do, on the other hand, is get its readers questioning America’s founding mythology. Highlighting America’s Spanish connections and Spanish firsts puts non-English and non-Protestant voices center stage in the epic saga of America’s earliest years. When the religious forces of push and pull enticed the first Europeans to America’s shores, they were Catholic, not Protestant, forces. The first settlers to establish themselves in America permanently were not religious Anglican outcasts or ambitious London merchants. They were Spaniards, looking to La Florida at first to replicate their successful conquests elsewhere in the Spanish empire, then second to secure the riches of those conquests by claiming La Florida’s Gulf and Atlantic coastlines.




  To do those things, La Florida blends popular stories of Native empires, food traditions, and shipwrecked castaways with academically honest discussions of race, violence, and colonialism. In the process of their attempts at American colonization, Spaniards were the first to introduce slavery into North America and build their societies around concepts of race. The first ships that would connect Africa to North America in the Atlantic slave trade originated in Spanish and Portuguese outposts on the West coast of Africa and terminated in St. Augustine. Spanish settlements during this period also set into motion the first ecological changes that would sweep across the continent. Spanish colonizers brought the first plants, animals, and diseases to American shores, the latter of which would lead to the dislocation and even destruction of entire Native polities. That chaos also, however, led to the creation of new Native identities, like Seminoles, a Native identity now practically synonymous with Floridian identity. Spanish colonization was devastating, but it also produced some of America’s most iconic regional foodways, like Florida citrus or Southern barbecue. The legacies of the very first years of Spanish colonization in North America, which began early in the sixteenth century, reverberate both in Florida and in the larger Southeast today.




  La Florida’s stories represent nontraditional narratives that should have Americans questioning their country’s founding mythology. Although this book is not overly argumentative in that respect, there is an important question worth considering when reading it: these stories are lively, relatable, relevant, and entertaining. They are the kinds of stories people love to read. Why, then, are they so often undervalued, or discounted altogether? Probably because they consider American founders that spoke Spanish, not English. That were Catholic, not Protestant. That were in Florida, not Massachusetts or Virginia. They are stories inconsistent, in other words, with the commonly understood and universally accepted narrative of America’s beginnings—a mythology that many Americans accept as objective historical fact. Most Americans believe that their country’s religious traditions started with Pilgrims in Massachusetts, or that its ugly history with racial slavery began with tobacco in Virginia. Yet, revealing the role non-English others played in America’s earliest moments creates a more complex, complete, and interesting history of important American legacies. Spanish actions had tremendous consequences in the transformation of North America.




  A few last points of clarification are necessary—a few more things La Florida will claim to do or not do. First, it will always attempt to portray the experiences of all actors in the La Florida story. While it is a history of Florida and the Southeast, and not specifically a Native history of Florida and the Native Southeast, nevertheless La Florida does attempt to recover a Native voice. This, any historian will tell you, can be tricky. Native voices in such early and far-flung places are difficult to uncover. Just as rare are the voices of America’s first African and Creole peoples, which La Florida also attempts to uncover. Then, on the other hand, there are the Spanish voices. Spaniards, like other European colonizing powers of the time, were notorious bureaucrats, even when stationed in backwater outposts like St. Augustine or Pensacola. While the records they produced are not so rare, very seldom did those Spaniards pontificate on the lives of the enslaved, the missionized, or otherwise colonized. When they did, very seldom were their words particularly insightful. Church documents venerated friars’ Catholic values and disparaged Native cultural, social, and faith traditions. Political and economic documents referenced slavery casually, and in passing, and when they did, their words oozed with racial and cultural prejudices. Just as bad are the writings of eyewitnesses like enthusiastic de Soto chroniclers, like Gracilaso de la Vega. Reading their narratives, as one author put it, is like reading “a lot of highly creative interpretations of historical events,” and that’s putting it generously.4 In short, the lives of Native, African, and Creole groups are no easier constructed in La Florida than they are anywhere else in early America. Their lives and their stories are explored in every chapter, at every turn, to every extent. While these moments will never prove satisfying, they are all the sources will allow.




  Lastly, and perhaps most importantly, although La Florida presents a Spanish-centered look at Southeastern America, it is no way supposed to narrate a Eurocentric story of colonial triumphalism. It is heavy in both irony and sarcasm; do not mistake any of that for genuine veneration of the Spanish, or legitimization of either Spanish actions or the ideologies that drove them. Nowhere, in fact, should the Spanish be perceived as the heroes of its stories. The Native peoples of La Florida were not somehow its invaders. They were the defenders of their homes and their ways of life. And Spaniards were not righteous Christian warriors or the religious saviors of ignorant Native peoples. They were not a culturally or even a technologically superior people. What they were was a devastating colonizing power that entirely changed the trajectory of the American Southeast. No more, no less.




  The religious, ethnic, and racial bigotry exhibited by Spanish colonizers went to depths unfathomable by modern sensibilities, and the world those colonizers sought to build in La Florida was one of unparalleled intolerance and exploitation. The violence wrought by the Spanish upon the Native Southeast, for instance, could be described at times as almost apocalyptic. Many Native peoples survived this period of calamity, as generations of Native scholars have argued. As La Florida will suggest, however, many did not. Likewise, to suggest that the American slave trade really began as the La Florida slave trade is to acknowledge an even longer and uglier history of racial oppression in what would become the United States of America than is already admitted. The Spanish, in short, while central to La Florida, are nothing to be celebrated. Indeed, while they are almost always the primary actors in the stories that follow, they also almost always play the villains.
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  Structurally and narratively speaking, La Florida charts a somewhat unorthodox and potentially confusing course. Like a journey through “The Treacherous Gulf ” (the title and subject of an early chapter), it will take skill to navigate. The book comprises four separate parts: “Connections,” “Origins,” “Transformations,” and “Legacies.” Each part moves thematically more than it does chronologically, meaning the same time period can be covered more than once. “Connections,” for instance, begins at contact and moves through a century of Spanish expansion, only to have “Origins” loop around and begin basically at the same place again. So on with “Transformations,” and “Legacies.” Because the chapters in each part hinge on interpretive themes, there can be significant chronological overlap between and among them, and they can jump back and forth a bit. Things may even seem redundant at first, yet each chapter in each part serves its own purpose.




  Within the four parts are ten separate chapters in total, each of which speaks to the Spanish La Florida that began in 1513 and ended with the evacuation of the colony in 1763. Scholars refer to this tidy two-and-a-half-century stretch as the “first” Spanish period. Although this might seem like an obscure and insignificant stretch of time, the government of the United States of America will have to control Florida for more than another generation before it can claim an ownership longer than the period under consideration here—Spain’s first of two claims to ownership.




  In “Connections,” the first two chapters open the book by discussing contact, and they do that by tying Florida’s discovery and ultimate settlement to Spanish happenings elsewhere. The first begins with Caribbean-based conquistadores hopping from island to island searching for the next conquest. The second charts the importance of La Florida to Spanish authorities who sought to protect the treasure routes that they used to transport the plundered riches of the New World back to Spain. As the opening chapters demonstrate, the continent’s history of colonization was really first a Caribbean, South American, and maritime history. It is Spanish colonial history.




