
The Spanish Polemic on Colonisation Part 6:

Cabeza de Vaca and What the Indians Wanted

Introduction 

In previous articles I promised to say something about the experience of a Spaniard who spent eight years in Indian territories. He was Álvar Nuňez Cabeza de Vaca, a man of the hidalgo class (minor nobility). In 1527, when he was about 40 years old, he joined an expedition setting out from Spain intending to conquer Florida. There were five ships with about 600 men. Cabeza de Vaca was treasurer of the expedition, and he also held the position of alguacil mayor, which was something like chief enforcer. He was an experienced soldier who had served in Italy, Spain and Navarre. 

The expedition went first to Hispaniola to take on supplies. About a quarter of the men immediately deserted, because the local Spanish colonists made attractive proposals about how to get rich without having to go any farther. The ships went on to Cuba for more supplies, and the same thing happened. By the time they finally got to the Florida coast there was not much more than half of the original troop number. And then the expedition began to fall apart. 

The main reason for this, according to Cabeza de Vaca, was the incompetence of Panfílio de Narváez, the overall commander. He was interested in making explorations inland, even before he had found a proper harbour. The local Indians were generally hostile. They struck threatening attitudes and signalled to the Spaniards that they should leave, or they fired showers of arrows, or they gave a welcome and then made surprise attacks. When captured they would talk about a territory some way distant that had lots of gold or was worth visiting for some other reason, and Narváez would follow their suggestions. After futile explorations the Spaniards returned to their ships, but then a violent storm scattered them. Cabeza de Vaca and some other men were shipwrecked on what is now Galveston Island, off the coast of Texas. 

After that no further contact was made with the commander or with any large group of Spaniards. Cabeza de Vaca’s group was soon down to 15 people. They spent the next eight years first on Galveston (which they called The Island of Ill-Fate) and then on the mainland, in territories where no Spaniards had ever been before. Various people have tried to reconstruct their journey. There are estimates of about 8000 kilometres covered in the eight years (not wildly different from Cabeza de Vaca’s own estimate of 2000 leagues).  Anyhow, the castaways seem to have wandered through great stretches of what is now the southern United States and northern Mexico. Finally, in 1536 Cabeza de Vaca and three companions reached Spanish-held territory and were soon telling their story in Mexico City, where they made a great sensation. 

The following year Cabeza de Vaca returned to Spain. While there he wrote a memoir of the Narváez expedition and his own life among the Indians. This was published as a book in 1542; later it became known as the Shipwrecks (Naufragios). But originally what he wrote was addressed to King Charles V and it was less a memoir than a kind of “grant proposal”, as Juan F. Maura calls it. (1) Cabeza de Vaca was applying for another and bigger job. His account was meant to show that he was an able and resourceful man with rich American experience: he understood the Indians, knew how to treat them fairly, and was well equipped to win them over to be good Spanish subjects and good Christians. The King was impressed, and in 1540 Cabeza de Vaca was made governor of the River Plate colony, which included parts of present-day Argentina, Uruguay and Paraguay. 

The new governor’s main task was to find a viable route linking the River Plate colony with Peru. During his few years in the job he seems to have done a good deal of exploration. Among other things, as protector of the newly-Christian Guaraní people he successfully made war on their not-yet-Christian enemies, the Guaycurú.  But he was outmanoeuvred by his Spanish rivals in the River Plate, and in 1544 he was arrested for maladministration and sent for trial to Spain. Though eventually he was exonerated, he never returned to America. However, he did produce a further memoir (Comentarios) describing and justifying his actions in the River Plate, and this was published in 1555.  

What interests me here is the Shipwrecks. In the course of it Cabeza de Vaca remarks that “the Indians are great storytellers and liars” (Chapter 29). He himself is undeniably a great story-teller, and it has been suggested he’s a great liar. According to Maura, who calls him el gran burlador, the great joker or con man, “the author of the Shipwrecks included or omitted to include whatever suited him, as and when it suited him”. (2) I have no doubt that he omitted things. For example, he claims to have become an outstanding medicine man; elsewhere he says that the medicine men could have two or three wives, while the ordinary Indian was monogamous. So the question of marriage or polygamy must have arisen for him, but he says nothing about it (as one would expect). Also, some things in his account are definitely tall tales, and to what extent he knew that they were tall tales is not easy to judge. 

