
The Spanish Explore North America

Alvar Nuñez Cabeza de Vaca
(c.1490-c.1557)

The journey of Alvar Nuñez Cabeza de Vaca remains one of the most amazing feats of exploration in the Americas.
Cabeza de Vaca was born into the Spanish nobility in 1490. Little of his early life is known, except that he made his 
career in the military. In early 1527 he left Spain as a part of a royal expedition intended to occupy the mainland of 
North America.

After their fleet was battered by a hurricane off the shore of Cuba, the expedition secured a new boat and 
departed for Florida. They landed in March 1528 near what is now Tampa Bay, which the expedition leader, Pánfilo 
de Narváez, claimed as the lawful possession of the Spanish empire.

Despite this confident declaration, the expedition was on the verge of disaster. Narváez's decision to split his land 
and sea forces proved a grievous error, as the ships were never able to rendezvous with the land expedition. The 
party soon overstayed its welcome with the Apalachee Indians of northern Florida by taking their leader hostage. 
Expelled and pursued by the Indians, suffering from numerous diseases, the surviving members of the expedition 
were reduced to huddling in a coastal swamp and living off the flesh of their horses. In late 1528, they built several 
crude rafts from trees and horse hides and set sail, hoping to return to Cuba.

Storms, thirst and starvation had reduced the expedition to about eighty survivors when a hurricane dumped 
Cabeza de Vaca and his companions on the Gulf Coast near what is now Galveston, Texas. They were initially 
welcomed, but, as Cabeza de Vaca was to remember, "half the natives died from a disease of the bowels and blamed 
us." For the next four years he and a steadily dwindling number of his comrades lived in the complex native world 
of what is now East Texas, a world in which Cabeza transformed himself from a conquistador into a trader and 
healer.

By 1532, only three other members of the original expedition were still alive -- Alonso del Castillo Maldonando, 
Andrés Dorantes de Carranca, and Estevan, an African slave. Together with Cabeza de Vaca, they now headed west 
and south in hopes of reaching the Spanish Empire's outpost in Mexico, becoming the first men of the Old World 
to enter the American West. Their precise route is not clear, but they apparently traveled across present-day Texas, 
perhaps into New Mexico and Arizona and through Mexico's northern provinces. In July 1536, near Culiacán in 
present-day Sinaloa, they finally encountered a group of fellow Spaniards who were on a slave-taking expedition. As 
Cabeza de Vaca remembered, his countrymen were "dumbfounded at the sight of me, strangely dressed and in 
company with Indians. They just stood staring for a long time.”

Appalled by the Spanish treatment of Indians, in 1537 Cabeza de Vaca returned to Spain to publish an account of his 
experiences and to urge a more generous policy upon the crown. He served as a Mexican territorial governor, but 
was soon accused of corruption, perhaps for his enlightened conduct toward Indians. He returned to Spain and was 
convicted; a 1552 pardon allowed him to become a judge in Seville, Spain, a position which he occupied until his 
death in 1556 or 1557.

The Journey of 
Alvar Nuñez Cabeza De Vaca  

(1542)

Translated by Fanny Bandelier (1905)

A few days after these four Christians had left, the weather became so cold and tempestuous that the Indians could 
no longer pull roots, and the canebrake in which they used to fish yielded nothing more. As the lodges afforded so 
little shelter, people began to die, and five Christians, quartered on the coast, were driven to such an extremity that 
they ate each other up until but one remained, who being left alone, there was nobody to eat him. Their names are: 
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Sierra, Diego, Lopez, Corral, Palacios and Gonzalo Ruiz. At this the Indians were so startled, and there was such an 
uproar among them, that I verily believe if they had seen this at the beginning they would have killed them, and we 
all would have been in great danger. After a very short time, out of eighty men who had come there in our two 
parties only fifteen remained alive.

Then the natives fell sick from the stomach, so that one-half of them died also, and they, believing we had killed 
them, and holding it to be certain, they agreed among themselves to kill those of us who survived.