  Next, in “Origins,” chapters 3 and 4 describe important American beginnings with more particular thematic connections between La Florida and Spanish colonization elsewhere in the New World. Chapter 3 focuses on the influence of the unrelenting, unyielding, and surprisingly violent Catholic Church. Church officials played central roles in the conquest of the New World, which they hoped to extend to La Florida. Chapter 4 discusses the role of captivity and enslavement in the discovery and settlement of La Florida. North America, this chapter suggests, was discovered not in the search of a fountain of youth, but in the search for slaves, placing slavery and captivity at the heart of American history from its earliest days. Both chapters explore America’s first years of European discovery, exploration, and colonization, by describing just how typically and violently Spanish it all was.




  Chapter 5 begins an important new thread that considers the consequences of this contact. This begins “Transformations,” which charts the interactions between Spanish conquistadores and Mississippian Chiefdoms, the two worlds that often collided together during the earliest moments of contact and colonization. In the short term these interactions were tense and disruptive at best. At worst, they frequently led to incredible violence. In the long term, they were nothing short of transformative, setting into motion the collapse of Southeastern America’s Native world. Chapter 6 follows those moments of contact by following the slow colonization of Spanish La Florida. While in no way comparable in size to larger colonies like New Spain, La Florida was still a Spanish colony. It featured all the familiar trappings of a Spanish colonial society, from its churches to its orderly roads to its highly structured and extremely oppressive racial caste system.




  Chapter 7 returns to Native America and takes a sobering look at the legacies of Spanish colonialism. Across the turn of the eighteenth century, Southeastern America’s Native polities withered away under a constant barrage of epidemic disease, only to be assaulted by a slave trade that originated with Spain’s American soon-to-be archrival—English Carolina. The final destruction of the Mississippian World was not the end of America’s Native presence, however, but the beginning of a process of coalescence that brought the remnants of broken and scattered communities together into new peoples with names Americans still recognize, like Cherokees and Choctaws. In the modern-day state of Florida, this process continued with the creation of Seminoles, a group now seemingly synonymous with Florida’s modern identity. Seminoles represent the powerful, modern legacy of Spanish La Florida. This chapter is one of the few that carries the La Florida story out of the first Spanish period, but it does so by reminding readers of the La Florida origins of the Seminole people.




  Chapter 8 begins the last section, “Legacies,” by looking at the history behind some Florida place names, as well as some of its most important legends, including the infamous “Fountain of Youth.” Chapter 9 is a more sobering look at the larger theme of Anglo-Hispanic rivalry, begun earlier, by discussing Florida’s impact on English settlement in North America. Roanoke, it suggests, was founded by British privateers interested in raiding Spanish shipping off the coast of La Florida. Disrupting Spanish shipping just off of La Florida, in other words, gave birth of the idea of Virginia. In future generations it was the Carolinas that defined the Anglo-Spanish rivalry. Considering slavery, for instance, while Spanish La Florida was the first enslaved place in North America, it was also the location of the first free African American community, a community that was purpose-built to undermine slavery in the expanding British Low-country. Spanish offers of freedom to British slaves created America’s first traditions of slave resistance, including the first “Underground Railroad,” which ran south to St. Augustine. The possibility of finding freedom there was also at least partially responsible for precipitating the Stono Rebellion, the British South’s first major slave insurrection. Lastly, the Spanish presence in St. Augustine and Pensacola also allowed regional Natives, like Creeks, to negotiate with British traders in South Carolina and Georgia for higher trade prices and more advantageous trade relationships. This competition generated a Native policy referred to as “play-off diplomacy,” and a period understood as the high-water mark in terms of Native power and sovereignty in the Colonial Southeast.




  The last chapter ends with a somewhat lighter take on America’s hidden Spanish heritage: it looks at a few of the foods in Florida and the larger Southeast that people regularly enjoy, but do not necessarily recognize as having distinctly Spanish roots in this period. Swine herding, free-range cattle ranching, and citrus farming were all Spanish traditions that are now recognizable American traditions. Most Floridians might have tasted a good smoked fish dip in their lifetimes, but few will have recognized that smoked fish, a process mastered by La Florida’s Native peoples, can lay claim to America’s first barbecue tradition. It certainly inspired Euro-Americans, beginning with the Spanish, to apply the technique to more familiar fare, like hogs. The rest, it almost goes without saying, is culinary history.




  Some chapters are more whimsical in nature and construction, and others more academically rigorous. They all, however, when taken together support the common theme that many of America’s firsts were not necessarily English firsts, Protestant firsts, Massachusetts or Virginia firsts. America’s Euro-American story was first set into motion by Spaniards, years that included moments and processes of incredible historical weight. Many of the modern-day legacies of those shaping forces may have faded away, but not all have, and one does not have to take a stroll through St. Augustine to evoke them. A good pulled pork sandwich or even a glass of orange juice will do.
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I. CONNECTIONS








  



  
1 The La Florida Letdown





  IN 1540 HERNANDO DE SOTO’S MEN EXCITEDLY ARRIVED IN COFITACHEQUI, a Mississippian chiefdom located near modern-day Camden, South Carolina. For de Soto and his hundreds of men, the journey to Cofitachequi had not been an easy one. They had fought their way out of peninsular Florida under a hail of arrows only to teeter on the edge of starvation as they passed through a stretch of the Savannah River basin. It was a place, as even local chieftains admitted, barren of either food or people for de Soto to steal it from. Despite those warnings, de Soto and his men pressed on. That made the misery of the stretch—the Georgia Stretch—one entirely of the Spaniards’ own making. They had practically run from peninsular Florida to the Carolina Piedmont. Even odder, no one was chasing them. Rather, it was gold de Soto’s men were chasing. These Spaniards were chasing rumors of La Florida’s endless mineral riches, and Cofitachequi was apparently where they would find it.




  Earlier, Native captives in the chiefdom of Apalachee, near present-day Tallahassee, had assured the Spaniards that fabulous amounts of gold and silver awaited them at Cofitachequi, accounts which de Soto clearly found convincing. There “they thought to load themselves down with rich treasure and return to Spain,” according to one of de Soto’s chroniclers. Such claims were no doubt calculated by the Apalachee to get the unwanted Spanish as far away from them as possible. The last winter had been a devastating one for the Apalachee, with de Soto’s men running through the chiefdom’s corn stores, affronting and even kidnapping its leadership, and perpetrating all manner of horrors on its men and women. Thankfully, if the rumor of Cofitachequi was indeed a plan to rid Apalachee of this Spanish scourge, then at least it worked. Hernando de Soto and his men marched so quickly through Georgia that the months spent there were the most peaceful of any on his entire entrada. Very seldom in the sixteenth-century Southeast did things go as smoothly as they did along the Georgia Stretch.




