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Pedro Menlndez de Avilis, founder of St. Augustine in 1565, who drove the French 
from Florida and made it a Spanish stronghold. 
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INTRODUCTION 

THIS book contains extracts from the vast field of historical records 
wherein are written the parts played by Fort Matanzas and Castillo 

de San Marcos in the growth of America. The extracts were chosen be­
cause, short as they are, they give an accurate picture of the general history 
of the two areas. 

The materials reproduced here are significant not only as recordings of 
important events in the history of these two sites, but also as expressions 
of contemporary thought , uncolored by the interpretations of the historian. 
That is important. Of Spanish civilization in America, our English for­
bears and their descendants knew little and cared less; on the other hand, 
the Spaniards saw the enemy colonizers of North America only as inter­
lopers and piratical adventurers. 

That Spain did not press further her legitimate claims to the northern 
continent was due in large part to her concentration of effort in the Central 
and South American areas, where fabulous riches were to be had for the 
taking—riches which gave Spain power and upset the balance among 
European nations. A natural consequence was that the heavily laden 
galleons became fair prey for the corsairs of the less fortunate states, those 
nations perforce excluded from the treasures of the Americas. But capable 
Spanish admirals could cope with the sea wolves reasonably well, and 
Spain's greatest fear was that a powerful belligerent would establish a 
strong base at some wayside harbor and, in organized attack, cut the all-
important lifeline that bound the colonies to the mother country. To fore­
stall such an attempt, Spain chose the natural but difficult expedient of 
occupying all territory bordering on the trade route. This was the move 
which determined Florida's place in the scheme of empire. Then, out of 
the ensuing dogged fight for the American advantage, was resolved the epic 
theme of Castillo de San Marcos and Fort Matanzas National Monuments. 

In the fall of 1565, at Matanzas Inlet on the coast of Florida, the Spanish 
destroyed the French Huguenots. This event gave Spain potential control 
of the entire continent of North America; more immediately, it opened the 
way to actual domination of the southeast for some two centuries to come. 

In Florida, after the French were thwarted, the fight evolved simply into 
British pressure to break down Spanish barriers and gain control of the 
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Bahama Channel—vital outlet for Caribbean commerce; and by thus push­
ing Spanish boundaries southward, England would also achieve protection 
of her own colonial enterprises along the Atlantic seaboard. After the 
English settlement of Charleston, the die was cast. Frantically the Span­
ish builders worked at the stone forts in Florida, and while these served 
their purpose well, Spain's destiny transformed them into gravestones of 
empire. 

The translations of the earlier Spanish documents are rather literal, even 
to the extent of retaining archaisms, grammatical errors, and ambiguous 
constructions. It was felt that in no other way could the reader taste the 
true flavor of the epistles written not by a Cervantes, but by rough men 
of action, often on the very site of conflict. Neither has any attempt been 
made to polish the language of the later extracts, since to do so would 
destroy their historical character. 
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1. The Massacre at Matanzas 

Following the discoveries of the adventurous Ponce de Leon in 1513, Spanish 

navigators came to realise that the shortest and best return route from Spain's rich 

American possessions was along the Gulf Stream, through the narrow Bahama 

Channel, past the shores of Florida. Thus it was that this peninsula, at the very 

wayside of the treasure fleet passage, became of great strategic importance, and when 

in 1564 the French Huguenots successfully established Fort Caroline in Florida on 

the St. Johns River, King Philip lost no time in sending Don Pedro Menfndfgde 

Aviles to remove this threat to Spanish commerce. 

On the same day (Augus t 28, 1565) that MenendeZ made his landfall, Jean 

Ribaut arrived at the French colony with reenforcements. A few days later, Menen­

deZ established a base which he named S A N A G U S T I N (St. Augustine). Ribaut, 

with superior forces, sailed to the attack, but his fleet was blown down the coast and 

wrecked. Meanwhile, under cover of the same storm, MenendeZ executed the master 

stroke of surprising Fort Caroline and annihilating most of its garrison. Next he 

learned that the French castaways were tramping up the coast to return to their fort, 

and he quickly marched with 40 men to the south end of Anastasia Island. About 

150 Frenchmen were gathered on the shore opposite this coastal island, halted there 

by the swift waters of an inlet ivhich was later given the name M A T A N Z A S , 

Spanish word for "slaughters". Mendendez did not reveal the small size of his 

force, and when the French were convinced that Fort Caroline had fallen, they de­

cided to surrender. On September 29, 1565, they were put to the knife on the site 

which is now included as part of Fort Matanzas National Monument. 

