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Una montafa podia ser la palabra del dios, o un rio o el imperio o la
configuracién de los astros. Pero en el curso de los siglos las montaiias
se allanan y el camino de un rio suele desviarse y los imperios conocen
mutaciones y estragos y la figura de los astros varia. En el firmamento
hay mudanza—JORGE LUIS BORGES, “La escritura del dios”
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INTRODUCTION

hroughout the twentieth century, Alvar Nufiez Cabeza de Vaca’s

account of his participation in the Pénfilo de Narvaez expedition

to sixteenth-century Florida (the vast unexplored lands that lay
beyond the northern frontier of New Spain from the Florida Peninsula to
the Pacific Coast) has enjoyed tremendous popularity as the quintessential
story of the European confronting the wilderness of North America and
its native inhabitants for the first time. At least forty-four editions of the
work have appeared since 1922, and the epic journey of Cabeza de Vaca
and his three companions has inspired narrative accounts, dramatizations,
and poetry; these recreations and meditations have run the gamut from the
learned to the popular, from scholarly works to representations in the mass
media ranging from radio to film. Unlike many accounts of the Spanish
arrival and settlement in the Americas, it is a tale retold with equal interest
in Spain (where some thirty-seven of the editions mentioned have been
published), Spanish America (where critical and creative reflections on the
ethical and social implications of conquest have tended to flourish), and the
United States (where the route traveled through North America has been the
subject of scholarly speculation since the end of the nineteenth century until
today and is now augmented by the emerging interest in the U.S. Hispanic
heritage). At least six editions of the work and four new or reissued English
translations have appeared since 1983, providing evidence that Cabeza de
Vaca’s narrative continues to survive the test of time and maintain its hold
on the ever-renewed interests of the reading public.

Why has the work endured over so many centuries and generations
of readers? There is obviously no single answer to this question. Two
considerations set the stage for this remarkable phenomenon. Alvar Nufiez
Cabeza de Vaca was a Castilian whose account of his experience in North
America suggested that he had honored his country’s noblest aims: service to
the king, maintenance of the standards of personal honor and integrity, and
devotion to the cause of the peaceful evangelization of America’s indigenous
peoples. He was also one of the few men of his generation to have held high-
ranking expeditionary appointments (first, royal treasurer, then, adelantado
[military commander] and governor) on the respective continents of North
and South America. If during Cabeza de Vaca’s lifetime readers of the
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xvi Introduction

original relacién published in Zamora in 1542 looked for information about
the mysterious areas to the north of New Spain, and those who read the
second version (the Relacién y comentarios published in Valladolid in 1555)
contemplated the “vicissitudes of fortune” experienced on two continents
by the governor and adelantado of Rio de la Plata, we can locate the creation
of a clear historical interest in the eighteenth century, when in the 1730s
Andrés Gonzélez de Barcia’s edition of the 1555 publication spawned the
modern rereadings of the text. Whether readers’ fascination focused on the
four Narvéez survivors’ apparent performance of miraculous cures of the
Indians’ maladies or on the interest the men’s presumed passage through a
particular region held for later Spanish settlement in the area, the variety of
motivations for reading the relacién continued and flourished throughout
the eighteenth and into the nineteenth centuries. In the twentieth century,
Cabeza de Vaca’s pan-American experience has engaged the creative and
critical energies of a range of American (Latin, Latino, Anglo) and European
scholars, writers, and artists. They have set out and continue to explore
the great themes suggested by the account: quest and adventure, freedom
and bondage, empire and colonialism, miracles and shamanism. The ever-
unknowable quality of the experiences Cabeza de Vaca described (as well as
those upon which he did not comment) seems perpetually to stimulate the
imagination and makes Cabeza de Vaca’s saga and its implications relevant
to other people in other times and places.