But when they came to execute it an Indian who kept me told them not to believe we were the cause of their 
dying, for if we had so much power we would not have suffered so many of our own people to perish without 
being able to remedy it ourselves. He also told them there remained but very few of us, and none of them did any 
harm or injury, so that the best was to let us alone. It pleased Our Lord they should listen to his advice and counsel 
and give up their idea.

To this island we gave the name of the Island of Ill-Fate. The people on it are tall and well formed; they have no 
other weapons than bows and arrows with which they are most dexterous. The men have one of their nipples 
perforated from side to side and sometimes both; through this hole is thrust a reed as long as two and a half hands 
and as thick as two fingers; they also have the under lip perforated and a piece of cane in it as thin as the half of a 
finger. The women do the hard work. People stay on this island from October till the end of February, feeding on 
the roots I have mentioned, taken from under the water in November and December. They have channels made of 
reeds and get fish only during that time; afterwards they subsist on roots. At the end of February they remove to 
other parts in search of food, because the roots begin to sprout and are not good any more.

Of all the people in the world, they are those who most love their children and treat them best, and should the 
child of one of them happen to die, parents and relatives bewail it, and the whole settlement, the lament lasting a 
full year, day after day. Before sunrise the parents begin to weep, after them the tribe, and the same they do at noon 
and at dawn. At the end of the year of mourning they celebrate the anniversary and wash and cleanse themselves of 
all their paint. They mourn all their dead in this manner, old people excepted, to whom they do not pay any 
attention, saying that these have had their time and are no longer of any use, but only take space, and food from the 
children.

Their custom as to bury the dead, except those who are medicine men among them, whom they burn, and while 
the fire is burning, all dance and make a big festival, grinding the bones to powder. At the end of the year, when they 
celebrate the anniversary, they scarify themselves and give to the relatives the pulverized bones to drink in water. 
Every man has a recognized wife, but the medicine men enjoy greater privileges, since they may have two or three, 
and among these wives there is great friendship and harmony.

When one takes a woman for his wife, from the day he marries her, whatever he may hunt or fish, she has to fetch 
it to the home of her father, without daring to touch or eat of it, and from the home of the father-in-law they bring 
the food to the husband. All the while neither the wife's father nor her mother enter his abode, nor is he allowed 
to go to theirs, or to the homes of his brothers-in-law, and should they happen to meet they go out of each other's 
way a crossbow's shot or so, with bowed heads and eyes cast to the ground, holding it to be an evil thing to look at 
each other or speak. The women are free to communicate with their parents-in-law or relatives and speak to them. 
This custom prevails from that island as far as about fifty leagues inland.

There is another custom, that when a son or brother dies no food is gathered by those of his household for three 
months, preferring rather to starve, but the relatives and neighbors provide them with victuals. Now, as during the 
time we were there so many of them died, there was great starvation in most of the lodges, due to their customs 
and ceremonials, as well as to the weather, which was so rough that such as could go out after food brought in but 
very little, withal working hard for it. Therefore the Indians by whom I was kept forsook the island and in several 
canoes went over to the mainland to some bays where there were a great many oysters and during three months 
of the year they do not eat anything else and drink very bad water. There is lack of firewood, but great abundance 
of mosquitoes. Their lodges are made of matting and built on oyster shells, upon which they sleep in hides, which 
they only get by chance. There we remained to the end of April, when we went to the seashore, where we ate 
blackberries for a whole month, during which time they danced and celebrated incessantly.



On the island I have spoken of they wanted to make medicine men of us without any examination or asking for our 
diplomas, because they cure diseases by breathing on the sick, and with that breath and their hands they drive the 
ailment away. So they summoned us to do the same in order to be at least of some use. We laughed, taking it for a 
jest, and said that we did not understand how to cure.

Hernando de Soto

1496-1542 (?)