  Then there was Cofitachequi, a sizeable Mississippian community nestled on the banks of the Wateree River. Once there, fed and rested, de Soto’s men wasted little time pressing their hosts about the riches of which they had been promised. They pointed to their jewelry when trying to communicate with the Natives, showing them whatever gold, silver, or precious stones they had on them. Obliging her guests, the Chieftainess of Cofitachequi summoned men to bring out what she was sure they were asking for, the metals “that were in her country of the colors that the Spaniards wanted, which were yellow and white, because they showed her gold rings and pieces of silver,” as well as pearls and any other precious stones she thought they might value. Soon enough Natives appeared with beautiful sheets of hammered copper “of a very resplendent golden color”—the supposed gold. And for silver the Natives produced slabs of mica, which at first sight “were white and shone like silver” but were light as a feather. After holding, they crumbled in the Spaniards’ hands.1




  One can almost see the look on de Soto’s face, or feel the pit in his stomach, when his guests presented him with the supposed riches of Cofitachequi. This stuff was worthless. At least there were pearls, and plenty of them, as could plainly be seen by de Soto and his men. They covered the bodies of their Native hosts and even filled burial pits. Pearls however assuaged de Soto little in that moment of almost unimaginable disappointment. He, who had already experienced the glory of conquest in Peru and the wealth of its corresponding riches, had not risked his reputation, his finances, and his life to sail to La Florida for strings of burnt freshwater pearls. Neither had his men fought their way out of basically the entire modern state of Florida, and then crawled through much of the modern state of Georgia, for sheets of copper. They had all done these things on the guarantee of gold and silver that their previous exploits had convinced them were in La Florida. After several months looking, however, and having moved through several large chiefdoms and coming up empty, de Soto and his men were slowly coming to realize that their confidence was misplaced. La Florida, for this newest wave of Spanish attempted conquest, was a letdown.
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  De Soto’s epic moment of letdown in modern-day South Carolina is one important chapter in the European origin story of America that begins in 1492 and has a decidedly Spanish Caribbean and Latin American feel to it. Before there was anything else of European or African origin in what would become the United States of America, there was La Florida. And long, long before that became the American South, it constituted the unknown northern edges of the Caribbean and then modern-day Mexico. Here, the discovery of La Florida and the first attempts to settle it are seen from that perspective. They were first the culmination of waves of Spanish expansion into the Caribbean, beginning with Columbus’s original voyages of discovery. Only modest successes there by the most stubborn, violent, enterprising conquistadores, however, led to expansion and exploration elsewhere. Those desires ultimately generated the first waves of interest in La Florida, which was at that time considered another island of possible potential. Consequently, the attempts were led by already wealthy, seasoned, and disappointed Caribbean explorers, one among them being Juan Ponce de León. When those initial attempts to extend the Caribbean did not bring the easy returns to which Spaniards were accustomed, a La Florida still largely unknown in size and scope to Europeans was written off as just another island of underwhelming potential, and conquistadores looked elsewhere.




  That continued until the Spanish conquest of the Aztec and Incan empires in Central Mexico and Peru, respectively, each of which like a shot of adrenaline instantly revived interest in La Florida and fueled new waves of Spanish exploration. These waves brought more violent and more haunting characters to the shores of the North American continent—Pánfilo de Narváez and Hernando de Soto, to be specific—but figures no more successful in their goals of realizing fabulous wealth. Thus, La Florida’s origin story is one of connections, not only to the Caribbean, but to Central and South America as well.




  The first, Narváez, had been humiliated in his own attempt to conquer the Aztec Empire. The second, Hernando de Soto, had played a significant but still subordinate role in the conquest of the Incas. Both men expected that their leadership roles in the successful exploration, conquest, and settlement of La Florida would mend their reputations and catapult them into the pantheon of Spanish warrior-legends. Each of these men tempted La Florida because they already had histories in the New World, histories which explain their determination to explore and attempt to conquer a recently discovered and unknown territory at great risk. Spanish successes elsewhere in Central and South America, in short, provided the motivation for conquistadores of a second rate to try their luck in La Florida. By the end of these settlement attempts at midcentury, the limits of La Florida as they had been charted and explored were tremendous, extending a claimed Spanish Caribbean empire all the way to the Appalachian Mountains.
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Caribbean Connections





  OVER THE COURSE OF SEVERAL VOYAGES, BEGINNING OF COURSE IN 1492 AND stretching into the sixteenth century, Christopher Columbus became the first European to lay eyes on the modern-day Bahamas and Hispaniola—the latter of which is now home to the Dominican Republic and Haiti. Next for Columbus to behold was Puerto Rico, Jamaica, Cuba, various other smaller surrounding Caribbean islands, and eventually the Caribbean coast of Central America. La Florida’s story might have begun on one of his first two voyages, in say 1492 or 1494, when Columbus was the closest he would ever be to either the East Coast of peninsular Florida or the Gulf of Mexico. Had he continued northwest through the Bahamas on his first sail, rather than turning south to Cuba, he most likely would have gotten his ships caught in the Gulf Stream, as Juan Ponce de León would do two decades later. Or had he continued west along the southern coast of Cuba in 1494, the Yucatan Current would have sucked his ships into the Gulf of Mexico. Either would have led him, in all likelihood, to the coast of La Florida. Instead, in both instances he went elsewhere, turning back in 1494 to the more familiar islands of his previous adventures, leaving both the Gulf of Mexico and La Florida to the exploits of later Spaniards.1




  Those original discoveries were ultimately the product of Spanish and Portuguese desires to directly contact markets in Asia and India, markets that were being accessed at the time through a system of overland trade routes now known collectively as the Silk Road. Portuguese explorers took a more traditional tack to get around that road, working down the west coast of Africa, across the Cape of Good Hope, and then up the East Coast of Africa to India. When they eventually did so, it ushered in a multi-century era of Portuguese imperialism.2 Columbus, of course, charted a far more radical course, but with the same goal in mind—finding his way to the Pacific. That goal kept him and the waves of Spanish explorers that followed him occupied during what seemed to be a constant stream of Caribbean discovery. For years Spaniards kept discovering the southern edges of the New World because they kept trying to get around it.3




  Economics, however, can only partly explain the waves of Spanish conquistadores that flooded into the Caribbean in Columbus’s wake. Columbus’s 1493 return, it turns out, coincided almost perfectly with the closing of a defining chapter in Hispanic history, which left thousands of potential conquistadores rudderless and adrift in their homeland. The year 1492 not only marked Columbus’s arrival of the “New World,” but the final victory achieved by Spaniards in a centuries-long struggle to reclaim their corner of the “Old World.” In 1492 the combined forces of King Ferdinand of Aragon and Queen Isabella of Castile completed the Spanish Reconquista after capturing the last Islamic outpost at Granada, a campaign that also gave rise to the Catholic Spanish monarchy. In the wake of that glorious victory, however, legions of men who had known nothing but faith and conquest were left idle. These men were “never so happy” as when they were at war, according to one historian, gaining land and title by taking it from their enemies.