Perhaps some of the greatest attractions of the work include its appeal in
showing what it was like to be a member of a seaborne and land expedition
of conquest in the early period after the conquest of Mexico and before that
of Peru. Cabeza de Vaca reveals the dynamics of expeditionary politics and
the trials of making life-and-death decisions under conditions of extreme
hardship and the greatest uncertainty. On every front, and certainly on
the fascinating topic of dealing directly and without benefit of arms with
the natives of America (a topic about which so many other early reporters
were elliptical or silent), Cabeza de Vaca’s account offers to its readers not
the seamless, triumphant story of Castilian expedition and conquest but
rather a tale of both mundane and momentous expeditionary challenges.
These include dangers at sea, from a Caribbean hurricane on the voyage
out to an encounter with French pirates on the journey home, as well
as those on land: conflicts not only with the Indians but also among the
men of the expeditionary company, the institution and disintegration of
expeditionary leadership, the unspeakable hardships of surviving starvation,
and the unending tests of fortitude that ultimately and incredibly resulted
in his and his three companions’ physical and psychic survival.
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Introduction  xvii

Cabeza de Vaca Studies

Much of the fascination with Cabeza de Vaca’s account in recent decades
has concerned the areas that the four men traversed and the ethnic groups
they encountered. Apart from occasional debate about their route through
the present-day state of Florida, the most intense scholarly interest and
disagreement have focused on the four men’s route of travel from coastal
Texas to northwestern Mexico, that is, from the area of the Gulf of Mexico
across North America to the Gulf of California. Although most route
scholars agree that the survivors of the raft voyage across the Gulf of Mexico
(September—November 1528) arrived on the Texas coast, the debate centers
on whether the four final survivors who escaped their hosts in coastal Texas
in the summer of 1535 crossed the Rio Grande from Texas into Mexico
and traversed Mexico from east to west, or whether they followed a course
that took them across Texas and through New Mexico and Arizona before
heading southward into Mexico.

Like scholars of preceding generations, we have studied the narratives of
both Cabeza de Vaca and Gonzalo Ferndndez de Oviedo y Valdés (who wrote
an account based on the men’s official report of their experience) and have
assessed the work done before us. Unlike earlier scholars and editors, we
have refrained from attempting to set precisely the men’s route or naming,
on the basis of subsequent reports, the ethnic groups encountered along
the course of their travels. In most cases, subsequent European exploration
or habitation was too far removed in time and too uncertain about the
identity of place to allow us to name retrospectively the groups encountered
by the Narvéez expedition or its four overland survivors. The names we
have applied to ethnic groups are exclusively the ones provided by Cabeza
deVaca.

Acknowledging the impossibility of establishing the actual historical
route and recognizing that regional and national interests have often played
a role in assessing it, we have attempted merely to sketch the range of
plausible options that emerge from the study of the original accounts as
they pertain to any given area of the four men’s habitation or movement.
With respect to their crossing of North America, we project a broad swath
through which the men moved from eastern coastal Texas into northern
Mexico, then northwest through northeastern Mexico into western Texas
and, continuing to move westward, into northwestern Mexico, where they
encountered their countrymen while heading south (see map 1).

With regard to the entire sea and overland journey, our clearest contri-
bution to the advancement of Cabeza de Vaca studies has been to argue that
Cabeza de Vaca’s and Oviedo’s accounts reveal not one but in effect two
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xviii Introduction

successive journeys. The first narrates the Narvdez expeditionaries’ attempt
during the course of nearly seven and a half years to reach the Spanish
settlement of Santisteban del Puerto on the Rio Pdnuco in the present-
day state of Veracruz. (This is dated from February—March 1528, when the
expedition was blown off the northwestern coast of Cuba, to the summer
of 1535, when the last four surviving members departed from the Avavares
people during the prickly pear [tuna] season in southern Texas near the Rio
Grande.) Reaching Pdnuco was the expeditionaries’ original and enduring
intention. After nearly seven years of surviving the hostilities of climate,
habitat, and native inhabitants for the purpose of moving slowly but surely
ever southward along the Texas coast, the final four surviving members of
the overland expedition changed their course. Their reasons for doing so
remain obscure; most immediately, they needed sources of food and feared
hostile coastal peoples. And so they decided to travel southward but inland
from the coast.

The second journey commenced not at that point but when the four
men decided to go overland in search of the South Sea. This new itinerary,
invented sometime in the mid- to late summer of 1535 and very probably in
a series of tentative stages, unfolds in both the Cabeza de Vaca and Oviedo
accounts as though it were a natural and self-evident course to follow, and
neither text explicitly refers to the group’s abandonment of their search for
Pénuco. This period of accelerated travel, from Tamaulipas in the summer
of 1535, to northern Sonora perhaps by Christmastime of that year in a
movement that often zigzagged north and south while heading west, took
the four men from one sea to the other, that is, from the Gulf of Mexico
nearly to the Gulf of California.

