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Some old men of 

authority... say that 

... two days journey 

beyond, is another town called 

Ocale... that there are many 

traders among them... and 

abundance of gold and silver 
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to God... it seems He has a 

special care that this be for His 

service. 
- Hernando De Soto 

Hernando De Soto, born c. 1500, 2 
Jerez de los Cabalteros; died 1542, J 

In what is now Arkansas. 3 

Hapsnurg family emoiem 
of Charles V, who licensed 

De Soto's venture. 

Helmet and broadsword 
Of a 16th-century 
Spanish soldier. 1539 

\ He went about for five years 

... thinking it would be like 

Peru. He made no settlement, 

and thus he died, and de

stroyed those who went with 

him. Never will conquerors do 

well unless they settle before 

thov undertake anvthino else 

especially here where the 

Indians are valiant bowmen 

and strong. 

- Francisco Lopez de Gomara, 
Historia General de las Indias, 1552 

Crossbow bolt point 
was unearthed at De 

Soto's f irst winter 
encampment at pres
ent day Tallahassee. 

Florida Division of 
Historical Resources 

De Soto brought bells to 
Florida as gifts for Indians. 

Sixteenth-century 
navigators used the 

astrolabe to find 
latitude. 

/

n the wake of Columbus, other adventurers sailed to America 
to see what could be made of it. Hernando De Soto, a Spanish 

soldier who had tasted the rewards of conquest, dreamed of 
matching the deeds of the celebrated conquistadores. When he 
was granted a license to explore La Florida, his prospects were 
good. De Soto was ambitious, seasoned by forays in Central and 
South America, and commander of one of the best armies to set 
foot in the Americas. After landing on Florida's west coast, 
probably near Tampa Bay, in May 1539, his army spent the next 
four years threading its way some 4,000 miles across what is now 
the southeastern United States. 

De Soto's march was difficult, but it was not a trek entirely 
through wilderness. In the 16th century this land was settled by 
tens of thousands of American Indians in hundreds of villages. 
De Soto and his men spent much of their time moving from 
village to village, walking on Indian trails, led by Indian guides, 
and eating Indian food. Conscripting Indians as servants and 
porters as it progressed, the horde at times numbered a thousand 
people. Since many tribes were not willing supporters of the ex
pedition, the Spaniards fought countless skirmishes and four 
major battles. Persevering despite the attrition of men, horses, 

8 Pacaha,June,1541 

weapons, and supplies, De Soto's troops were the first Europeans 
to push deep into North America, the first to see the Mississippi 
above its mouth. 

Yet it was a futile mission, doomed by unfamiliarity with the land, 
hostile Indians, and the leader's overzealous pursuit of riches. 
What had begun as an adventure became an ordeal. Driving his 
army relentlessly, De Soto killed and enslaved large numbers of 
Indians and lost half his soldiers to sickness and Indian retalia
tion. He found no gold, established no colonies. Three years 
SCOUTING PARTIES 

after landing in Florida, he was felled by fever and buried in the 
Mississippi River. Sixteen months later, his second in command 
led the ragged army back to Mexico. The expedition was incon
sequential for Spain but disastrous for the Indians it encoun
tered, leaving behind disease and social dislocation. Despite its 
failures and acts of inhumanity, however, the venture was not 
without benefit. DeSoto and his men were among the first to 
encounter North American Indians before European contact. 
The real treasure brought out of the New World was the rich 
store of information about the American land and its first people. 

There is currently a de
bate among scholars 
over the exact route of 
the De Soto expedition. 
Recent archeological 
excavations and dis
coveries of documents 
are adding to our 
knowledge of this 
event. The research is 
being conducted by 

scholars interested in 
the expedition, its 
route, contacts with 
Native Americans, and 
the consequences. As 
ongoing work uncov
ers new information, it 
will be included in up
dated versions of this 
publication. 

Quotes are drawn from 
personal accounts of the 
expedition or front re
corded interviews of 
survivors. 

West of the Mississippi, 

scouts encountered 
nomadic tipi dwellers 

at about the same time 
that Coronado did a 

few hundred miles to 
the west. 

5 Coosa, July, 1540 

We came to some... 
huts, covered with rush 
seirn together. When the 
owner moves away, he 
will roll up the entire 
covering, and carry it, 
the wife taking 
the.. .poles. 