Introduction
 
Hernando de Soto is more known for being a conquistador. He helped conquer many lands in parts of Central and 
South America, including those of the Inca Empire. But he was also an explorer. De Soto explored and mapped 
parts of nine states in the southeastern part of the United States. His explorations took him from present day 
Florida up to North Carolina, and west of the Mississippi River. History recognizes his great achievement of being 
first recorded European to discover and cross the Mississippi River.

Biography
 
Early Life
 
Hernando de Soto’s exact date of birth is unknown. He was born sometime between 1496 and 1501 in Jerez de los 
Caballeros, Spain. This was a small town in the Estremadura region. His parents were Francisco Mendez de Soto and 
Leonor Arias Tinoco. They were thought to have been of minor nobility, meaning they were neither rich nor poor.
1 Hernando had an older brother named Juan, and two younger sisters: Catalina and Maria. Young Hernando would 
have received a standard education that included subjects like math and history. His parents hoped he would 
become a priest or lawyer, but de Soto had more interest in adventure.2 Hernando would need to learn a trade 
because his brother Juan, being the eldest son, would inherit their parent’s land and money when the died. 
Hernando would get nothing. In 1514, Hernando was sent by his father to the port city of Seville, Spain. Here, 
young de Soto began working for a man named Pedro Árias Dávila (he was also known as Pedrarias Dávila). Under 
Dávila, Hernando de Soto would get his first opportunity to sail to distant places for adventure. In 1514, de Soto 
joined Dávila’s expedition to the New World.

Also on this journey was another man who would become famous for his explorations of the Southwest United 
States – Francisco Vásquez de Coronado.3 Dávila had been appointed the new governor of Darién, Panama in what 
would become Central America. This land had been previously conquered by the conquistador Vasco Nuñez Balboa. 
Dávila’s crew set sail April 11, 1514 with a fleet of 20 ships and about 200 people.4 They crossed the Atlantic 
Ocean and landed in the rainforests of Central America. It took about two months to get there. These areas were 
already inhabited by native people who had previously encountered Spaniards. These encounters usually resulted in 
the Spanish soldiers enslaving and killing the natives, so the native people feared them. Hernando de Soto would 
also partake in deadly invasions. Hernando led many raids against the indigenous people, and his reputation as a 
brave soldier grew. He became a captain by 1520. As Dávila’s representative, de Soto was allowed to explore 
Central America in search of treasure and land. Among the areas he explored in the 1520s were modern day Costa 
Rica and Honduras. De Soto conquered Nicaragua in 1524, and was soon was made the alcade – or mayor – in 
León. But de Soto was not satisfied for long. He still wanted more adventure. This opportunity came was he 
learned that Francisco Pizarro was planning an exploration of the northwestern Pacific coast of South America.5

Voyages 

Principal Voyage
 
In 1530, Hernando de Soto signed on with Pizarro’s expedition to explore more of Central and South America. De 
Soto departed Nicaragua in 1531 and soon joined joined Francisco Pizarro in Peru. At this time, the land was 
inhabited by the Inca Empire. Over the next several years, de Soto would play a heavy role in the conquering of the 
Inca civilization. Not only did the Spaniards have superior weapons, but plagues and diseases infected the Inca, 
causing their army numbers to fall. They captured Atahualpa, chief of the Incas, and Pizarro picked de Soto as his 
representative to the Inca ruler. Atahualpa had great wealth, so to gain his freedom he gave de Soto and the 