The discreteness of these separate and successive journeys would not have
been evident without our systematic and simultaneous study of book 35,
chapters 1-7, of Oviedo’s Historia general y natural de las Indias. This textual
comparison of Cabeza de Vaca and Oviedo has served the dual purpose of
allowing us to generate a more complex and complete picture of the men’s
travels as well as to shed light on Cabeza de Vaca’s and Oviedo’s common
source: the now-lost Joint Report filed on behalf of the three Castilians with
the Audiencia of Santo Domingo and at court.

In addition to reconstructing at second hand the general shape of that
common source text, we have also taken into account a work contem-
poraneous with the reporting of the Narvdez survivors’ reemergence but
previously unstudied in relation to it. This is Alonso de Santa Cruz’s Crénica
del emperador Carlos V (pt. 5, chap. 41), which has been ignored until now
despite its relevance as an account written at the time by an historian who
lived at Charles’s Castilian court. In addition, we have untangled the web
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Introduction xix

of confusion that has conventionally named as an early Cabeza de Vaca
text a partial, manuscript account of the relacién (known herein as the
Short Report). We have conclusively identified the Short Report as a late,
secondhand copy of a version (manuscript or printed) of the 1542 relacién.

Analyzing the relacién in light of these related texts, we focus on the
urgency and pragmatism of its immediate purpose and the retrospective
character of its composition. Unlike the 1555 edition, designed to be read at
leisure and at intervals suggested by its chapter divisions and titles, Cabeza
de Vaca wrote the work published in 1542 for the urgent purpose of filing at
courtareport that he hoped the emperor would read with favor and respond
to by bestowing a new royal commission on its author. Equally important as
understanding the immediacy of the writer’s goal is to bear clearly in mind
the conditions of his writing. Cabeza de Vaca did not write the relacién
while living in the uncharted lands of North America, nor did he write it
while he was still in New Spain in 153637 waiting patiently through autumn
and winter until spring for the next departure of the armada for Spain. He
was instead back in Castile when he drafted the work sometime between
the autumn of 1537 and late 1540. Only by keeping these circumstances in
mind does the retrospective nature of the entire account emerge and the
mingling on the same page of diverse experiences—occasionally separated
by considerable amounts of time and occurring at places separated by
considerable distances—become evident.

This Edition

This is the first modern edition of the original 1542 Spanish publication,
the only previous version of which was published in 1905 in an English
translation. Cabeza de Vaca’s account of his Florida sojourn had the distinc-
tion of being published twice within the space of two decades. Although we
have analyzed and reproduced the significant variants of the 1555 Valladolid
edition, our primary contribution is to make available the original work
published in Spanish in Zamora in 1542. We chose the 1542 text over the 1555
for several reasons, the first of which is the former edition’s rarity. There
are only four copies of the 1542 edition cataloged in research libraries today
(the John Carter Brown Library, the New York Public Library, the British
Library, and Texas Christian University, Forth Worth), and they are so little
known that even as late as 1984 a scholar who prepared an edition of Cabeza
de Vaca’s relacién claimed in print that the 1555 edition was the first one.
Apart from this bibliographic consideration, the more compelling, philo-
logical reason for our choice is our interest in the Narvaez expedition and
the four overland survivors’ North American odyssey in their immediate
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xx Introduction

