


De Soto the Conquistador

In 1539 the “New World" still ex-
isted on the edge of myth. Maps
showed the Americas as a vague
outline of unknown size—"terra in-
cognita” inhabited by subhumans.
But the tales also told of green
Edens and unimaginable wealth.
The facts alone were enough to
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The Native Americans

Europeans had difficulty defining
native Americans. Early reports
painted them as gentle, thought-
less children of paradise. As ex-
plorers met more resistance and
began to exploit the Indians, they
portrayed them as brutal, promis-
cuous cannibals subordinate to Eu-
ropeans in the natural order. Both
portraits denied them humanity,
until the pope in 1537 finally pro-
nounced them “true men” with
souls.

The true men encountered by De
Soto represented the flowering of
the ancient Mississippian culture.
Also called Temple Mound Build-
ers, they had first settled the rich
Mississippi valley in farming com-
munities around 800 AD. Maize,
the grain that sustained De Soto’s
army, was the center of their econ-
omy, but they also raised beans
and squash, hunted, gathered wild
crops, and harvested the rivers.

whet ambition and spur greed in
restless soldiers. They learned of
small bands of Spaniards whose
horses and guns had defeated ar-
mies of native warriors, opening
the way to great caches of silver
and gold. Monarchs in need of
coin metal sanctioned expeditions
to find more.

The 16th-century
imagination con-
jured up sea mon-
sters and human
grotesques await-
ing those who
crossed the ocean
to an alien world.

Influenced by the civilizations of
Mexico, their aggressive culture
spread over much of the south-
east, with local variations in lan-
guage and religion. At its peak, the
Mississippian culture was probably
the most sophisticated in North
America. The tribes were often or-
ganized into chiefdoms, held to-
gether by diplomacy and force. The
most powerful was the Coosa Con-
federation, whose supreme chief
exacted tribute from subordinate
towns. The chief, treated like a god,
reigned over a complex society
divided into hereditary ranks of
nobles and commoners.

While the Indians had no treasures
of the kind sought by the Spanish,
the soldiers were impressed by
their towns, some quite large and
protected by palisades and moats.
The religious centers featured
earthen mounds—20 or more in
the largest cities—built around
central plazas. Up to 80 feet high,
they served as bases for temples
and the homes of the elite. The
Spanish also admired the Indian

Their motives were not entirely
mercenary. Eight centuries of war
with the Moors in Spain had pro-
duced a class of warriors who clung
to the ideals of a now defunct
knighthood. After the expulsion of
the last Arabs in 1492, they were
left with no outlet for their reli-
gious and nationalistic impulses.
Conquistadores found it in Amer-
ica, where the heathen Indian re-
placed the heathen Moor, and
where old practices, from the bat-
tle cry of “Santiago!” to the use of
war dogs, continued. A moral basis
for coercion of the native popula-
tion was nrovided by Catholic
dogma, which taught that the In-
dians had to be redeemed by being
brought into the Church. Though
the Crown warned against ill-
treatment of the Indians, its con-
cern rang hollow, given its own
orders to obtain as much treasure
as possible. (In De Soto’s agree-

This sophisticated culture met the
Spanish with responses ranging
from friendly (mostly early in the
trek, before the army was preceded
by its reputation) to hostile. Realiz-
ing the power gold had over these
men, many tribes duped them, tell-
ing of gold in a city beyond the
next ridge. Though they despised
treachery, the Spanish admired the
chiefs’ noble bearing and their ne-
gotiating and rhetorical skills.
When the two warrior cultures
clashed, the Indians showed other
traits respected by the Spanish:
prowess with bow and arrow, cour-
age and endurance, and loyalty to
their chiefs. Avoiding open batties,
they relied on stealth and knowl-
edge of the terrain. Their guerrilla
tactics worked well in the forest,
but in the field they were no match
for cavalry charges and armored
infantry wielding crossbow, lance,
and halberd. Most succumbed to
Spanish demands.

ment with Charles V, the crown
was to get one fifth if the treasure
was taken by battle or trade, and
half if by the easier method of grave
or temple plundering. Mining was
not mentioned.) In any case, moral
guidelines were a loose rein on
hardened warriors an ocean away.