The Peabody Museum 

De Soto could be a 
harsh and inflexible 

leader, one who kept 
his own council. He 

was deserted by a sub
ordinate he had be

rated in public. 

He... sent Indians 
with messages... that 
rather than see before 
him each day the cap
tain who had... insulted 
him, he preferred to re
main among 
the Indians. 

The Coosa were a pow
erful confederation of 

tribes ranging from 
Tennessee through 

Georgia to Alabama. 
De Soto was greeted 

by their ruler in the 
chief Coosa town. 

The Cacique came out 
... born in a litter on the 
shoulders oftheprinci 
pal men... on his head, 
he wore a diadem of 
plumes... surrounded 
by attendants playing 
upon flutes and singing 

University of Georgia, 
Dept, of Anthropology 

4 Near Ocmulgee, April, 1540 

7 Apafalaya, December, 1540 

The months after the 
battle at Mabila were 

terrible. De Soto's 
best captains were 

wounded. Food and 
clothes were scarce, 

and morale was low. A 
prominent knight is 

described: 

Wearing a short gar 
ment.. .torn on the yf 
sides, his flesh showing ROUT*-
. . . barefoot... amidst 
frost and cold.. .he had 
to dig with his nails to 
get something 
to eat. 

National Museum of 
the American Indian 

The army was close 
to starvation as 

they moved through 
sparsely settled coun

try. Soldiers ques
tioned "four or f ive" 

Indians about their 
village. 

,\ot one would show 
knowledge of his lord's 
village... although they 
burnt one of them alive 
before the others, and 
all suffered that. 
martyrdom. 

2 Anhaica, Winter, 1540 

The Journey 
Hernando De Soto's agreement 
with Charles V of Spain was simple: 
he was to explore, exploit, and 
colonize Florida, bearing all costs. 
In return he would become gover
nor of Cuba and of the new colony. 
They would divide the spoils. De 
Soto and his 622 soldiers arrived 
in Havana in June 1538. he swelled 
the expedition's ranks with slave 
carriers and camp followers, includ
ing several women; artisans and 
priests; an engineer; 200 horses; a 
herd of pigs; and fierce dogs for 
punishing Indians. Landing in 
Florida on May 30,1539, he left a 
temporary colony of 100 men and 
led his army inland. 

It started well. They found a Span
iard from an earlier expedition who 
had lived among the Indians and 
could translate. But before they 
reached the village of Ocale, they 
were dependent on the Indians for 
food. Hungry and impatient for 

Illustrations by John Lytle 

gold, they threw to the dogs guides 
who deceived them. Many were 
ready to stop and settle in rich 
Cofitachequi, But De Soto insisted 
they keep searching. Even after 
the battle at Mabila, where 22 were 
killed and supplies were lost, he 
refused to meet a supply fleet at 
Mobile Bay, afraid of mass 
desertion. 

Indians inflicted even greater dam
age at Chicasa; more dead, horses 
and pigs lost, clothes and weapons 
destroyed in the fire. By spring 
1542, it was over. Their translator 
was dead, and cavalry parties to 
the north and west had found only 
nomadic hunting tribes. After De 
Soto's death in May, his army made 
an abortive overland attempt to 
reach home, then spent one more 
winter on the Mississippi. They built 
boats, abandoned 500 slaves in 
alien country, and in July 1543 
floated down the river to the Gulf. 

3Aute, Fall, 1539 

At Aute, they found 
signs of the doomed 
Narvaez expedition 

(1528) . The desperate 
men had eaten their 

horses and built ships 
they hoped would 

carry them to safety. 

He recognized... the 
headpieces of the horses 
and the.. .forge... and 
the managers and the 
mortars they used to 
grind corn and the 
crosses cut in the trees. 

At the first winter 
camp in Anhaica, De 

Soto was told of a land 
ruled by a queen with 

a hoard of gold. The 
army headed north in 

the spring, loaded with 
•ndian corn. 

The cavalry carried 
grain on the horses, the 
infantry on the back; be
cause the Indians... 
being naked, and in 
chains, had perished in 
greatpart 

during 
the 
winter. 

1 Near Ocale, August, 1539 

Florida Division 
of Historical 
Resources 

From the start, De 
Soto held native chiefs 
hostage and enslaved 

their people as guides, 
porters, and personal 

servants. He captured 
women as diversions 

for his men. 