historical contexts. The journey to Florida (the lands bordering the northern
arc of the Gulf of Mexico) and beyond was the sole focus of the 1542 text, in
contrast to the 1555 edition, which included Pero Herndndez’s Comentarios
on Cabeza de Vaca’s governorship of Rio de la Plata (1542—45) and had
as its objective the presentation (and defense) of Cabeza de Vaca’s entire
Indies career. Both subject and audience differ from the 1542 to the 1555
publications. When in the proem to the 1555 work Cabeza de Vaca observed
that Hernandez’s Comentarios read alongside his own earlier account of
his Florida experience (1527-36) would offer the courtly reader the pleasure
of contemplating a variety of subject matters and numerous changes of
fortune, he acknowledged a purpose far removed from his earlier, urgent
goal of informing the emperor of his services in order to win another royal
contract. Cabeza de Vaca’s identification of a broader courtly audience for
the 1555 edition as well as his clearly didactic and literary goals for his
readership underscore by contrast the pragmatic character of the 1542 work.
Charged with the need to win royal favor, the Zamora imprint shows its
author working under the pressure of securing his precarious Indies career
at its midpoint rather than seeking to consolidate its outcomes at its end.
That imperative of the late 1530s is one of the important values we seek to
foreground in these pages.

This Project

While the focal point of this project is our edition and English translation
of Cabeza de Vaca’s relacidn, our aim in this three-volume, seven-part pub-
lication has been to augment it with contextualizing bodies of inquiry that
complement the reading of the original work. Each of these adjuncts to the
relacion provides the means to contextualize it in different ways. Our study of
the life of Cabeza de Vaca is one of the frames through which the relacién can
be read. Three other such framing structures consist of our commentary on
the Narvéez expedition accounts (chaps. 2-10, vol. 2), preceded and followed
by our inquiries into the preparation of the expedition in Spain and the
fates of Cabeza de Vaca’s three surviving companions in Mexico (chaps. 1
and 11 in vol. 2, respectively). Another investigation (chaps. 12—14, vol. 3)
contextualizes the relacién by studying the many stages of its creation and
the centuries-long history of its reception and continued production. The
final portion of our project (chaps. 15-17, vol. 3) sets forth the relacién’s
relevant historical contexts regarding exploration in the Gulf of Mexico and
the South Sea and public affairs in New Spain and Nueva Galicia.

None of these avenues of investigation is meant to have priority over any
other, either among themselves or in relation to the relacién. Thus, while the
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edition and translation of Cabeza de Vaca’s work purposely occupy first-rank
position herein, the distribution of its six complements into three volumes
is intended simply to produce an equitable physical distribution of materials
on the basis of which it is the reader’s prerogative to assign rank and priority
to the various parts according to his or her specific interests.

“The Life of Alvar Nuiiez Cabeza de Vaca” in this volume takes us from
his chivalric ancestry through his governorship of the province of Rio de la
Plata to the end of his life. In order to give a fuller view of the historical Alvar
Nurez Cabeza de Vaca, we have studied in detail the accounts and testimony
regarding his governance of Rio de la Plata and uncovered new (often simply
underutilized) information that has enabled us to reinterpret the final years
of his life in Spain. With this biographical study we seek not only to elucidate
the events of Cabeza de Vaca’s life but also to suggest a broader pattern
of experience of the Castilian caballero who sought economic gain and
social prestige by serving the crown in Andalusia, on the Mediterranean, in
Italy, and ultimately in the Spanish Indies. As occurred in the case of many
contemporaries of Cabeza de Vaca, this quest touched three generations of
his family, and we therefore consider in detail the lives of his father and
grandfather insofar as they illuminate the trajectory of Andalusian military
men’s experience before and after the fall of Granada in 1492.

The “Commentary on the Narvaez Expedition Accounts” (chaps. 2-10) is
designed to accompany or augment the reading of the relacién with regard
to its specific contents. For the purpose of our analysis, we have divided
Cabeza de Vaca’s narrative into nine parts on the basis of its description of the
expedition’s location and movement. Inasmuch as the apparent linearity of
the relacién masks its complex structure, and the occasional repetitiousness
of Cabeza de Vaca’s prose conceals its presentation of an extraordinary
variety of peoples and places, our commentary is intended to heighten the
reader’s awareness of the differences in landscape, ecology, ethnic groups,
and interactions that fill the narrative account and to facilitate the reader’s
access to them. Our aim has been to analyze the account as it unfolds in order
to highlight and render intelligible the text’s innumerable complexities,
untangle its apparent simplicity, and address its many conundrums.

