Reading for Era 1 Review, Supporting Question 1

Exploration; Primary Source Document

Read the following primary source. Have students work with assigned partners to read the document. One of the pair will begin reading the first section aloud while their partner listens. The listener will answer the question that follows and the reader will add to their answer if they choose. Students switch roles and the listener becomes the reader. Continue until the passage is completed.  
NOTE: The teacher should choose a student and model the process with the first section of the document.

Alvar Nuñez Cabeza de Vaca

Excerpts from Relación (1542)

Cabeza de Vaca was part of Pánfilo de Narváez’s expedition to conquer Florida.  The expedition left Spain in 1527, stopped in the Caribbean islands, and then set off for Florida.  After an argument, the expedition split into two groups.  One group stayed with the boats and explored along the coastline, while another group traveled across land, meeting the Apalachee Indians.  Cabeza de Vaca was the leader of a group of around 80 men who decided to turn back to the Caribbean.  However, they were caught in a hurricane, shipwrecked on the Texas coast, and only four survived, including Estevanico, a slave.  They spent years traveling across what is today southern Texas and Northern Mexico before being “found” by Spaniards.  Cabeza de Vaca wrote this report for the king and other Spanish officials.  This section of the longer book describes meetings with the Apalachee.

“We inquired of the Indians through signs…and they gave us to understand that, very far from there, was a province called Apalachen in which there was much gold…[where] we would find everything we held in esteem.  They said that in Apalachen there was plenty.

So, taking them as guides, we started, and after walking ten or twelve leagues, came to another village of fifteen houses, where there was a large cultivated patch of corn nearly ready for harvest, and also some that was already ripe.  After staying there two days, we returned to the place where we had left…the men, and the vessels…

The next day, which was the first of May, the Governor…told us that he had in mind to penetrate inland, while the vessels should follow the coast as far as the harbor…on this he asked us to give our opinions.

I replied that it seemed to me in no manner advisable to forsake the ships until they were in a safe port, held and occupied by us…the horses would not be with us in case we needed them, and furthermore, we had no interpreter to make ourselves understood by the natives; hence we could have no conversation with them.  Neither did we know what to expect from the land we were entering, having no knowledge of what it was, what it might contain and by what kind of people it was inhabited, nor in what part of it we were…”

Do you agree with Cabeza de Vaca?  Would you advise the governor to travel inland or to stay along the coast?  Explain your answer.

However, the governor sent the group inland with 300 men and a limited number of supplies and 40 horses.

“We marched for 15 days, living on the supplies we had taken with us, without finding anything else to eat but palmettos like those of Andalusia.  In all this time we did not meet a soul, nor did we see a house or village, and finally reached a river, which we crossed with much trouble, by swimming and on rafts.  It took us a day to ford the river on account of the swiftness of the current.  When we got across, there came towards us some 200 Indians, more or less; the Governor went to meet them, and after he talked to them by signs they acted in such a manner that we were obliged to go upon them and seize five or six, who took us to their houses, about half a league from there, where we found a large quantity of corn ready for harvest.  We gave…thanks to our Lord for having helped us in such great need, for, as we were not used to such exposure, we felt greatly exhausted, and were much weakened by hunger…”

Why do you think Cabeza de Vaca wrote about the corn?  What do you think the Spaniards did with the corn?  

How would you feel if you were one of the Native Americans who met these explorers?

“We left the next day…taking as guides those whom we had captured, and marched until the 17th of June without finding an Indian who would dare to wait for us.  Finally there came to us a chief, whom an Indian carried on his shoulders.  He wore a painted deerskin, and many people followed him, and he was preceded by many players on flutes made of reeds…We gave him to understand by signs that our aim was to reach Apalachen, but from his gestures it seemed to us that he was an enemy of the Apalachen people and that he would go and help us against them.  We gave him beads and little bells and other trinkets, while he presented the Governor with the hide he wore…With such efforts we traveled until the day after St. John’s Day…”

Why are the Spaniards so interested in finding Apalachen?

How did the Spaniards and Indians communicate?  

“Once in sight of Apalachen, the Governor commanded me to enter the village with nine horsemen and fifty foot soldiers…Upon penetrating into the village, we found only women and boys.  The men were not there at the time, but soon, while we were walking about, they came and began to fight, shooting arrows at us.  They killed the inspector’s horse, but finally fled and left us.  We found there plenty of ripe maize ready to be gathered and much dry corn…We also found many deer skins…with which they women cover parts of their bodies.  They had many vessels for grinding maize.  The village contained forty small and low houses, reared in sheltered places, out of fear of the great storms that continuously occur in the country.  The buildings are of straw, and they are surrounded by dense timber, tall trees, and numerous water-pools…”

Describe the Indians.  What do they eat?  How do they dress?  What are their houses like?  How do their lives differ from those of the Spaniards?

“Two hours after we arrived at Apalachen the Indians that had fled came back peaceably, begging us to give back to them their women and children, which we did.  The Governor, however, kept with him one of their caciques, at which they became so angry as to attack us the following day.  They did it so swiftly…as to set fire to the lodges we occupied, but when we sallied forth (left) they fled to the lagoons nearby….The day after, Indians from a village on the other side came and attacked us in the same manner, escaping in the same way, with the loss of a single man.  We remained at this village for twenty-five days.”

Why do you think the Spaniards took a leader as a prisoner?  How did the Indians react?  
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