However, I think much of the Shipwrecks rings true. I am not concerned with the misleading image which, according to Maura, has predominated in works published during the past 25 years: “a Christian martyr who, after a slow transculturation from conquistador to quasi-native, would defend ‘the weak Indian’ in the purest style of  Las Casas”. (3) Maura rejects this modern academic notion, but he seems to end up confusing it with the image of himself that Cabeza de Vaca is trying to convey. “Cabeza de Vaca the conquistador, with an army of up to 10,000 natives and Spanish infantry and musketeers, fighting against the Guaycurú of Paraguay, has very little to do with the almost hagiographic self-portrait that he paints in the Shipwrecks, with reference to the treatment given to the Indians”. (4)

But what happened, according to Cabeza de Vaca, was that the newly-converted Guaraní Indians came to him as governor, appealing for protection against their ferocious Guaycurú neighbours who were killing and plundering them. The governor first asked the leading clerics whether in these circumstances he could make just war on the Guaycurú. When the clerics declared that he could, he sent messages to the Guaycurú demanding that they stop oppressing the Guaraní and give allegiance to the King of Spain. Only after their contemptuous refusal did he assemble his huge army. And even when he caught up with the Guaycurú and launched his attack on them, he tells us that he took care to leave them a path of flight to the mountains, “so that there would not be great butchery”. (5) And when the Guaycurú had been routed (purely due to the tremendous impression made by a Spanish cavalry charge) and they came to him as the vanquished offering themselves as slaves, Cabeza de Vaca received them kindly and told them that if they were peaceful subjects and good Christians they would always have favoured treatment, better than any other tribe! Besides, he goes out of his way to praise not only their excellent physique and their splendid qualities as fighters but also their treatment of women. They treated even captive women well, never harming them. (6) As for their own women, “the Guaycurú women have more liberty than what Queen Isabella gave to the women of Spain”. (7) So in terms of explicit attitudes towards the Indians, I cannot see much that much difference between the Shipwrecks and the Commentaries. As will be seen below, even in the Shipwrecks he envisaged the possibility of waging war against Indians and explained how it could best be done. 

From here on I will only be concerned with the Shipwrecks, and purely with what it has to say about relations between the Spaniards and the Indians. When the former arrived in large groups, with weapons, and evidently with motives more ambitious than survival, they were generally met with arrows, and any peaceful encounters were ambiguous and could never be depended on. But as vulnerable, unthreatening people who could be assimilated in some fashion into Indian society, Cabeza de Vaca and his companions had a different experience. The communities they were with seem to have been some of the poorest, living the most precarious lives, in all of America. 

The hospitality of the Indians 

I take up the story from the time of their arrival on Galveston, the Island of Ill-Fate, using an old translation by Fanny Bandelier that comes in handy. The handful of washed-up Spaniards was soon confronted by a hundred Indian bowmen. With no hope of resistance or escape, they signalled their peaceful intentions. The Indians accepted this and brought them food. Afterwards, feeling fortified, they tried to relaunch their boat, and they stripped off all their clothes the better to drag it out of the sand. Then they set out to sea, but soon they were flung back on shore, exhausted and naked. 

“At sunset the Indians, thinking we had not left, came to bring us food, but when they saw us in such a different attire from before and so strange-looking, they were so frightened as to turn back. I went to call them, and in great fear they came. I then gave them to understand by signs how we had lost a barge and three of our men had been drowned, while before them there lay two of our men dead, with the others about to go the same way. 

Upon seeing the disaster we had suffered, our misery and distress, the Indians sat down with us and all began to weep out of compassion for our misfortune, and for more than half an hour they wept so loud and so sincerely that it could be heard far away. 

Verily, to see beings so devoid of reason, untutored, so like unto brutes, yet so deeply moved by pity for us, it increased my feelings and those of others in my company for our own misfortune. When the lament was over, I spoke to the Christians and asked them if they would like me to beg the Indians to take us to their homes. Some of the men, who had been to New Spain, answered that it would be unwise, as, once at their abode, they might sacrifice us to their idols. 

Still, seeing there was no remedy and that in any other way death was surer and nearer, I did not mind what they said, but begged the Indians to take us to their dwellings, at which they showed great pleasure, telling us to tarry yet a little, but that they would do what we wished.” 

About an hour after arriving at their lodges the Indians began to dance and made a great celebration that lasted all night. The Spaniards were more convinced than ever they were going to be sacrificed. However, this proved not to be their hosts’ intention.  

Some castaways who were washed up on the mainland had a worse time.     “Five Christians, quartered on the coast, were driven to such an extremity that they ate each other up until but one remained, who being left alone, there was nobody to eat him.” And when the Indians heard about this Christian cannibalism… they were shocked and appalled! “There was such an uproar among them, that I verily believe if they had seen this at the beginning they would have killed them, and we all would have been in great danger.” 