  They were a class of men, in sum, who had been defined by war, but now there was no more war. These hidalgos faced an existential crisis—without such a struggle to define them, what would they do? Thus, the New World was destined to suffer as perhaps the world’s first immigrant safety valve, and for men who embodied the most extreme qualities of toxic masculinity perhaps in all of world history, no less. The Reconquista would continue into the New World, beginning with Columbus. Theirs was a mission, as contemporary Bernal Díaz del Castillo explained, “to serve God and His Majesty; to bring light to those that dwell in darkness, and to get rich, as all men desire.” In other words, they would conquer unknown lands and subjugate unknown people, and they would do so to glorify the Spanish Crown, to glorify the Catholic Church, and of course to glorify themselves. These were the men, unfortunately, which Columbus’s European discoveries unleashed upon the Caribbean, and who would make it from there to La Florida.4




  Explorers but also conquerors, these men poured into the New World with a relentless drive for conquest and wealth, moving from Caribbean Island to island, then to the Isthmus of Panama, then down the Atlantic Coast of South America.5 Still others began to double back, hoping to make their names and their fortunes subduing the Native populations of the Caribbean islands and exploiting them to generate wealth. These waves of discovery and destruction, however, turned out to be the New World’s first bubble. Although there was some mineral wealth to be had in these initial years of brutal conquest, beginning on Hispaniola, there was not as much as was anticipated. Caribbean “placer” successes became moderate and then even disappointing, based on initial accounts of riverine gold that were soon exhausted. Hopes of easy mineral wealth turned to establishing encomiendas in order to exploit Native labor on sugar or tobacco plantations. Eventually, however, the luster of the New World began to fade. Instead, as one historian described, “America remained a half-forgotten reality that disappointed the pioneers, because it failed to produce either immediate wealth or a route to the Spice Islands.”6




  Nevertheless, successive expeditions slowly branched out into the Caribbean basin, moving from Hispaniola to Puerto Rico in 1508 and Jamaica a year later, bringing Spaniards ever nearer to the Gulf of Mexico and peninsular Florida. With the invasion of Cuba by Diego Velázquez de Cuéllar in 1511, the discovery of La Florida just to the north became inevitable.7 La Florida was destined to be next, a place discovered and exploited by those Caribbean conquistadores who had already settled elsewhere, who were disappointed by what they found, and who sought more.




  It was only a few years later, in fact, in 1513, when a frustrated group of these Cuban- and Puerto Rican–based Spaniards led the expedition that named mainland North America. Juan Ponce de León organized the exploration, continuing another Spanish Caribbean trend into North America: those who went to La Florida were usually not beginners. As for de León, he certainly was no stranger to the Caribbean, having sailed with Columbus on his second voyage in 1493. As a mariner and a soldier, one of the New World’s original gold placers, a rancher, and then a plantation owner, de León had through brutal exploitation of Natives amassed a small Caribbean fortune. Yet, in true hidalgo fashion, he quickly resettled from Hispaniola to Puerto Rico after word spread of gold there, extending his holdings onto multiple islands. He even briefly governed Puerto Rico before being ousted in a legal struggle spearheaded by the competing Columbus family, who claimed control of everything Christopher Columbus originally discovered. Forced from his governorship, the Spanish King consoled de León by authorizing him to explore the northern edges of the Caribbean, already reported to contain a new island named “Bimini,” which had been visited briefly by a wayward Spanish mariner or two only a few years previous. Rich but out of his position of power and yearning for more, Juan Ponce de León looked to Bimini. What he found was La Florida.8




  As de León’s decision to wager it all on La Florida foretold, this new unknown was a place to test Caribbean Spaniards unhappy with their current position, and who usually sailed from Caribbean ports. As it turned out, almost all of the Spaniards to test their luck there lost everything there, including their life, another trend de León would pioneer.9




  While reconnoitering the Gulf Coast, de León and his men received small quantities of a low-grade gold from the nearby Calusa Indians and were invited to stay for more, which they obviously did. Instead, they were buffeted by wave after wave of canoe-based assault in what seemed to be a well-coordinated ambush. De León left without giving much of a fight but soon retained a governorship, or adelantado title, to La Florida and the elusive “Bimini,” even though he chose not to pursue it. Instead, he returned to Puerto Rico to firm up Spanish control there—at least the violent subjugation of Puerto Rico had produced moderate wealth for him already.10




  For the moment, de León chose the very un-hidalgo-like path of easiest return. As a consequence, La Florida, its identity tied inexorably to that of the larger Caribbean, was written off as another underwhelming island in what had become, by the second decade of the sixteenth century, somewhat of an under-whelming New World. That was the case for almost another half-decade. Only with the discovery and conquest of the present-day country of Mexico did La Florida’s prospects brighten. Mariners Francisco Hernández de Córdoba and Juan de Grijalva took note of the populated Gulf Coasts of the Yucatan and Central Mexico when they cruised up and down it in 1517–1518.11 One year later, Hernán Cortés landed on the Gulf Coast of present-day Mexico, founded Vera Cruz, and marched inland to Tenochtitlan and began the destruction of the Aztec Empire. Cortés’s consequent establishing of Mexico City and New Spain generated a gold boom that had, by the 1520s, made a handful of conquistadores almost unimaginably rich, and transformed the Spanish government of Charles V into a European superpower almost overnight.12




  In Mexico City, Cortés served as adelantado. His title was a type of governorship issued by the Spanish King, and one that usually came with incredible perks. It granted for the successful conqueror some combination of a share of whatever riches were gained, the right to lands or slaves, or some sort of title of nobility. This was clarified in Cortés’s capitulación, a contract for conquest, and in Cortés’s case, it had made him a very rich and very powerful man. For enterprising hidalgos there was no greater honor than attaining such power and prestige. Juan Ponce de León received a capitulación in 1513 that granted him the adelantado title and secured for him, among other provisions, “the gold and other metals and profitable things” he might find in La Florida, tax free for the first year. Taxes on gold would increase over time, but de León was also guaranteed a tenth of any other revenue the entire region would produce. While de León was disappointed in his first time to capitalize on such a deal, Hernán Cortés certainly was not, and he died having amassed tremendous wealth, political power, and a “marques” title. Waves of hopeful hidalgos yearned for a similar opportunity, intoxicated by the possibility of triumphant combat and similar fame and untold fortune. Some looked to the south, into Mayan and Incan territory, and some looked to the north, returning a Spanish gaze onto La Florida, forever connecting the possibilities of that place with the successes in Central Mexico.13




  By the time would-be adelantados like Juan Ponce de León returned their gaze to La Florida, its sprawling contours were also coming into clearer view. While its interior had gone unchallenged, the waters off of La Florida were teeming with merchant activity. Antón de Alaminos, a member of Columbus’s final voyage to the Caribbean and a member of de León’s voyage in 1513, emerged as a workhorse of a mariner and one of the pioneers of La Florida exploration, charting much of the Gulf Coast by 1519. Alonso Álvarez de Pineda came next, reaching the Gulf Coast of peninsular Florida near present-day St. Marks, charting most of the eastern Gulf Coast down to modern-day Naples, then doubling back all the way to the Mississippi River. Together these charts revealed the rough limits of peninsular Florida, generating for the Spanish government the first comprehensive chart of a La Florida that spanned from the Texas Gulf Coast to the Atlantic Ocean.14 Perhaps new ideas of La Florida’s expansiveness were what spurred Juan Ponce de León onto his second La Florida attempt. Again it was Caribbean- and Gulf-based exploration that would fuel La Florida expansion, and again this attempt at expansion would end in failure.




  A permanent settlement in La Florida would surely lay the foundation for a sprawling empire comparable to New Spain, de León certainly gambled, and he planned his newest conquest accordingly. Several ships, 250 horses and all other manner of livestock, and around 200 men would make this journey.15 Again de León chose the southwest coast of peninsular Florida, perhaps because he was already familiar with the environment but also certainly because the region had produced for him at least some gold already. This time, de León was certainly confident; if the Calusa were intent on resisting, he would be prepared.