A few days later, under almost duplicate circumstances, MenendeZ met a second 

band of the shipwrecked Frenchmen led by Jean Ribaut, whom the Spanish called 

" Ribap." What happened is related below in detail by eyeivitness Gonzalo Sol is 

de Metis, brother-in-law and biographer of MenendeZ- The narrative begins with 

the Adclantado (Leader) Menendez back in St. Augustine, after the destruction of the 

first band of Frenchmen at Matanzas. The day is October 10, 1565: 

One day after the Adelantado arrived in Sant Agustin, the same Indians 

came as before, and they said that many more Christians were at that part of 

the river where the others had been. The Adelantado realized that this 

must be Juan Ribao, land and sea commander of the Lutherans, who was 

named viceroy of this land by the king of France, and presently he departed 

with 150 soldiers in good order, and at midnight bivouacked where he had 

the first time. At dawn he stationed himself next to the river, with his men 

scattered, and as the day brightened, he descried at two harquebus shots 
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away, on the other bank of the river, many people and a raft made to take 
the people across to the place where the Adelantado was. Presently, the 
French, when they saw the Adelantado and his men, sounded alarm and 
unfurled a royal standard and two field banners, lifers and drummers playing 
smartly; and they offered battle to the Adelantado, who had commanded 
his men to sit down and breakfast, and not to make any show of hostilities. 
He himself walked by the shore with his admiral and two other caotains, 
taking no notice of the French commotion and show of battle, so that the 
French must have become confused, because they halted in battle array and 
the fifers and drummers stopped playing, and with the sound of a bugle they 
raised a white flag of peace. 

The Adelantado at once called to an excellent bugler he had with him 
and drew from his pocket a handkerchief, which he waved in a manner sig­
nifying peace. 

A Frenchman got on the raft and shouted loudly for us to come across to 
them. 

By order of the Adelantado he was told that since they had the raft and 
had called first, if they wanted anything they should come to the Spaniards. 
The man on the raft replied that it was a poor raft for the crossing because 
the current was strong, and asked that an Indian canoe, which was at hand, 
be sent to him. 

The Adelantado replied that the Frenchman could swim across for it 
under safe conduct. Soon a French sailor came, but the Adelantado did 
not let him speak; he ordered him to take the canoe and go tell his captain 
that since the French had called first, if their captain wanted anything, he 
should send a [suitable messenger] to say so. Next the sailor came with a 
gentleman, who said he was sergeant major to Juan Ribao, viceroy and 
captain general of this territory for the king of France, and that Juan Ribao 
had sent him to say that he had been wrecked with his armada in a storm at 
sea, and that about 350 French were there, that it was important for them 
to go to a fort [Caroline] he had about 20 leagues away, that he wanted the 
Adelantado to lend him small boats for crossing this and another river dis­
tant about 4 leagues, and he also wanted to know if they were Spaniards 
and who was their captain. 

The Adelantado replied that Spaniards they were, and their captain was 
the same man with whom he spoke, named Pe[d]ro Menendez. He told 
him to tell his general that the fort he said he had 20 leagues away had been 
taken and its Frenchmen destroyed, as were other men from the lost armada, 
because they had been badly commanded; and they walked to where the 
dead were, and he showed them to him; and [told him to tell his general 
that now] he had no reason to cross the river to his fort. 

The sergeant, with great composure, making no show of grief over what 
the Adelantado told him, asked the Adelantado whether he would do him 
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the favor of sending one of his gentlemen to tell these things to his general 
[Jean Ribao], so that a safe conduct might be discussed, because his gen­
eral [Jean Ribao] was weary [from his long march]; and the gentleman 
asked whether the Adelantado would go across to see him, in a boat there 
at hand, and the Adelantado replied to him: 

"Brother , go wi th God's blessing and give the reply given you, and if 
your general wants to come talk wi th me, I give him my word that he can come 
and return safely, wi th about 5 or 6 companions from the men of his council, 
so that he may take the advice which suits him best." So the gentleman 
left wi th this assurance. 