A hundred men and 
women were taken, one 
or two of whom were 
chosen out for the gov
ernor ... They were led 
off in chains, with col
lars about the neck. 

Arrived Partuco River, 
September 10 ,1543 

Entered Tampa Bay, 
May 30 ,1539 
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De Soto's soldiers car
ried arquebus, hal

berd, and crossbow. 

Without i iu ievj , De Soto'e 
army would have found it more 
difficult to subdue the Indians. 

a C i . . / ; n u A..»..<*» 15^0 

National Museum of 
i Natural History 



Conflict and Decline De Soto National Memorial 
Florida 

For Your Safety • Be 
careful while wading. 
Sharp shells and barna
cles can cut your feet, 
rays can sting you, and 
deep holes in the river 
can catch you unaware. 
Be alert for poisonous 

snakes, cacti, fire ants, 
and poison ivy along the 
nature trail. Please stay 
on developed trails. 

De Soto the Conquistador 

In 1539 the " N e w Wor ld " stil l ex
isted on the edge of myth . Maps 
showed the Amer icas as a vague 
out l ine of unknown s ize—"terra in
cogn i ta " inhabi ted by subhumans. 
But the tales also to ld of g reen 
Edens and unimaginable wea l th . 
The facts a lone were enough to 

whe t ambi t ion and spur g reed in 
restless soldiers. They learned of 
small bands of Spaniards whose 
horses and guns had defeated ar
mies of nat ive warr iors, open ing 
the way to great caches of si lver 
and go ld . Monarchs in need of 
co in metal sanct ioned expedi t ions 
to f ind 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. 

Their mot ives were not ent i re ly 
mercenary . Eight centur ies of war 
w i th the Moors in Spain had pro
duced a class of warriors who c lung 
to the ideals of a now de func t 
kn igh thood . After the expuls ion of 
the last Arabs in 1492, they were 
left w i th no out le t for the i r re l i 
g ious and nat ional ist ic impulses. 
Conquis tadores found it in Amer
ica, where the heathen Indian re
p laced the heathen Moor, and 
where o ld pract ices, f rom the bat
t le cry of "Sant iago!" to the use of 
war dogs, con t inued. A moral basis 
for coerc ion of the nat ive popula
t ion was prov ided by Cathol ic 
dogma, wh ich taught that the In
dians had to be redeemed by being 
brought into the Church. Though 
the Crown warned against i l l -
t rea tment of the Indians, its c o n 
cern rang hol low, g iven its own 
orders to obtain as much t reasure 
as possible. (In De Soto 's agree

ment w i th Char les V, the c rown 
was to get one f i f th if the t reasure 
was taken by bat t le or t rade, and 
half if by the easier method of grave 
or temp le p lunder ing . Min ing was 
not ment ioned.) In any case, moral 
gu ide l ines were a loose rein on 
hardened warr iors an ocean away. 

It was in this rough school that 
Hernando De Soto learned his 
t rade. Leaving Spain a you th of 14, 
he ra ided in what is now Panama, 
made a for tune in Indian go ld and 
slaves in Nicaragua, and jo ined 
Pizarro in the conquest of Peru. 
He retMrned to Cnajn 00 vparc later 

a ski l led soldier and a rich man. 
But he grew bored wi th the idle 
l i fe, chaf ing to go to La Flor ida at 
the head of his own army. That De 
Soto invested in his second tr ip to 
the New World v i r tual ly the ent i re 
for tune he had won dur ing the first 
may account for the s ing leminded-

ness with wh ich he pursued 
t reasure. 

On his return he adopted the 
predatory methods of his mentors 
Pedrarias and Pizarro. Upon reach
ing a v i l lage, he took the chief 
hostage to ensure he wou ld supply 
food , w o m e n , and gu ides and por
ters to the next v i l lage. He appro
priated whole towns as winter quar
ters. If a v i l lage res is ted, the army 
ter ror ized the people, loot ing, 
burn ing houses and f ie lds, raping, 
ens lav ing, and cut t ing off noses 
and hands. The defiant were burned 
Ajive of th rown to the d o n s . De 
Soto's tact ics kept h im and half of 
his army al ive for three years, but 
they gained him noth ing but the 
host i l i ty of the new wor ld 's people. 