  The irony in this approach was twofold. First, there was no gold to be had in southwest peninsular Florida. Whatever gold the Calusa gave de León in 1513 was gold they most likely had received in trade from Taino or Arawak Natives, visiting from elsewhere in the Caribbean. Second and far worse for de León, by 1521 waves of Spanish violence and enslavement had already devastated much of the northern Caribbean. Whoever had not been enslaved from islands like the Bahamas was fleeing to places like southern peninsular Florida, forgotten and relatively unaffected by Spanish conquest. Any news being brought by Taino or Arawak refugees to Calusa territory was not going to reflect well on a man like Juan Ponce de León, in short, who has been described in recent scholarship as “red-haired, robust, and full of vinegar,” and as a “robust redhead who loved bullying Indians.”16 De León was a particularly ambitious Spanish hidalgo with a long and multi-island record of violence, intimidation, and Native exploitation. It was almost certainly the clear lack of compassion for Natives, and not his red hair, that sealed Juan Ponce de León’s fate on the Florida coast.




  Although de León came to La Florida to stay in 1521, he spent so little time physically on the beach that scholars aren’t clear as to whether his settlement ever actually existed. The expedition was overwhelmed and repulsed by a force of Calusa warriors almost immediately upon landing. According to one Spanish chronicler, the Calusa broke up the effort immediately “and killed part of the Christians, and more than twice as many of the Indians died.” Eventually, however, they forced de León to beat a hasty retreat. De Leon himself “badly wounded” by an arrow had agreed to retreat to Cuba “to be cured, if he could,” and then “with more people and strength to return to this conquest.” Instead, he died, along with others that were wounded or sick, bringing the first attempt by Spaniards to colonize La Florida to an unceremonious end.17




  Although 1521 would mark the end of the first attempt to settle La Florida and indeed the end of de León himself, Spanish interest in La Florida was only on the rise. That very same year a lesser-known settlement in a different part of the Spanish territory was beginning to take shape, drawing into focus the enormous extent of this unexplored land. That was the year an entirely different set of Spaniards, led by Francisco Gordillo and Pedro de Quejo, arrived on the coast of modern-day South Carolina. Fittingly, they were slave raiders, working together and sailing on reports of the previous exploits of another slave raider by the name of Francisco de Salazar. Doing so, the two made landfall near the Santee River. Soon they made their way north along the coast and into Winyah Bay, near modern-day Georgetown.18 Their expeditions were quick, but the reports they brought back with them set into motion larger designs for the region known as “Chicora.”




  News spread quickly. By 1523 Lucas Vázquez de Ayllón, then a judge in Hispaniola who had funded Francisco de Salazar’s original voyage, gained royal authorization to settle the region. Two years later Ayllón dispatched Quejo on a reconnoitering sail and Quejo gave him more than he bargained; on his cruise he mapped the Atlantic Coast from Cumberland Island, Georgia, all the way north to the Delaware Bay. Quejo also snatched up Natives from four separate language groups along the coast, hinting at what the Spanish had in store for the Native population of South Carolina. For Ayllón, more sources of local intelligence, possible future interpreters, and certainly potential laborers. For groups like the Waccamaw or Pee Dee, new sources of disease and destruction. Certainly, Ayllón’s developments boded far better for the ends of Spanish explorers who were really just Caribbean plantation owners and slave raiders than for the Southeast’s Native peoples.19




  For the second time, an unknown La Florida was being probed by a Caribbean Spaniard seeking to improve his lot through discovery and hopefully conquest. Ayllón finally attempted such a settlement in 1526, and at over 600 people his expedition was sizeable. According to one contemporary, the Spanish hidalgo spirit was nowhere lacking in enterprise, “for the entire Spanish nation is in fact so keen about novelties that people go eagerly anywhere they are called by a nod or a whistle, in the hope of bettering their condition, and are ready to sacrifice what they have for what they hope.”20 Although by that point he was little more than a Dominican bureaucrat, Ayllón was no stranger to Caribbean conquest. As a member of Pánfilo de Narváez’s disastrous expedition in 1520 to oust Hernán Cortés from New Spain, however, Ayllón had tasted only failure.21 It was through his settlement of La Florida that Ayllón hoped to advance from his modest success as a colonial lawyer to the glory of an adelantado.




  Upon landing at Winyah Bay, however, Ayllón was disappointed by what he found. These swamps were unsuitable for settlement in just about every possible way, prompting Ayllón to split his expedition up and move south. Despite the maze of islands, bays, and meandering rivers, the land and sea party had no trouble reconnecting along the Georgia coast near Sapelo Sound, where Ayllón founded San Miguel de Gualdape.22 A brief settlement resulted, but riches were not what Lucas Vázquez de Ayllón found in Guadalpe. There in September, it was gone by October. By that time disease had claimed Ayllón and countless others, and the remainder were mutinying. By the time the survivors abandoned Guadalpe and retreated to the expedition’s port of origin, Santo Domingo, only a quarter of the original expedition remained. While this settlement could claim to be the earliest settlement attempt in what would become a British North American, as historian Paul Hoffman reminds us, for the Spanish it was yet another La Florida letdown.23
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Central American Dreams





  IN THEORY, SPAIN CLAIMED ALL OF NORTH AMERICA BY ITS RIGHT OF DISCOVery, all the way from the Gulf Coast of New Spain, around the peninsula of Florida, and northward all the way to New England. While those extreme claims were no more than claims, both de León and Ayllón had tested them, attempting settlements on both the Gulf and Atlantic coasts.1 Both had been failures, yet La Florida’s popularity seemed only to grow with its size. As was the case with its original Caribbean connection, conquests made by Spaniards elsewhere in the New World were more than enough to influence the minds of prospective Spanish conquistadores. This time, the connections were to Central and South America—to New Spain and Peru.




  Only one year after Ayllón’s failure at San Miguel de Guadalpe, for instance, Panfilo de Narvaez arrived on the Gulf Coast of Peninsular Florida, not far from where de León made his La Florida attempts. Narváez, “aggressive and brutal, as well as impulsive and stupid,” in the words of one historian, was the embodiment of Spanish hidalgo culture, and the embodiment of the connection between La Florida and Spanish conquest elsewhere. Narváez was a seasoned veteran of Spanish conquest with a brutal and aggressive repute, having participated in the destruction of Native chiefdoms on Hispaniola and Cuba, and having gained land on the latter island in reward for his successes.2 Those early achievements, however, were eclipsed only a few years after by his failures in New Spain, setting the scene for his arrival in La Florida.