Within half an hour he returned to accept the assurance the Adelantado 
had given and toask fo r the boat, which, [however], the Adelantado did not 
want to give, sending him back to say that the French might seize i t ; that 
Juan Ribao could cross in the canoe, which was safe, because the river was 
narrow; and so the gentleman returned with this message, and presently 
came Juan Ribao whom the Adelantado received very well, with 8 other 
gentlemen of authori ty and very fine address. The Adelantado received 
them all very well, offered them drink and a collation from a certain barrel 
of preserves, and he said he would give them food if they wanted it. 

Juan Ribao responded wi th much humility, being grateful for the hos­
pitality shown him, and said they wished to breakfast wi th the wine and 
preserves in order to cheer their spirits, which were saddened by the news of 
the death of their comrades, but for the present they wanted no other food; 
and thus they did. 

Juan Ribao said that his companions lying dead there (and he saw those 
who were near) might have been deceived [about the capture of Fort Caro­
line], but he did not want to be: then the Adelantado commanded the soldiers 
there to come forward wi th the trophies each one had from the fort, and so 
many were the things Juan Ribao saw, that he was certain the news was 
true; he could not [previously] believe it, though he already had the news 
from a French barber, one of those [from the first group] whom the Adelan­
tado had commanded to be destroyed, who had been left for dead among the 
others, for at the first thrust they gave him, he fell, pretending to be slain; 
and when Juan Ribao arrived, the barber swam across to him, and since the 
barber was sure the Adelantado had deceived them by saying the fort was 
won when it was not, so Juan Ribao had heretofore believed likewise. 

In order that they might satisfy themselves, the Adelantado told Juan 
Ribao to speak apart wi th two Frenchmen there, and thus he did; and pres­
ently he again approached the Adelantado and told him he was sure every­
thing he had told him was true, but [said Juan Ribao] what was happening 
to him could also happen to the Adelantado; that since their kings were 
brothers [in law] and such great friends, the Adelantado ought to supply 
him as a friend, giving him ships and stores so that he could sail away to 
France. 
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The Adelantado replied as he had to the first French on whom he had 
worked justice, and talk as he would, Juan Ribao could obtain no concessions 
from the Adelantado. Then Juan Ribao told him that he wanted to report to 
his men, because there were many nobles among them, and he would return 
or send a reply about what he resolved to do. Within 3 hours Juan Ribao 
returned in the canoe, and said there were different opinions among his men, 
inasmuch as some wanted to throw themselves on his mercy, and others 
did not. 

The Adelantado replied that it mattered nothing to him whether all, ot 
part, or none of them surrendered; they should do whatever might be best 
for them, since they were free to do so. 

Juan Ribao told the Adelantado that half of them wanted to ask for his 
clemency and would pay a ransom of more than a hundred thousand ducats; 
and the other half would be able to pay more, for among them were rich 
persons of much income, who were soliciting royal payment of their ex­
penses in this territory. 

The Adelantado replied: " I am very sorry if I should lose such rich spoils 
and ransom, since I have full need of this help to aid in the conquest and 
population of this territory; it is my duty to plant the Holy Gospel in it, 
in the name of my King." 

Here, for what good it might do [as a possible means of saving himself 
and the others] Juan Ribao tried to exercise cunning. It seemed to him 
that the Adelantado, greedy for the money they would give him, would slay 
neither him nor those who yielded to his mercy; it appeared to Juan Ribao 
that by agreement [to avoid bloodshed], it would be worth more than 200,000 
ducats to the Adelantado, and he told the Adelantado he would return to his 
people with the answer; and because it was late, he asked him as a favor to 
stay there until the next day, when he would return with the decision that 
might be agreed upon. 

The Adelantado said yes, he would grant time, and since it was already 
sunset, Juan Ribao went back to his men; and in the morning he returned 
in the canoe and surrendered to the Adelantado two royal standards, one of 
the king of France and another of the admiral, two field banners, a sword, 
dagger and very good gilded helmet, a buckler, a pistolet, and a seal which 
the admiral of France had given him for sealing decrees and titles. He 
told the Adelantado that about 150 of the 350 men there would like to throw 
themselves on his mercy; but that the others had withdrawn that night, 
and asked that the boat be sent for those who wanted to surrender, and 
for their arms. 