Spaniards much silver and gold. But Pizarro executed him anyway, and they kept the riches for themselves. De Soto 
received the third largest portion of wealth, after Francisco Pizarro and his brother Hernando.6 After this, de Soto 
marched onto and conquered the Inca capital city of Cuzco. He was the first European to enter this city.7 He 
captured the city, and claimed many of the riches for himself. Now a very wealthy man de Soto sailed from Peru in 
1535, reaching Spain once more in 1536.
During his time in Spain, he married Isabel de Bobilla, daughter of Pedrarias Dávila. Despite having a new wife and a 
home in Spain, de Soto grew restless. He wanted to be a governor like Pizarro. He petitioned Emperor Carlos V for 
lands in either Ecuador, Guatemala, or Colombia. All three requests were denied. But the crown soon granted him 
the right to go and conquer and govern the territory La Florida. This area would eventually become the state of 
Florida we know today. For the next few years, de Soto and his men would go on to explore what would become 
the southeastern United States. De Soto departed Spain on his flagship San Cristóbal  in April 1538. He took with 
him about 600 men, and numerous horses, dogs, and pigs. De Soto had been granted governorship of Havana, Cuba. 
They stopped there to take control of the colony. The expedition sailed for La Florida May 18, 1539 and landed 
near modern day Tampa Bay on May 25.8 The began moving north, and then northwest. They stopped at the 
Apalachee town of Anhaica – near present day Tallahassee – in early fall. They stayed here through winter. It would 
be several months before de Soto’s expedition would continue onward.

Subsequent Voyages
 
They began their journey of exploration once more in spring 1540. When de Soto and his team set off again, they 
moved more north east towards present day Georgia. After this came what would become the Carolinas. They 
soon crossed the Appalachian Mountains into present day Tennessee and traced the Tennessee River Valley. Finding 
no gold, they turned south, heading into present day Alabama. They arrived at a town called Mobila (near present 
day Mobile) where they fought with the natives who lived there.9Afterwards, they turned northwest out of 
Alabama and into present day Mississippi. Here another battle took place in which the Spaniards fought off the 
natives. Soon after, they made camp, and spent the winter in Mississippi. They continued on several months after, and 
in May 1541, de Soto and his men came upon the Mississippi River. They built rafts and crossed the river. Hernando 
de Soto and his expedition became the first Europeans to see and cross the mighty Mississippi River.

Later Years and Death
 
After the crossing, the expedition headed into modern day Arkansas. They would spend the next year in Arkansas 
looking for gold and other mineral riches. Finding none, they soon returned across the Mississippi River. It was not 
long after the return crossing the de Soto was struck with a fever and fell deathly ill. He never recovered. 
Hernando de Soto died May 21, 1542.10 His crew continued on without their fearless leader, eventually reaching a 
Spanish settlement in New Spain (present day Mexico).11

Legacy
 
Hernando de Soto’s expedition was one of the most elaborate efforts made by the Spanish to explore the interior 
of North America. De Soto’s and his men were the first to thoroughly explore most of the southern half of the 
modern United States. He is credited as being the first European to discover and cross the great Mississippi River. It 
is important to note the unfortunate negative impact made by the Spanish explorer. The indigenous peoples 
encountered by de Soto and his men were exposed to European diseases such as measles, smallpox and 
chickenpox, for which they had no immunity, causing massive loss of life amongst the Native Americans. 
Nevertheless, de Soto’s records and maps not only greatly added to Europe’s knowledge of the New World but 
also provided information on the practices and culture of Native Americans prior to the arrival of Europeans.

TRUE RELATION OF THE HARDSHIPS SUFFERED BY 
GOVERNOR HERNANDO DE SOTO &  
CERTAIN PORTUGUESE GENTLEMEN 

DURING THE DISCOVERY OF THE 
PROVINCE OF FLORIDA. 

 
NOW NEWLY SET FORTH 

BY A GENTLEMAN 



OF ELVAS. 
1557

TRANSLATED BY JAMES ALEXANDER ROBERTSON
FLORIDA STATE HISTORICAL SOCIETY - DELAND 1933

DESOTO IN FLORIDA

That land was very pleasing and fertile, and had excellent fields along the rivers, the forest being clear and having 
many walnuts and mulberries. They said that the sea was two days' journey away. About the town within the 
compass of a league and a half league were large uninhabited towns, choked with vegetation, which looked as 
though no people had inhabited them for some time. The Indians said that two years ago there had been a plague in 
that land and they had moved to other towns. In the barbacoas of the towns there was considerable amount of 
clothing-blankets made of thread from the bark of trees and feather mantles (white, gray, vermillion, and yellow), 
made according to their custom, elegant and suitable for winter.