Univ. of Florida Press, Gainesville 

The Native Americans 

Europeans had di f f icul ty de f in ing 
nat ive Amer icans. Early reports 
painted them as gent le , thought 
less ch i ldren of paradise. As ex
plorers met more resistance and 
began to explo i t the Indians, they 
por t rayed them as brutal , promis
cuous cannibals subordinate to Eu
ropeans in the natural order. Both 
portrai ts den ied them humani ty, 
unt i l the pope in 1537 f inal ly pro
nounced them " t rue m e n " wi th 
souls. 

The t rue men encoun te red by De 
Soto represented the f lower ing of 
the ancient Mississippian cu l ture . 
Also cal led Temple Mound Bu i ld 
ers, they had f irst set t led the r ich 
Mississippi va l ley in farming c o m 
muni t ies around 800 AD. Maize, 
the grain that susta ined De Soto 's 
army, was the center of their econ 
omy, but they also raised beans 
and squash, hun ted , gathered wi ld 
crops, and harvested the r ivers. 

The hand-eye motif 
on this slate disc, 
A.D. 1 2 0 0 - 1 5 0 0 , 
made in the Apa-
falaya region in 

I Alabama, is one of 
a complex system 
of symbols asso

ciated with the 
Southern Cult. The 

hand-eye circled 
by entwined rattle

snakes may sym
bolize fertility or 

ancestral ties. 

Alabama Museum of Natural History 

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 

In f luenced by the civ i l izat ions of 
Mex ico, their aggressive cu l ture 
spread over much of the south
east, w i th local var iat ions in lan
guage and re l ig ion. A t its peak, the 
Mississippian cu l tu re was probably 
the most sophist icated in Nor th 
Amer ica. The tr ibes were of ten or
ganized into ch ie fdoms, held to
gether by dip lomacy and force. The 
most powerfu l was the Coosa Con
federat ion, whose supreme chief 
exacted t r ibute f rom subord inate 
towns. The chief, t reated like a god, 
re igned over a comp lex society 
d iv ided into heredi tary ranks of 
nobles and commoners . 

Whi le the Indians had no treasures 
of the kind sought by the Spanish, 
the soldiers were impressed by 
their towns, some qu i te large and 
protected by pal isades and moats. 
The rel ig ious centers featured 
ear then mounds—20 or more in 
the largest c i t ies—bui l t a round 
central plazas. Up to 80 feet h igh, 
they served as bases for temples 
and the homes of the el i te. The 
Spanish also admi red the Indian 
arts. Most in t r igu ing we re the rit
ual masks, pendants, and gorgets 
(throat armor) associated wi th a 
widespread spir i tual movemen t 
now cal led the Sou thern Cult. Mo
tifs such as skul ls, weep ing eyes, 
and ratt lesnakes lead some to call 
it a death cult . Others associate it 
wi th harvest and renewal or w i th 
ancestor worsh ip . 

This sophist icated cu l ture met the 
Spanish w i th responses ranging 
f rom f r iend ly (most ly ear ly in the 
trek, before the army was preceded 
by its reputat ion) to host i le. Realiz
ing the power gold had over these 
men, many t r ibes duped them, te l l 
ing of go ld in a ci ty beyond the 
next r idge. Though they desp ised 
t reachery, the Spanish admired the 
chiefs ' nob le bear ing and their ne
got iat ing and rhetor ical ski l ls. 
When the two warr ior cu l tures 
c lashed, the Indians showed o ther 
traits respected by the Spanish: 
prowess wi th bow and arrow, cour
age and endurance, and loyalty to 
their ch ie fs . Avoid ing open batt les, 
they re l ied on stealth and knowl 
edge of the terrain. Their guerr i l la 
tact ics worked wel l in the forest, 
but in the f ie ld they were no match 
for caval ry charges and a rmored 
infantry w ie ld ing crossbow, lance, 
and ha lberd . Most succumbed to 
Spanish demands. 

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 ...asto the rest, it is not 

my custom to visit any one... 

If you desire to see me, come 

where I am; if for peace, I will 

receive you with special good 

will; if for war, I will await 

you in my town. 