  After the Córdoba and Grijalva expeditions confirmed the existence of large Native societies along the coast of modern-day Mexico, further Spanish exploration came quickly. In 1520 Narváez legally assumed command of such an effort when Cuba’s governor, Diego Velázquez de Cuéllar, reversed his support of his original choice, Hernán Cortés. When Cortés defied the governor in 1519 and sailed for the Mexican coast anyway, Cuéllar ordered Narváez to catch up with the renegade and deal with him. To ensure success, the governor supplied Narváez with an impressive fleet and over a thousand well-supplied men, far more than Cortés commanded. By the time Narváez arrived on the coast, Cortés had already left to march inland, toward Tenochtitlan, leaving only a contingent of men at Vera Cruz. Not only did Narváez fail to recruit that army, but when Cortés did return to confront his challenger, the two squared off violently and Cortés, as unmatched as he was, prevailed. Outmaneuvered and humiliated by Cortés’s smaller force and crippled by the loss of an eye in the process, Narváez was then forced to watch his competitor’s stunning successes in Tenochtitlan from a prison cell in Vera Cruz. For a man who was already rumored to be as cocky as he was ruthless, what Narváez suffered at the hands of Cortés on the coast of Mexico was a degree of disgrace far worse than death. He would be driven almost to insanity in the next few years searching for an opportunity to regain his honor and, hopefully, amass a similar fortune. La Florida provided him the chance.3




  Spanish colonialism shifted from the Caribbean to the mainland of New Spain and its surroundings almost immediately after Cortés’s destruction of Tenochtitlan and establishment of Mexico City. This was Narváez’s moment. Charles V obliged, awarding Narváez the title adelantado of La Florida and authorized him to complete the conquest of New Spain’s unknown northern edges. His was one of two expeditions that fitted out almost simultaneously, and for largely the same purpose: to extend Cortés’s victories and secure the perimeters of the Gulf Coast. Narváez would go to La Florida, and Francisco de Montejo to the Yucatan.4 The riches found in Central Mexico, the bruised egos of failed conquistadores, and a royal need to better understand the Gulf Coast all combined to produce a second wave of expeditions much more consequential than the first Caribbean ones.




  While both the Narváez and Montejo expeditions failed to find treasure or secure any of the Gulf of Mexico, Narváez’s failures far surpassed Montejo’s. What unfolded in La Florida truly was a nightmarish fiasco with an almost movie-like drama to it.5 Perhaps memories of defeat and ignominy in New Spain were what pressed Narváez onward even after friends counseled him otherwise.6 The warnings certainly proved prophetic. After stopping in Santo Domingo and Cuba, dealing with a hurricane, and building up his supplies and provisions, Narváez finally arrived in La Florida in 1527. He landed an impressive expedition consisting of near six hundred Spaniards and dozens of horses on the Gulf Coast of peninsular Florida, somewhere in the vicinity of Tampa Bay. Things at first certainly looked bright. In one of the abandoned houses they encountered on this first day, “we found a rattle of gold there among the nets.”7 Perhaps this place would turn out to be Narváez’s Vera Cruz after all.




  The men of the land expedition soon found more evidence of gold in this place that otherwise held absolutely no lure for a Spaniard—a sandy, unimpressive pine barren where there wasn’t even corn for the horses. Local Natives were quick to describe the paramount chiefdom Apalachee, to the north near present-day Tallahassee, as the place to find what the Spanish were looking for—a place “in which there was much gold, and they made signs to indicate that there were very great quantities of everything we held in esteem.” Almost certainly a ploy to get their uninvited guests to leave, the enticement worked. Off to Apalachee Narváez and the expedition went, where the men were sure “there was great bounty.” In a fateful move that was contested strenuously by many of his men, Narváez split the expedition into two separate groups, dispatching his supply ships ahead to scout a particular bay, probably Tampa Bay, which was reported to be a promising location for settlement. The land expedition would link back up with the ships there. That of course never happened. The ships never remade contact with Narváez and the three hundred men with him, even after scouring the west coast of peninsular Florida for a year searching.8 The loss of the ships and the provisions on them made the immediate success of Narváez’s entrada critical. Either they would succeed in La Florida, or they would all probably die.




  The Narváez entrada slowly moved north from the beach and toward Apalachee. Their route had them crossing the Withlacoochee and Suwannee Rivers, passing through vast swamps that made it clear this would be no easy journey. By the time it reached the outskirts of the main towns, the expedition was already in trouble. The men rejoiced and Narváez confidently expected his first taste of mineral wealth. It was there “where we desired to be, and where they told us there were so many foodstuffs and so much gold,” wrote Treasurer Álvar Núñez Cabeza de Vaca, and so “it seemed to us that a great portion of our hardship and weariness had been lifted from us.” Oh, but how wrong he was. Although the Florida panhandle was filled with impressive stands of pine and oak, teemed with wildlife, and supported complex hierarchical corn-based societies, there was not even a hint of gold. Narváez had been deceived, and now his men were in real trouble.9




  After almost a month at Apalachee and having clearly outstayed their welcome by that point, the men pushed onward to another town, Aute, under basically a hail of arrows. Rather than fight the approaching Spaniards, most nearby Natives simply disappeared, leaving the hundreds in Narváez’s army to wander blindly, withering away slowly from starvation, exposure, and disease. Aute, abandoned and half-burned, provided the men with much needed food stores, but no good news.10 Apalachee and Aute, La Florida’s first major towns to be subjected to Spanish occupation, were both busts. While de León never lived to realize La Florida had no gold, Narváez unfortunately did.




  From this already disappointing start, the expedition quickly descended into utter chaos. Just south of Tallahassee the healthy, limping along on jaded horses and burdened by carrying the masses of sick and dying, reached their breaking point. Their departure from Aute marked the end of one phase of the Narváez entrada—by the time the men reached the coast near present-day St. Marks, they were done with La Florida. “Having arrived and seen the little prospect there was for going forward,” there was only one solution: they had to get out, and fast. One cannot mistake the clear disappointment in de Vaca’s writings, after only a few months in La Florida, as the men departed the burned-out Aute and made for the coast. “I refrain here from telling this at great length,” de Vaca would later write of that particular leg of the hike, “because each one can imagine for himself what could happen in a land so strange and so poor and so lacking in every single thing that it seemed impossible either to be in it or to escape from it.”11




  After consulting with each other, the men resorted to building rudimentary ships, a herculean task considering they had neither shipbuilding tools nor anyone who knew how to build a ship. There was only one carpenter in the expedition. One man said he could make a rudimentary forge using hollow pieces of wood and deerskin as a bellows. While that probably seemed crazy, “since we were in such straits that anything that had some semblance of a solution seemed to us a good thing, we said that he should set to the task.” Soon men were at work making nails and working tools from their stirrups, crossbows, “and other iron objects we had,” transforming their camp into a makeshift shipyard. After weeks of work, they managed to fashion several rafts from pine, sealing them with palmetto fiber and pine pitch, rigging them with sails made from their clothing and with ropes made from the tails and manes of their horses, and manning them with cypress oars. What a site this shipyard would have been to behold. In the meantime, men raided Aute for corn, “and every third day a horse would be killed and distributed among those who were working on building the ships and those who were sick.” The hide from the horses’ legs was even stripped, cured, sewn up, and filled with water.12




  When the five rafts were complete almost two months had passed. Another forty men were dead, and every horse had been eaten. It was on these rafts, each holding near fifty men, that the naked and starving survivors pushed off on the next leg of the expedition. The rafts, no larger than thirty feet long, were packed with men so tightly they could barely move, and they sat so low in the water that only inches of the keels showed. “And so great can necessity prevail that it made us risk going in this manner and placing ourselves in a sea so treacherous,” de Vaca explained, without even a single navigator.13