There were also many deerskins, well tanned and colored, with designs drawn on them and made into pantaloons, 
hose, and shoes. The cacica, observing that the Christians esteemed pearls, told the governor that he might order 
certain graves in that town to be examined, for he would find many, and that if he wished to send to the 
uninhabited towns, they could load all their horses. The graves of that town were examined and fourteen arrobasts 
of pearls were found, babies and birds being made of them.

The people were dark, well set up and proportioned, and more civilized than any who had been seen in all the land 
of Florida; and all were shod and clothed. The youth told the governor that he was now beginning to enter that land 
of which he had spoken to him. And since it was such a land and he understood the language of the Indians, some 
credence was given him. He requested that he be baptized, for he wished to become a Christian. He was made a 
Christian and was called Pedro. The governor ordered him to be loosed from the chain in which he had gone until 
then.

That land, according to the statement of the Indian, had been very populous and was reputed to be a good land. 
According to appearances, the youth whom the governor had taken as guide had heard of it, and what he learned 
from hearsay he asserted to have seen, and enlarged at will what he saw. In that town were found a dagger and 
some beads of Christians, whom the Indians said had been in the port two days' journey thence, and that it was 
now many years since Governor Licentiate Ayllion had arrived there in order to make a conquest of that land; that 
on arriving at the port, he died; and there ensued a division, quarrels, and deaths among several of the principal 
persons who had accompanied him as to who should have the command; and without learning anything of the land 
they returned to Spain from that port.

All the men were of the opinion that they should settle in that land as it was an excellent region; that if it were 
settled, all the ships from New Spain, and those from Peru, Santa Marta, and Tierra Firme, on their way to Spain, 
would come to take advantage of the stop there, for their route passes by there; and as it is a good land and 
suitable for making profits.

Since the governor's purpose was to seek another treasure like that of Atabalipa, the lord of Peru, he had no wish 
to content himself with good land or with pearls, even though many of them were worth their weight in gold and, if 
the land were to be allotted in repartimiento, those pearls which the Indians would get afterward would be worth 
more; for those they have, inasmuch as they are bored by fire, lose their color thereby. The governor replied to 
those who urged him to settle that there was not food in that whole land for the support of his men for a single 
month; that it was necessary to hasten to the port of Ochus where Maldonado was to wait; that if another richer 
land were not found they could always return to that one whenever they wished; that meanwhile the Indians would 
plant their fields and it would be better provided with maize.

He asked the Indians whether they had heard of any great lord farther on. They said that twelve days' journey 
thence was a province called Chiaha which was subject to the lord of Coosa. Thereupon, the governor determined 
to go in search of that land; and as he was a man, hard and dry of word, and although he was glad to listen to and 
learn the opinion of all, after he had voiced his own opinion he did not like to be contradicted and always did what 
seemed best to him. Accordingly, all conformed to his will, and although it seemed a mistake to leave that land, for 
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another land might have been found round about where the men might maintain themselves until the planting might 
be done there and the maize harvested, no one had anything to say to him after his determination was learned.

Francisco Vázquez de Coronado
(1510-1554)

Although he failed in his quest for treasure to enrich the Spanish empire, Francisco Vázquez de Coronado led one 
of the most remarkable European explorations of the North American interior.

Coronado was born into a noble family in Salamanca, Spain, in 1510. He came to the Americas at the age of twenty-
five as an assistant to New Spain's first viceroy.