Our division of the text according to chronological sequence and general
geographical orientation constitutes the basis of our analysis of the relacién,
and it was first developed by Patrick Pautz in 1991 in his Princeton University
senior thesis entitled “The North American Odyssey of Cabezza de Vaca:
An Analytical Study of the Original Accounts.” Based on the progress of
the expedition and the succession of its survivors’ experiences, the present
nonopartite commentary on the relacién (chaps. 2-10) takes the reader from
the expedition’s departure from Sanltacar de Barrameda through its winter in
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Cuba, to its inland explorations on the Florida Peninsula (the easternmost
area of sixteenth-century Florida), its raft voyage along the coast of the
Gulf of Mexico, its survivors’ arrival on the islands of coastal Texas and
their various fates, and ultimately along the remarkable trajectory of its
four overland survivors. It also gives an account of the one-hundred-person
seaborne contingent whose search for the overland explorers along the coast
of the Florida Peninsula resulted in failure and sent them back to Cuba a
year later (chap. 4).

The sine qua non of this analysis is Oviedo’s account of the expedition as
based on the Joint Report, and we have coordinated its account with that of
Cabeza de Vaca in order to provide balance for the latter’s personal account,
to fill where possible its many lacunae, and to reevaluate where needed its
particular assertions. We consider the preeminence of Oviedo’s work to be
undisputed; it serves as our most important critical tool by which to take
the measure of Cabeza de Vaca’s account.

Preceding the nine-part commentary, chapter 1 details the preparations
for departure. It elucidates the contractual arrangements between the crown
and the officers of the expedition and discusses the conditions met and
provisions needed to launch a major Castilian seagoing expedition of ex-
ploration and conquest in the 1520s. “The Fates of the Overland Travelers”
(chap. 11) focuses on Andrés Dorantes, Alonso del Castillo Maldonado,
and Estevanico, the two Castilian caballeros and the black Arabic-speaking
Christian slave from northwestern North Africa who accompanied Cabeza
deVaca. They are known from a small handful of documentary sources, and
we have been able to reconstruct their lives in basic outline.

In the “Creation and Reception of the Relacién” (chaps. 12—14), we
begin by reconstructing the 1542 work’s creation and its relationship to
its antecedents, most notably the now-lost Joint Report, as well as to its
successor, the 1555 Relacién y comentarios published in Valladolid (chap.
12). We go on to examine the ways in which readers and writers from the
sixteenth through the eighteenth centuries used and interpreted the account
in their own works (chap. 13). Finally, we study the “new era” of the reception
of the work that began with Andrés Gonzélez de Barcia’s publication of it
in the 1730s (the first since 1555) and led to a series of republications of the
account in Spanish that brings us up to the present day (chap. 14).

“Historical Contexts of the Relacién” (chaps. 15-17) sets the stage for the
Narviez men’s entrance into the Caribbean in 1527 and the Gulf of Mexico in
1528 and spells out the difference between the world they left behind in Cuba
in 1528 and the one they reentered in 1536 in Nueva Galicia and New Spain.

“Panfilo de Narvaez and Spanish Activity in the Gulf of Mexico (1508 to
1528)” (chap. 15) examines the state of exploration of the Gulf of Mexico at
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the time of the departure of the Narvéez expedition and reconstructs from
primary sources the history of the exploration of and competition for the
possession of the rim of the Gulf of Mexico from the early rivalry of Diego
Veldzquez, Herndn Cortés, and Pédnfilo de Narvéez in the 1510s through that
of Cortés and Francisco de Garay that ended in Cortés’s favor in 1523.

“The South Sea from Columbus to Cabeza de Vaca” (chap. 16) assesses
what was known and/or believed about the South Sea (Pacific Ocean) at
the time the Narvéez expedition departed from Cuba for Florida in 1528 as
well as what the four men would have learned about its interim exploration
upon their arrival in the Spanish-held territory of northwestern Mexico in
1536; the latter discussion highlights the competition in this marine area
between Herndn Cortés and Nufio de Guzman and ultimately the viceroy
Don Antonio de Mendoza.

“Nufio de Guzman (c. 1490 to 1558) and the Conquest of Nueva Galicia”
(chap. 17) foregrounds the world of public affairs in New Spain from 1527
to 1536 by examining the career of Nuifio Beltrén de Guzmén, the conqueror
and governor of the area of northwestern Mexico called Nueva Galicia who
received the four men when they arrived at its capital of Compostela in Jalisco
in 1536. The story of Guzman’s rise and fall vividly illuminates Castilian
governance and entrepreneurial activity in the Indies in the period from
the Narvaez expedition’s departure through the return of its four overland
Survivors.