It was in this rough school that
Hernando De Soto learned his
trade. Leaving Spain a youth of 14,
he raided in what is now Panama,
made a fortune in Indian gold and
slaves in Nicaragua, and joined
Pizarro in the conquest of Peru.
He ratiirned to Qnain 22 yearg later
a skilled soldier and a rich man.
But he grew bored with the idle
life, chafing to go to La Florida at
the head of his own army. That De
Soto invested in his second trip to
the New World virtually the entire
fortune he had won during the first
may account for the singleminded-

ness with which he pursued
treasure.

On his return he adopted the
predatory methods of his mentors
Pedrarias and Pizarro. Upon reach-
ing a village, he took the chief
hostage to ensure he would supply
food, women, and guides and por-
ters to the next village. He appro-
priated whole towns as winter quar-
ters. If avillage resisted, the army
terrorized the people, looting,
burning houses and fields, raping,
enslaving, and cutting off noses
and hands. The defiant were burned
alive ar thrown to the dogs. De
Soto’s tactics kept him and half of
his army alive for three years, but
they gained him nothing but the
hostility of the new world’s people.

"
-

This map reflects
knowledge of the

world in the early
16th century. By
1539, though the
New World itself
was mostly un-
charted, Spanish
ships were regu-
larly plying the
Atlantic, bringing

soldiers and set-
tlers, taking back
silver and gold.

National Maritime Museum, Greenwich

The Aftermath

As to what you say of your
being the son of the Sun, if
you will cause him to dry up
the great river, I will believe
you . .. as to the rest, it is not
my custom to visit any one. . .
If you desire to see me, come
where I am; if for peace, 1 will
receive vou with special good
will; if for war, 1 will await

you in my town.

— Quigaltam Chief’s

response to a summons
from De Soto

Twenty years after De Soto visited
the Coosa towns, other explorers
found barren fields, abandoned
towns, and fragmented settlements
where there had been a prosperous
chiefdom. These were the early
signs of the European disease and
depradation that brought about the
collapse of cultures throughout the
southeast.

De Soto’s expedition alone did not
cause this radical change. As early
as 1502, coastal slavers had intro-
duced to Florida diseases like small
pox, typhus, and measles—Ilethal
to Indians without immunity. But
De Soto left a trail of death and
cultural decline through the heart
of the region. Enslavement, war-
fare, and disease brought by him
and those to follow depopulated
towns. Publicly demeaned and un-
able to defend their people, chiefs
saw their authority weakened. Sta-
bilizing political confederations
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crumbled. The helplessness of sha-
mans in the face of new diseases
undermined faith in native religion.
Societal bonds dissolved as an-
cient lines of tribal lore died with
their custodians.

Hit again and again with European
military, biological, and social in-
cursions, the tribes of the south-
east never regained their balance.
By the 18th century, simpler com-
munities like the Creeks and Choc-
taws no longer remembered their
ancestors or who had built the
great mounds around them.
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Southern Cuit. The
hand-eye circled
by entwined rattle-
snakes may sym-
bolize fertility or
ancestral ties.

shoulders in the
contortions that
precede his vision.

fiber, grass, or
Spanish moss. The
southernmost
tribes went naked
in the summer.

it a death cult. Others associate it
with harvest and renewal or with
ancestor worship.

R of burning tobacco
to purge his body
of poison.
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Getting There * Take
state route 64 W for ap-
proximately 5 miles from
downtown Bradenton.

to park.

*GPO:1991—-281-954/40057

Turn north (right) on 75th
St. W and follow 2% miles

De Soto for use as his
first base camp. Cos-
tumed interpreters dem-
onstrate how the weap-
ons were used and food
was prepared. They also

De Soto National Memo-
rial, PO Box 15390,
Bradenton, FL, 34280-
5390. Phone (813)
792-0458.

site as De Soto’s 1539
winter encampment.

A walk on the nature trail
takes you through a man-
grove swamp out to the
Manatee River. Notice

also the unusual gumbo-
limbo trees indigenous to
this part of Florida. Please
keep pets on a leash and

do not ride bicycles on
the trail.

and plant matter, create
islands or expand the
shoreline where new
plants can grow. All vari-
eties have developed
mechanisms for adapta-
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mination, the seed ger-
minates on the branch,
producing an embryonic
seedling. When it falls, it
lands upright in the mud
and takes root, or floats

away to take root else-
where when one end fi-
nally sinks and touches
the bottom.