Within three years of his arrival in Mexico, Coronado had married the daughter of the colonial treasurer (which 
garnered him an enormous estate), put down a major slave rebellion, and become governor of an important 
Mexican province. But he wanted more. Inspired by rumors of seven cities of gold and the travels of Cabeza de 
Vaca, Coronado led a royal expedition of about 300 Spanish soldiers, over 1,000 Tlaxcalan Indians, and enormous 
herds of livestock north into what is now the American West.

In July 1540 Coronado and his advance party of Spanish cavalry encountered a Zuni pueblo, Hawikuh, which already 
had some experience with the Spanish. Estevan, one of the survivors of Cabeza de Vaca's expedition, had led a small 
scouting detachment to the Zuni about a year before and the Zuni had killed him, they later explained to 
Coronado, because of his presumptuousness with Zuni women.

Coronado arrived at the pueblo during the high point of Zuni summer ceremonies. Understandably, they were not 
receptive to his recitation of the requirimiento, the standard Spanish exhortation to native peoples, which began with 
the order to "acknowledge the Church as the ruler and superior of the whole world, and the high priest called 
Pope, and in his name the King and Queen" of Spain. The next part of the requirimiento warned the Zuni that if 
they failed to obey orders "with the help of God we shall forcefully... make war against you... take you and your 
wives and children and shall make slaves of them." Unimpressed but perhaps angered, the Zuni began firing arrows 
at the Spaniards, at one point very nearly killing Coronado himself. The better-armed and mounted Spaniards 
quickly entered the pueblo and forced the Zuni to flee.

Coronado and his men found no gold in the Zuni pueblos, which drove them to make even more arduous journeys. 
Coronado sent out parties that ranged all the way to the Colorado River on the present border between 
California and Arizona, exploring the Grand Canyon and much of what is now New Mexico. Coronado himself led a 
party in search of the city of Quivira and its mythic riches, into what is now Kansas, but found only a small village of 
what were probably Wichita Indians.

Disappointed, Coronado returned home to Mexico, where the Viceroy branded his expedition an abject failure. 
Coronado managed to resume his governorship, but within several years he was found guilty of numerous atrocities 
against Indians under his authority. He was removed from office in 1544 and moved to Mexico City to work in a 
modest position in the municipal government. He died in 1554, decades before the chronicle of his expedition was 
finally published.

Coronado's Report to the King of Spain  
Sent from Tiguex on October 20, 1541

Letters from Francisco Vazquez de Coronado to His Majesty, in which he gives an Account 
of the Discovery of the Province of Tiguex.

HOLY CATHOLIC CAESARIAN MAJESTY: On April 20 of this year I wrote to Your Majesty from this province of 
Tiguex, in reply to a letter from Your Majesty dated in Madrid, June 11 a year ago. I gave a detailed account of this 
expedition, which the viceroy of New Spain ordered me to undertake in Your Majesty's name to this country which 
was discovered by Friar Marcos de Niza, the provincial of the order of Holy Saint Francis. I described it all, and the 
sort of force I have, as Your Majesty had ordered me to relate in my letters; and stated that while I was engaged in 
the conquest and pacification of the natives of this province, some Indians who were natives of other provinces 
beyond these had told me that in their country there were much larger villages and better houses than those of 
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the natives of this country, and that they had lords who ruled them, who were served with dishes of gold, and other 
very magnificent things; and although, as I wrote Your Majesty, I did not believe it before I had set eyes on it, because 
it was the report of Indians and given for the most part by means of signs, yet as the report appeared to me to be 
very fine and that it was important that it should be investigated for Your Majesty's service, I determined to go and 
see it with the men I have here. I started from this province on the 23d of last April, for the place where the Indians 
wanted to guide me.