  On this second leg of the journey, much longer and far more treacherous than the first, the expedition’s ever-dwindling number of men tested the Gulf of Mexico. They made their way through the swamps down to the coast and pushed out into the open water, determined to sail the length of La Florida’s coastline all the way to New Spain. With only handfuls of raw corn to eat and constantly hovering on the brink of death by thirst, the men slugged on at the mercy of the winds and waves, creeping west just off the Gulf Coast. In his long string of failures, it was during this leg of the expedition where Narváez would suffer the ultimate one. After over a month on the water, the rafts were struck by the currents of the Mississippi River, whisking them apart from each other and out to sea. The healthier men on Narváez’s raft, able to row faster back to land, began pulling away from the other two rafts, one of which was commanded by de Vaca. At shouting distance de Vaca asked what he and his men should do, “since I saw the small possibility, we had to follow him.” Narváez answered that “it was no longer time for one man to rule another, that each one should do whatever seemed best to him in order to save his own life,” which, consequently, was exactly what he intended to do. The expedition now in shambles, it was officially every man for himself. With that adieu, somewhere west of the Mississippi River, de Vaca lost sight of Narváez, never to lay eyes on him again.14




  According to conflicting reports, Narváez was either swept out to sea at the mouth of the Mississippi, or he was pulled out to sea by the tides from Matagorda Bay, Texas, in the middle of the night. Either way, his dreams of wealth and power came to an unceremonious end as he drifted hopelessly into the oblivion of the Gulf of Mexico. The coast would claim La Florida’s second adelantado, as it would in time claim almost every one of his men. Led now by de Vaca, the survivors slowly trekked for years along the beaches and barrier islands of Texas and Mexico, destitute, half naked. For half a decade they suffered various degrees of captivity and abuse at the hands of multiple Native groups. They ran across the remains of their lost shipmates, ate cactuses to survive, and slowly perished from starvation, exposure, and violence. When a group of Spanish slave raiders ran across the survivors in Sonoran Mexico, only four of the original army remained, and they were so tattered and tanned that they dumbfounded their rescuers.15




  The “epitome of all colonial disasters” in the words of one historian, this entrada was by far the worst disaster of a Spanish expedition anywhere in the New World.16 Most of the protracted story of the Narváez expedition, in fact, is actually really just the Álvar Núñez Cabeza de Vaca story, for after the parting of Narváez’s raft at the Mississippi, relatively early in the ordeal, his thread of the story ends. Cabeza de Vaca, on the other hand, survived every one of the expedition’s seven more years of torment. After relating his tales in Mexico City personally to both Cortés and the new viceroy, de Vaca finally set sail for Europe, arriving in Lisbon a full decade after setting sail with Narváez from the Spanish coast just to the south. Importantly, however, once home he would publish his narrative of the journey, La Relacion, much of which he evidently wrote down. Evidently La Relacion began when de Vaca first tried to explain a storm that destroyed a few of his ships before the expedition even got to the Florida coast. A Spanish authority responded to the report by suggesting de Vaca continue the habit of writing such happenings down. He clearly did, and as one historian put it, “the Crown official could hardly have expected an account such as Cabeza later produced.”17




  One would suppose that such an epic and well-documented failure would have dashed the ambitions of anyone thinking of trying their luck on La Florida any time soon. Surprisingly, however, Cabeza de Vaca’s accounts of the sprawling and densely populated kingdoms that stretched along the Gulf Coast seemed to intrigue more than they dissuaded. De Vaca would not speak publicly about anything other than a hostile and utterly worthless land that produced only privation and death. That, however, was not what people seemed to hear. His tales made it to the Spanish Court and eventually to the ears of Hernando de Soto even before they were published publicly. According to one contemporary de Soto chronicler, in private de Vaca supposedly told de Soto that it was “the richest land in the world.”18 A fortuitous talk indeed—only a few years later the newest La Florida’s adelantado landed, to repeat on an even a larger scale the failures of his predecessors.




  De Soto’s expedition was the largest, the longest, the most sweeping, and the most destructive entrada in an era of destructive entradas. Historians certainly consider it the most consequential as well.19 And much more so than the rest, de Soto was the living connection between La Florida and Spanish colonialism elsewhere in the Americas. He was the embodiment of an aggressive and violent hidalgo, a man who would use La Florida to ascend to the highest levels of wealth and esteem. He had already tasted such success in the New World, arriving there in the earliest and most violent days of modern-day Panama as a young man, “with nothing else his own except his sword and shield.” Obviously, he rose quickly through the ranks. He had served in Nicaragua and later was a captain in the Pizarro brothers’ subjugation of the Incan empire, a defining moment in the Spanish conquest of the New World more transformative than even Cortés’s conquest of New Spain.20




  Almost from the moment Pizarro arrived back in Spain, laden with the mineral wealth of the Incan Empire, accounts spread to the eager ears of more would-be conquerors, no more so than de Soto. Although by the early 1530s his role in the Incan conquest had already made him a very wealthy man, even that sort of wealth could not quench the desire for Cortés- or Pizarro-like fame and fortune, which led de Soto to petition King Charles V for a larger expedition very quickly after returning to Spain himself. If he had stayed in Peru “he would forever be a subordinate,” wrote historian Charles Hudson, which was no sort of ambition. No, he would be an equal to Pizarro, or he would die trying. Eager for success in La Florida, Charles V turned to de Soto, naming him Governor of Cuba as well as adelantado of Florida, “with the title of marquis to a certain part of the lands he might conquer,” according to one contemporary, “thirty leagues in length and fifteen in breadth,” according to another, “in whatever place he might choose from that which he could conquer at his own expense.” Such a capitulación, published in Spain, was everything for which de Soto could have hoped. Gripped by reports of the Narváez expedition and not at all discouraged by them, de Soto resolved to wager not only his wealth but his reputation on what had eluded several prospective conquistadores already—the conquest and colonization of La Florida.21




  In 1539 his expedition, consisting of over six hundred men, landed in familiar territory in the vicinity of Tampa Bay, very near where Narváez had come ashore. Although his choice of beachhead was similar, unlike the several failures that preceded him, de Soto had no plans to hug the coast. He specifically sought out the mound building, hierarchical, corn-based chiefdoms that were mentioned by Ayllón and witnessed to some extent by Narváez and Cabeza de Vaca. Such hierarchies and physical structures had been the key so far to incredible riches, both in Central Mexico and now in South America, and there was no reason for de Soto to believe the Mississippian chiefdoms of La Florida would not control similar sources of mineral wealth. The key to the attempted colonization of La Florida continued to be its connection to Caribbean, and now to South American, precedents. De Soto, a seasoned veteran of Spanish conquest and by far the most successful one to make his way through La Florida, was only doing so in the hopes of recreating wealth he had tasted elsewhere.22




  Like those that came before him, de Soto and his men quickly found encouraging reports of gold that exceeded even those of Narváez’s or de León’s early days. When he inquired about mineral wealth around Tampa Bay, he like Narváez was pointed inland. “That land had gold in abundance and when those people came to make war . . . they wore hats of gold resembling helmets.” Like Narváez, de Soto quickly made his way to Apalachee, and like Narváez he was disappointed with what he found. There were no gold-helmeted warriors there. After an entire winter of bloody occupation, de Soto and his men finally departed for present-day South Carolina, Cofitachequi, where the “chieftainess,” a woman, collected tribute, and “gold in abundance.” According to one account, they learned from a Native that not only was there gold, but that it was “taken from the mines, melted, and refined,” just like in Central and South America, which their Native guest described in such detail that it stunned his Spanish interrogators. It was “just as if he had seen it done, or else the devil taught him.” According to another, the men actually showed off their own jewelry, “gold jewelry and pieces of silver and fine stones set in rights that were found among some of the captains and principal soldiers,” so that they made sure the Natives knew what they were talking about. At Cofitachequi “there was a great deal of metal like the yellow and the white,” and also pearls, so much that merchants actually trafficked them. “Our Spaniards were very pleased and rejoiced at this news, desiring to see themselves at once in Cofitachequi in order to be masters of so much gold and silver and so many precious pearls.” Smitten by such accounts, the expedition was soon on its way.23