The Adelantado immediately directed Captain Diego Florez de Valdes, 
admiral of his armada, to bring them across ten at a time, as he had the 
others [of the first group], and taking Juan Ribao behind the sand dunes 
among the shrubbery, where [he had taken] the others, the Adelantado made 
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Fort Matamras in 1872. From Harry Finn, PICTURESQUE AMERICA, 1872. 



them bind Ribao's hands behind him [and thus it was also done] to the others 
w i th him, as it had to the ones before, -telling them they must march 
4 leagues by land, and at night, so that he could not permit them to go 
unbound; and when all were tied, he asked them if they were Catholics or 
Lutherans, and if there were any who wanted to confess. 

Juan Ribao responded that he and all who were [with him] here were of 
the new religion, and he began to say the psalm of Domine memento met; and 
having finished, he said that from earth he was and unto earth must they 
return; and twenty years more or less did not matter, the Adelantado 
should do what he wanted wi th them. The Adelantado commanded them 
to march, as he had the others, and wi th the same order, and at the same 
line [that he had marked before in the sand], he commanded that what had 
been done to the others should be done to all; he spared only the fifers, 
drummers and trumpeters and four others w h o they said were Catholics, 
in all 16 persons; all the others were slain. 

* * * That night the Adelantado returned to Santo Agustin, where 
some persons criticised him as cruel, and others said he had acted as a very 
good captain, and they decided that if the French had been Catholic and the 
Adelantado had not worked justice upon them as he did, some might have 
perished from hunger, due to the few provisions the Adelantado had 
(because the fort of San Mateo [Caroline], taken by the Adelantado, had 
burned wi th the loss of much property and supplies within eight days after 
it was won) , and because they were more numerous, the French might 
have destroyed us * * * 

Meras' Account of the Second Massacre at Matanxas, October 12, 1565. 

2. Enter the English 

The riches of the Americas made Spain the foremost power in Europe. This 
wealth, so tantalizingly long in transporting from New World to Old, also made 
her a target for freebooters. Spain's navigation secrets were jealously guarded, but 
men contrived to learn them in the dangerous and profitable school of piracy. 

For a time, after the destruction of the French, so vividly described in part above, 
Spain had no formidable contestant for the "continent" of Florida.. France was 
involved in civil wars. The Hollanders were struggling under a Spanish yoke. 
The English, their star in the ascendant, were just beginning to learn how to colonize. 
In fact, Sir Francis Drake, after the raid on St. Augustine described below, found 
Sir Walter Rale: \h's first group of Roanoke Island colonists in straitened circum­
stances and took them back to England. The 15 men left on Roanoke Island by 
Grenville that same year to hold the country for England were but a token. Elizabeth, 
while encouraging commerce, exploration, raids on the Spanish Main, and even the 
colonizing projects of Raleigh, was husbanding her strength for the coming battle 
with Spain near at home. 
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Much of the piratical activity in the western hemisphere was highly organized, a 
clear reflection of European disturbances. For example, the depredations of Drake 
in 1585-1586 were intended by Elizabeth to be acts of reprisal for injuries received at 
the hands of the Spaniards, but were also expected to divert King Philip's attention 
from u or in the Netherlands. The expedition may be thought of as an extreme form 
of diplomatic pressure exerted by the English at a time when they were drifting 
toward armed conflict with Spain. Drake commanded a Jleet of about 25 ships and 
2,300 men. His most important actions were against Santo Domingo and Carta­
gena; from both of those towns he wrung fat ransoms. He was returning to England 
when his lookout sighted the coastal ivatchtower of the St. Augustine settlement. 
About 150 soldiers constituted the bulk of the town's population. In the action that 
followed, both the weakness of the struggling colony and the formidable character of 
the English opponent came into clear relief. It was a foreshadowing of the Anglo-
Spanish contest for naval power and colonial empire which was to come and which 
was to be signalized by the defeat of the '' Invincible Armada'' tivo years later. 