After nine days' march I reached some plains, so vast that I did not find their limit anywhere that I went, although I 
traveled over them for more than 300 leagues. And I found such a quantity of cows in these, of the kind that I 
wrote Your Majesty about, which they have in this country, that it si impossible to number them, for while I was 
journeying through these plains, until I returned to where I first found them, there was not a day that I lost sight of 
them. And after seventeen days' march I came to a settlement of Indians who are called Querechos, who travel 
around with these cows, who do not plant, and who eat the raw flesh and drink the blood of the cows they kill, and 
they tan the skins of the cows, with which all the people of this country dress themselves here. They have little field 
tents made of the hides of the cows, tanned and greased, very well made, in which they live while they travel around 
near the cows, moving with these. They have dogs which they load, which carry their tents and poles and 
belongings. These people have the best figures of any that I have seen in the Indies. They could not give me any 
account of the country where the guides were taking me. I traveled five days more as the guides wished to lead me, 
until I reached some plains, with no more landmarks than as if we had been swallowed up in the sea, where they 
strayed about, because there was not a stone, nor a bit of rising ground, nor a tree, nor a shrub, nor anything to go 
by. There is much very find pasture land, with good grass. And while we were lost in these plains, some horsemen 
who went off to hunt cows fell in with some Indians who also were out hunting, who are enemies of those that I 
had seen in the last settlement, and of another sort of people who are called Teyas; they have their bodies and faces 
all painted, are a large people like the others, of a very good build; they eat the raw flesh just like the Querechos, 
and live and travel round with the cows in the same way as these. I obtained from these an account of the country 
where the guides were taking me, which was not like what they had told me, because these made out that the 
houses there were not built of stones, with stories, as my guides had described it, but of straw and skins, and a small 
supply of corn there.

This news troubled me greatly, to find myself on these limitless plains, where I was in great need of water, and often 
had to drink it so poor that it was more mud that water. Here the guides confessed to me that they had not told 
the truth in regard to the size of the houses, because these were of straw, but that they had done so regarding the 
large number of inhabitants and the other things about their habits. The Teyas disagreed with this, and on account of 
this division between some of the Indians and the others, and also because many of the men I had with me had not 
eaten anything except meat for some days, because we had reached the end of the corn which we carried from this 
province, and because they made it out more than forty days' journey from where I fell in with the Teyas to the 
country where the guides were taking me, although I appreciated the trouble and danger there would be in the 
journey owing to the lack of water and corn, it seemed to me best, in order to see if there was anything there of 
service to Your Majesty, to go forward with only 30 horsemen until I should be able to see the country, so as to 
give Your Majesty a true account of what was to be found in it. I sent all the rest of the force I had with me to this 
province, with Don Tristan de Arellano in command, because it would have been impossible to prevent the loss of 
many men, if all had gone on, owing to the lack of water and because they also had to kill bulls and cows on which 
to sustain themselves. And with only the 30 horsemen whom I took for my escort, I traveled forty-two days after I 
left the force, living all this while solely on the flesh of the bulls and cows which we killed, at the cost of several of 
our horses which they killed, because, as I wrote Your Majesty, they are very brave and fierce animals; and going 
many days without water, and cooking the food with cow dung, because there is not any kind of wood in all these 
plains, away from the gullies and rivers, which are very few.

It was the Lord's pleasure that, after having journeyed across these deserts seventy-seven days, I arrived at the 
province they call Quivira, to which the guides were conducting me, and where they had described to me houses of 
stone, with many stories; and not only are they not of stone, but of straw, but the people in them are as barbarous 
as all those whom I have seen and passed before this; they do not have cloaks, nor cotton of which to make these, 
but use the skins of the cattle they kill, which they tan, because they are settled among these on a very large river. 
They eat the raw flesh like the Querechos and Teyas; they are enemies of one another, but are all of the same sort 
of people, and these at Quivira have the advantage in the houses they build and in planting corn. In this province of 
which the guides who brought me are natives, they received me peaceably, and although they told me when I set 
out for it that I could not succeed in seeing it all in two months, there are not more than 25 villages of straw 



houses there & in all the rest of the country that I saw & learned about, which gave their obedience to Your Majesty 
and placed themselves under your royal overlordship.