  From Apalachee de Soto and his men passed through Altamaha and Ocute settlements, Mississippian chiefdoms with the kind of social hierarchies he would have hoped to find. Quick to move on, however, to its final destination, the expedition endured a difficult trek across a barren Savannah River basin—the modern-day Georgia-South Carolina border—and then through central South Carolina. By the time the men arrived across the Wateree River from Cofitachequi, the expedition was in dire straits, finding “only hunger and more hunger.”24 And again, although what the men found there was certainly not nothing, it was still tremendously disappointing. The pearls shown de Soto and his men were valuable, of course, and Cofitachequi seemed to be made out of them. Natives wore them on necklaces, fashioned them into figurines, and even buried them in their graves. Hundreds of pounds were right there for the taking, while one chronicler described de Soto grabbing specimens by “double handfuls” that were “the size of large chick-peas.”25 Perhaps, his men dared to think, if de Soto altered his expectations a bit, they alone might make the region worthwhile. But pearls were not gold and pearls were not silver, and de Soto, seeking another treasure like “the lord of Peru,” had “no wish to content himself with good land or with pearls.” With that, the expedition pushed on.26




  So, although he had already succeeded more than Narváez, Ayllón, or de León had before him, a desire for riches in pearls was not what Hernándo de Soto brought with him from his time in Peru. Everything about the Mississippian Southeast was as it should be—the hierarchies, the mound structures, and the prestige of its chieftains. Everything told of familiar wealth. The only problem was that there wasn’t any.




  Not finding what he needed in Cofitachequi, de Soto stayed only days, moving northwest to Chiaha and Chisca into the Tennessee River Valley. He did so upon rumors of copper and possibly some gold, the hopes of which reveal how far de Soto’s expectations were slipping; copper with perhaps a bit of gold was a far cry from the vast stores of gold he was sure would be in his possession by that time.27 Deluded by dreams of Peru, de Soto was doomed. At Chiaha the men heard accounts of “mines of the yellow metal” that they sought, but upon the return of a scout, found that mines were of brass. “Having received an account of the gold mines that they went to discover,” along they went to the southwest, back into Georgia and toward Alabama, this time to Coosa.28




  Beginning his trek on the southwest coast of Florida, de Soto searched for his Peruvian wealth on an epic quest that led him across the Southeast, passing initially through the Flint, Oconee, Ocmulgee, Savannah, Wateree, and Catawba river basins, near the foothills of the Appalachian Mountains, all before crossing over into the Tennessee River watershed, then moving southwest into the Alabama, Tombigbee, and Mississippi river valleys. In doing so, he passed through several of the Southeast’s largest Mississippian chiefdoms, including Apalachee, Ocute, Cofitachequi, Coosa, and Chicaza.29 At times he moved quickly through a region when headmen gave him what he wanted, or at least pointed convincingly enough to the richer areas farther up the road. That was at least the case early in the expedition, when all were confident that gold or other sources of mineral wealth were right around the next corner. As de Soto slowly came to realize otherwise, however, his entrada grew more violent as he grew more desperate. The various chiefdoms that he encountered all had plenty of corn, but no gold or silver, leaving a frustrated de Soto to lash out quicker at each proceeding village. Despite his brutal tactics or perhaps because of them, resistance only intensified, and neighboring Natives retaliated with equal ferocity. After sustaining only minor losses in his travels from the coast of La Florida up through Apalachee, to Cofitachequi, then back southwest to Coosa, the situation slowly deteriorated. His over-aggressive actions in Mavila, in present-day Alabama, triggered a daylong uprising that changed the face of the entire expedition. The battle cost de Soto more than a dozen lives and a considerable amount of the expedition’s resources. The Native death toll was somewhere in the thousands.30




  Ironically, a swift retreat was possible after Mavila, one that de Soto obviously chose not to take. One of his captains just happened to be awaiting the expedition right down the coast, not too far from Mavila, and with him was a ship destined for Havana. De Soto, however, deliberately withheld this potentially conquest-ending information from his men. The pearls that were to be sent to Cuba by that ship had just been destroyed, and the men, although victorious at Mavila, were thoroughly demoralized. Already nearing mutiny, if they caught wind of such a possible avenue of escape most would surely take it, leaving de Soto’s expedition in shambles. After hearing wind of desertion, he resorted to shaming his men. If it did not produce gold or silver, and if its survivors were left again only to recount its horrors, de Soto feared La Florida would “acquire such a reputation that no man would desire to go thither when people might be needed.” The “excessive hardships” the men “had endured hitherto in the discovery of that country would be lost.” He certainly also feared for himself, should he depart empty handed. He would be “stripped of his grandeur, authority, and reputation,” and his money “spent in vain.” Consequently, wrote another of his chroniclers, “he determined not to give news of himself so long as he did not find a rich land.” Instead of giving up on La Florida, de Soto pressed on.31




  Although determined to press on, it was clear even to de Soto’s most ardent chroniclers that he was not the same man, wandering through La Florida “from one place to another without order or purpose, like a man tied to life and desirous of ending it, until he died,” which would happen eventually. In the meantime, however, the violence of the entrada intensified.32 Chicaza communities assaulted the party along the border of Tennessee and Mississippi. The men suffered Mavila-like casualties and, worse yet, the expedition was devastated logistically by the loss of horses and supplies. “If, perchance, any one still had had any clothing left from the fire at Mavilla, it was now all burned up in that place.” Caught off guard by the night raid, many of the men left were basically naked, and now it was freezing. “The whole night was passed turning from one side to the other” next to fires “without sleeping, for if they were warmed on one side they froze on the other.” For an army already demoralized, this was certainly a new low.33 Indeed, by the time the men departed Chicaza, crossed the Mississippi River, and moved into present-day Arkansas and east Texas, it was clear to all that La Florida was more than just a letdown—it was a failure. Then the really bad news. Scouts returned having found no signs of corn, no trails, no people, no nothing. Most of the soldiers were probably aware of the fate of the Narváez survivors if they had not read Álvar Núñez Cabeza de Vaca’s account directly. No one was interested in writing volume two. It was after hearing these reports that de Soto’s spirit finally seemed to break. He soon fell ill and died. His followers sank him into the Mississippi River, and his bones are still probably somewhere in its muck.34




  With the expedition’s leader dead and the prospect of riches long gone, the surviving half of the de Soto entrada, now led by Luis de Moscoso Álvarado, quickly abandoned the cause. Starving soldier–built ships floated down the Mississippi, and like the Narváez survivors years previous, escaped to Mexico City.35 Ultimately, without finding any mineral wealth and without securing any part of La Florida, de Soto’s entrada achieved nothing more than any of his predecessors. La Florida was now more legend than letdown.
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