- Quigaltam Chiefs 
response to a summons 

from De Soto 

The southeastern 
Indians showed a 
variety of physical 
types, hair styles, 
and ways of dress. 
They fashioned 
breechcloths, 
skirts, and mantles 
from hide, bark 
fiber, grass, or 
Spanish moss. The 
southernmost 
tribes went naked 
in the summer. 

Illustration by John Lytle 

The Aftermath 

Twenty years after De Soto v is i ted 
the Coosa towns, o ther exp lorers 
found barren f ie lds, abandoned 
towns, and f ragmented sett lements 
where there had been a prosperous 
ch ie fdom. These were the early 
signs of the European disease and 
depradat ion that b rought about the 
col lapse of cul tures throughout the 
southeast. 

De Soto's exped i t ion alone d id not 
cause this radical change. As early 
as 1502, coastal slavers had intro
duced to Florida diseases like small 
pox, typhus, and measles—lethal 
to Indians w i thout immuni ty . But 
De Soto left a trail of death and 
cultural dec l ine th rough the heart 
of the reg ion. Enslavement , war
fare, and disease brought by h im 
and those to fo l low depopu la ted 
towns. Publ ic ly demeaned and un
able to de fend their peop le , ch iefs 
saw thei r author i ty weakened . Sta
bi l iz ing pol i t ical confederat ions 

c rumbled. The helplessness of sha
mans in the face of new diseases 
undermined faith in native re l ig ion. 
Societa l bonds d issolved as an
c ient l ines of tr ibal lore d ied w i th 
their custodians. 

Hi t again and again wi th European 
mil i tary, b io logica l , and social in
curs ions, the t r ibes of the sou th 
east never regained the i r balance. 
By the 18th century , s impler com
muni t ies l ike the Creeks and Choc-
taws no longer r emembered their 
ancestors or who had bui l t the 
great mounds around them. 

When Indians 
started dying of 

European diseases 
like measles and 

cholera, they found 
their traditional 

remedies useless. 
Here, the patient 

inhales the smoke 
of burning tobacco 

to purge his body 
of poison. 

Library ol Congress National Museum of the American Indian 

Native and Euro
pean styles are 

contrasted in these 
depictions of Indian 

trance-states: A 
bird-man bearing a 

human head has 
taken flight. A seer 
has dislocated his 

shoulders in the 
contortions that 

precede his vision. 

Library of Congress 

Getting There - Take 
state route 64 W for ap
proximately 5 miles from 
downtown Bradenton. 

Turn north (right) on 75th 
St. W and follow 2!4 miles 
to park. 

Visiting the Park • A 
good place to start is the 
visitor center, which is 
open daily. Here any 
questions about the area 
or the De Soto expedi
tion may be answered. A 
22-minute film on the De 
Soto story is shown 
hourly. Artifacts of the De 
Soto period are on dis
play in the small museum. 

From mid-December 
through mid-April, Camp 
Ucita is open. This model 
encampment, where re
productions of Spanish 
armor and weapons are 
displayed, represents the 
Indian village captured by 
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 

talk about the expedition 
and the attitudes of the 
16th-century Spaniard. 

Between Camp Ucita and 
the visitor center a large 
stone placed by the Na
tional Society of the Co
lonial Dames of America 
commemorates the expe
dition and marks the be
ginning of the De Soto 
Trail. 

Administration - De 
Soto National Memorial 
is administered by the 
National Park Service, 
U.S. Department of the 
Interior. For information, 
write: Superintendent, 
De Soto National Memo
rial, PO Box 15390, 
Bradenton, FL, 34280-
5390. Phone (813) 
792-0458. 

Archeological 
Evidence • In 1987, ar-
cheologists in Tallahassee 
uncovered Indian and 
European art i facts-
beads, ironware, and a 
pig bone—identifying the 
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. 

De Soto's first obstacle 
upon landing was an al
most impenetrable wall 
of mangrove. Red Man
grove, the most common 
variety, is identified by 
its distinctive prop roots. 
They anchor the plant in 
the muddy soil, provide 
oxygen to the roots, and, 
by trapping soil particles 
and plant matter, create 
islands or expand the 
shoreline where new 
plants can grow. All vari
eties have developed 
mechanisms for adapta

tion to saltwater. They 
thrive where other plants 
would die by blocking the 
salt at the roots or expel
ling it at the base of the 
leaves. Because the soil 
is too saline for seed ger
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. 
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