The people here are large. I had several Indians measured, and found that they were 10 palms in height; the women 
are well proportioned and their features are more like Moorish women than Indians. The natives here gave me a 
piece of copper which a chief Indian wore hung around his neck; I sent it to the viceroy of New Spain, because I 
have not seen any other metal in these parts except this and some little copper bells which I sent him, and a bit of 
metal which looks like gold. I do not know where this came from, although I believe that the Indians who gave it to 
me obtained it from those whom I brought here in my service, because I can not find any other origin for it nor 
where it came from. The diversity of languages which exists in this country and my not having anyone who 
understood them, because they speak their own language in each village, has hindered me, because I have been 
forced to send captains and men in many directions to find out whether there was anything in this country which 
could be of service to Your Majesty. And although I have searched with all diligence I have not found or heard of 
anything, unless it be these provinces, which are a very small affair.

The province of Quivira is 950 leagues from Mexico. Where I reached it, it is in the fortieth degree. The country 
itself is the best I have ever seen for producing all the products of Spain, for besides the land itself being very fat 
and black and being very well watered by the rivulets and springs and rivers, I found prunes like those of Spain [or I 
found everything they have in Spain] & nuts and very good sweet grapes and mulberries. I have treated the natives 
of this province, and all the others whom I found wherever I went, as well as was possible, agreeably to what Your 
Majesty had commanded, and they have received no harm in any way from me or from those who went in my 
company. I remained twenty-five days in this province of Quivira, so as to see and explore the country and also to 
find out whether there was anything beyond which could be of service to Your Majesty, because the guides who had 
brought me had given me an account of other provinces beyond this. And what I am sure of is that there is not any 
gold nor any other metal in all that country, and the other things of which they had told me are nothing but little 
villages, and in many of these they do not plant anything and do not have any houses except of skins and sticks, and 
they wander around with the cows; so that the account they gave me was false, because they wanted to persuade 
me to go there with the whole force, believing that as the way was through such uninhabited deserts, and from the 
lack of water, they would get us where we and our horses would die of hunger. And the guides confessed this, and 
said they had done it by the advice and orders of the natives of these provinces. At this, after having heard the 
account of what was beyond, which I have given above, I returned to these provinces to provide for the force I had 
sent back here and to give Your Majesty an account of what this country amounts to, because I wrote Your Majesty 
that I would do so when I went there.

I have done all that I possibly could to serve Your Majesty and to discover a country where God Our Lord might be 
served and the royal patrimony of Your Majesty increased, as your loyal servant and vassal. For since I reached the 
province of Cibola, to which the viceroy of New Spain sent me in the name of Your Majesty, seeing that there were 
none of the things there of which Friar Marcos had told, I have managed to explore this country for 200 leagues 
and more around Cibola, and the best place I have found is this river of Tiguex where I am now, and the settlements 
here. It would not be possible to establish a settlement here, for besides being 400 leagues from the North Sea and 
more than 200 from the South Sea, with which it is impossible to have any sort of communication, the country is so 
cold, as I have written to Your Majesty, that apparently the winter could not possibly be spent here, because there is 
no wood, nor cloth with which to protect the men, except the skins which the natives wear and some small 
amount of cotton cloaks. I send the viceroy of New Spain an account of everything I have seen in the countries 
where I have been, and as Don Garcia Lopez de Cardenas is going to kiss Your Majesty's hands, who has done much 
and has served Your Majesty very well on this expedition, and he will give Your Majesty an account of everything 
here, as one who has seen it himself, I give way to him. And may Our Lord protect the Holy Imperial Catholic 
person of Your Majesty, with increase of greater kingdoms and powers, as your loyal servants and vassals desire. 
From this province of Tiguex, October 20, in the year 1541. Your Majesty's humble servant and vassal, who would 
kiss the royal feet and hands:

FRANCISCO VAZQUEZ DE CORONADO.