As a complement to our edition and study we have prepared a series
of maps for general reference. Maps 1 through 4 in this volume offer,
respectively, an overview of the areas traversed by the Narvaez expedition
and its four overland survivors from 1527 to 1536; a sketch of Cabeza de Vaca’s
voyages through the Mediterranean, the Atlantic, and the Caribbean over
the course of his seagoing career (1511 to 1545); and views of the Iberian,
western Mediterranean and Atlantic worlds that constituted for Cabeza de
Vaca, his forebears, and his peers their common sphere of European and
North African reference. In volume 2, maps 5 through 10 set out the areas
relevant to the Narvaez expedition: Cuba and the Florida Peninsula (map 5),
the Florida Peninsula, the northern Gulf Coast, Texas, and eastern Mexico
(maps 6 through 8), and western Mexico (maps 9 and 10). We emphasize that
these maps, like map 1, are presented not to trace the four men’s overland
route through North America but rather to put the reader in mind of the
geographical areas in question. Where feasible in these regional maps we
have introduced pertinent natural landmarks, appropriate historical sites,
and relevant present-day locations. Maps 8, 9, and 10 are repeated in volume
3. Map 11 in volume 3 places the Narvdez expedition in the broader context
of Spanish exploration related to North America from the time of the
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circumnavigation of Cuba in 1508 through the last of Hernan Cortés’s South
Sea explorations in 1539.

Overall, since we consider questions of historicity and interpretation to
be critically linked and mutually reinforcing, and since we have had as our
goal the contextualized understanding of Cabeza de Vaca’s relacién, we are
aware that we have created rather than simply recovered its appropriate
contexts. Likewise, although we would like to know at every step of the way
what actually happened to Cabeza de Vaca and his fellows, we are aware
that our reconstructions pertaining to the events and practices described by
Cabeza de Vaca (and by Oviedo) are plausible but nevertheless provisional
in character. The historical plausibility we have sought to achieve on the
basis of the available written evidence is tempered by our awareness of the
indecipherability of described human experience, which defeats pretensions
to certitude and confounds even the most basic of empirical facts.

In developing this project, we understood very early that preparing
an edition and translation of the relacién alone would not satisfactorily
deal with the many issues raised by the Cabeza de Vaca account and its
implications for the Spanish-language chronicles of the Indies and their
sources and complements of the first half of the sixteenth century. As a
result, we have tried not only to illuminate the reading of Cabeza de Vaca’s
1542 relacién but also to offer a guide to the sixteenth-century world that
Cabeza de Vaca and Castilian members of his generation inhabited and the
experiences they shared. Some were men of the land who had to acquaint
themselves with the life of the sea; others were mariners whose knowledge
of the Mediterranean did not prepare them for the tropical storms of the
Caribbean. Many were hidalgos whose successful manipulation of their low-
and midlevel aristocratic pedigree depended on their having the economic
means to impose their pretensions and prestige on others. By elucidating
Cabeza de Vaca and his companions’ experience, we hope to have produced a
study that is pertinent to other eyewitness accounts left by sixteenth-century
Castilians about their experiences in the Indies and that can in general serve
as a resource for reading the myriad works on exploration, conquest, and
settlement that make up the sixteenth-century historiography of Spanish
America.
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DHC
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ENE
JCBL

USLC

Archivo General de Indias, Seville, Spain

Coleccion de documentos inéditos relativos al descubrimiento, conquista y
organizacién de las antiguas posesiones espafiolas de América y Oceania
Coleccién de documentos inéditos para la historia de Espafia

Coleccién de documentos inéditos relativos al descubrimiento, conquista y
organizacién de las antiguas posesiones espafiolas de Ultramar

Consejo Superior de Investigaciones Cientificas, Madrid, Spain
Documentos inéditos relativos a Herndn Cortés y su familia

Real Academia Espanola. Diccionario de la lengua espafiola

Epistolario de Nueva Espafia, 15051818

John Carter Brown Library, Brown University, Providence r1

United States Library of Congress, Washington pc
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