Thomas Cates, a member of Drake's expedition, relates the story of the sack of 
St. Augustine as follows: 

After three days spent in watering our Ships, wee departed now the second 
time from this Cape of S. Anthony [Cuba] the thirteenth of May [1586], and 
proceeding about the Cape of Florida, wee neuer touched any where; but 
coasting alongst Florida, and keeping the shore still in sight, the 28 of 
May early in the morning wee descried on the shore a place built like a 
Beacon, which was in deede a scaffold vpon foure long mastes raised on 
ende, for men to discouer to the seaward, being in the latitude of thirtie 
degrees, or very neere therevnto. Our Pinnesses manned, and comming 
to the shore, wee marched vp alongst the riuer side, to see what place the 
enemie held there: for none amongst vs had any knowledge thereof at all. 

Here the Generall [Drake] tooke occasion to march wi th the companies 
himselfe in person, the Lieutenant generall [Christopher Carleill] hauing 
the Vantguard; and going a mile vp or somewhat more by the riuer side, 
we might discerne on the other side of the riuer ouer against vs, a Fort 
which newly had bene built by the Spaniards: and some mile or thereabout 
aboue the Fort was a little Towne or Village without wa lks , built of 
woodden houses, as the Plot [Plan] doeth plainely shew. Wee forthwith 
prepared to haue ordinance for the batteric; and one peece was a little before 
the Euening planted, and the first shot being made by the Lieutenant 
generall himselfe at their Ensigne, strake through the Ensigne, as wee 
afterwards vnderstood by a French man, which came vnto vs from them. 
One shot more was then made, which strake the foote of the Fort wall, 
which was all massiue timber of great trees like Mastes. The Lieutenant 
generall was determined to passe the riuer this night wi th 4. companies, 
and there to lodge himselfe intrenched as neare the Fort, as that he might 
play wi th his muskets and smallest shot vpon any that should appeare, 
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and so afterwards to bring and plant the batterie wi th him: but the help 
of Mariners for that sudden to make trenches could not be had, which 
was the cause that this determination was remitted vntill the next night. 

In the night the Lieutenant generall tooke a little rowing Skiffe, and halfe 
a dozen well armed, as Captaine Morgan, and Captaine Sampson, wi th 
some others besides the rowers, & went to view what guard the enemie kept, 
as also to take knowledge of the ground. And albeit he went as couertly as 
might be, yet the enemie taking ye Alarme, grew feareful that the whole 
force was approaching to the assault, and therefore wi th all speede abandoned 
the place after the shooting of some of their peeces. They thus gone, and 
hee being returned vnto vs againe, but nothing knowing of their flight from 
their Fort, forthwith came a French man being a Phipher (who had bene 
prisoner wi th them) in a little boate, playing on his Phiph the tune of the 
Prince of Orenge his song; and being called vnto by the guard, he tolde them 
before he put foote out of the boate, wha t he was himselfe, and how the 
Spaniards were gone from the Fort, offering either to remaine in hands there, 
or els to returne to the place wi th them that would goe. 

Vpon this intelligence, the Generall, the Lieutenent generall, wi th some 
of the Captaines in one Skiffe, and the Vice-admirall wi th some others in his 
Skiffe, and two or three Pinnesses furnished of souldiers wi th them, put 
presently ouer towards the Fort, giuing order for the rest of the Pinnesses to 
follow. And in our Approch, some of the enemie bolder then the rest, 
hauing stayed behinde their company, shot off two peeces of ordinance at vs: 
but on shore wee went, and entred the place without finding any man there. 

When the day appeared, we found it built all of timber, the wa lks being 
none other but whole Mastes or bodies of trees set vpright and close together 
in maner of a pale, without any ditch as yet made, but wholy intended wi th 
some more time; for they had not as yet finished al their worke, hauing 
begunne the same some three or foure moneths before: so as, to say the 
trueth, they had no reason to keepe it, being subiect both to fire, and easie 
assault. 

The platforme whereon the ordinance lay, was whole bodies of long pine 
trees, whereof there is great plentie, layd a crosse one on another, and some 
little earth amongst. There were in it thirteene or fourteene great peeces of 
Brasse ordinance, and a chest vnbroken vp, hauing in it the value of some 
two thousand pounds sterling by estimation of the kings treasure, to pay the 
souldiers of that place, who were a hundred and fiftie men. 

The Fort thus wonne, which they called S. Iohn's Fort, and the day 
opened, wee assayed to goe to the towne, but could not by reason of some 
riuers and broken ground which was betweene the two places: and therefore 
being enforced to imbarke againe into our Pinnesses, wee went thither vpon 
the great maine river, which is called as also the Towne, by the name of 
S. Augustin. 
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Sir Francis Drake, from the Trinity House [London] portrait of the preeminent 
Elizabethan seadog who commanded the expedition of 1585-86 against the Spanish 
West Indies. 

At our approching to land, there were some that began to shew them-
sclues, and to bestow some few shot vpon vs, but presently withdrew 
thcmselues. And in their running thus away, the Sergeant Maior [Capt. 
Anthony Powcl] finding one of their horses ready sadlcd and bridelcd, tookc 
the same to follow the chase; and so oucrgoing all his company, was (by 
one layd behind a bush) shotte through the head: and falling downe there-
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with , was by the same and two or three more, stabbed in three or foure 
places of his body wi th swords and daggers, before any could come neere 
to his rescue. His death was much lamented, being in very deede an honest 
wise Gentleman, and a souldier of good experience, and of as great courage 
as any man might be. 

In this place called S. Augustin, we vnderstood the king did keepe, as is 
before said, one hundred and fiftie souldiers, and at another place some 
dozen leagues beyond to the Northwards, called S. Helena, he did likewise 
keepe an hundred and fiftie more, seruing there for no other purpose, then 
to keepe all other nations from inhabiting any part of all that coast; the 
gouernment whereof was committed to one Pedro Melendez Marquesse, 
nephew to that Melendez the Admiral, who had ouerthrowen Master Iohn 
Hawkins in the bay of Mexico some seuenteen or eighteene yeeres agoe. 
This Gouernour had charge of both places, but was at this time in this 
place, and one of the first that left the same. 

Gates' Account of Drake's Raid on St. Augustine, 1586. 

3. Governor Canco Meets a Crisis 

St. Augustine was never a self-supporting settlement. Subsidies from New Spain 
(Mexico) kept the colony alive. The subsidies were expensive, and at the beginning 
of the 1600's Spanish officials seriously considered abandoning St. Augustine. 
Gonpalo Mendez de Canpo, one of most foresighted of the Florida Governors, was 
asked for an opinion. He adroitly turned a defense of the colony into a logical plea 
for further development, and his ably presented argument, liberally fortified with 
statistics, did much to save the situation. The following extracts from Canco's 
lengthy opinion illustrates ivhat Florida meant to Spain in early colonial days, both 
as a coast guard station saving hundreds of Spanish lives and as headquarters for 
a mission system, which also worked as a giant buffer to become one of Florida's most 
important defenses against encroachment by other Europeans. 

SENOR: 

* * * Mv opinion is, if it please your majesty, that you should not 
order the abandonment of this presidio until in the meantime an entry into 
the interior land can be made, and it can be known and understood wi th 
certainty whether there are mines of gold and silver, precious stones and 
pearls. This entry can be made easily and at little cost in this way (your 
majesty being pleased to consider the said entry favorably), by ordering a 
number of about sixty or seventy soldiers to be provided besides those who 
already serve here * * * 

In abandoning this presidio entirely, two difficulties are manifest to me, 
in my opinion very serious, which your majesty ought to consider. These 
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arc: if this fiprt should be abandoned, it would be obligatory to withdraw 
the Christian Indians who are protected by it, as well as the religious who 
teach them, because the said religious might continue to work among them. 
Their lives would meet with much- danger and the said Indians would re­
turn to their idolatries as they used to. And the other: since the year of 
[one thousand] five hundred eighty-nine, many Spaniards (who were ship-

Christopher Carleill, stepson of Queen Elizabeth's Secretary of State, Sir Francis 
Walsingham, and Lieutenant General of the Drake expedition of 1885-86. 
From the engraving first published in Holland's HEROOLOGIA ANGLIA. 
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