Within a short space of time a total of eighty Spaniards in this part of the expedition was reduced to fifteen. Then, ominously, the natives began to die too.  “The natives fell sick from the stomach, so that one-half of them died also, and they, believing we had killed them, and holding it to be certain, they agreed among themselves to kill those of us who survived.” However, the man who was then Cabeza de Vaca’s master (a medicine man?) deduced that the Spaniards could not be responsible for the fatalities. “When they came to (kill us) an Indian who kept me told them not to believe we were the cause of their dying, for if we had so much power we would not have suffered so many of our own people to perish without being able to remedy it ourselves. He also told them there remained but very few of us, and none of them did any harm or injury, so that the best was to let us alone. It pleased Our Lord they should listen to his advice and counsel and give up their idea.” 

Medicine man - labourer - trader

The question arose as to what the Spaniards could do to earn their keep. They were asked to do what they knew they weren’t qualified to do and thought they wouldn’t be able to do. In fact, they found they could do it admirably. 

“On the island I have spoken of they wanted to make medicine men of us without any examination or asking for our diplomas, because they cure diseases by breathing on the sick, and with that breath and their hands they drive the ailment away. So they summoned us to do the same in order to be at least of some use. We laughed, taking it for a jest, and said that we did not understand how to cure. 

Thereupon they withheld our food to compel us to do what they wanted. Seeing our obstinacy, an Indian told me that I did not know what I said by claiming that what he knew was useless, because stones and things growing out in the field have their virtues, and he, with a heated stone, placing it on the stomach, could cure and take away pain, so that we, who were wiser men, surely had greater power and virtue. 

At last we found ourselves in such stress as to have to do it, without risking any punishment. Their manner of curing is as follows: When one is ill they call in a medicine man, and after they are well again not only do they give him all they have, but even things they strive to obtain from their relatives. All the medicine man does is to make a few cuts where the pain is located and then suck the skin around the incisions. They cauterize with fire, thinking it very effective, and I found it to be so by my own experience. Then they breathe on the spot where the pain is and believe that with this the disease goes away. 

The way we treated the sick was to make over them the sign of the cross while breathing on them, recite a Pater noster and Ave Maria, and pray to God, Our Lord, as best we could to give them good health and inspire them to do us some favors. Thanks to His will and the mercy He had upon us, all those for whom we prayed, as soon as we crossed them, told the others that they were cured and felt well again. For this they gave us good cheer, and would rather be without food themselves so as to give it to us, and they gave us hides and other small things.” 

However, it seems that as well as curing people Cabeza de Vaca was required to do heavy physical labour. “I had to remain with those same Indians of the island for more than one year, and as they made me work so much and treated me so badly I determined to flee and go to those who live in the woods on the mainland, and who are called those from (of) Charruco. 

I could no longer stand the life I was compelled to lead. Among many other troubles I had to pull the eatable roots out of the water and from among the canes where they were buried in the ground, and from this my fingers had become so tender that the mere touch of a straw caused them to bleed.” 

On the mainland he found a better occupation. 

“I improved my condition a little by becoming a trader, doing the best in it I could, and (the Indians) gave me food and treated me well. They entreated me to go about from one part to another to get the things they needed, as on account of constant warfare there is neither travel nor barter in the land. 

My stock consisted mainly of pieces of seashells and cockles, and shells with which they cut a fruit which is like a bean, used by them for healing and in their dances and feasts. This is of greatest value among them, besides shell-beads and other objects. These things I carried inland, and in exchange brought back hides and red ochre with which they rub and dye their faces and hair; flint for arrow points, glue and hard canes where-with to make them, and tassels made of the hair of deer, which they dye red. This trade suited me well because it gave me liberty to go wherever I pleased; I was not bound to do anything and no longer a slave. Wherever I went they treated me well, and gave me to eat for the sake of my wares. My principal object in doing it, however, was to find out in what manner I might get further away. I became well known among them; they rejoiced greatly when seeing me and I would bring them what they needed, and those who did not know me would desire and endeavour to meet me for the sake of my fame.” 

Hard conditions

In due course Cabeza de Vaca learned that another officer from the Narváez expedition was staying with other Indians not far away. In order to be with him it was necessary to enter an arrangement which he describes as slavery. “With this understanding I remained, and they gave me as a slave to an Indian with whom Dorantes stayed.” Having made such bargains, the Indians took it badly if a Spaniard broke the agreement by trying to run away. A captured fugitive might be beaten badly and have, say, an arm pierced by an arrow, or worse. But there were times when Cabeza de Vaca was desperate enough to take the risk. “So badly was I treated that I had to flee three times from my masters, and they all went in my pursuit ready to kill me. But God, Our Lord, in His infinite goodness, protected and saved my life.” 

However, even a successful change of masters might only be a move from the frying-pan into the fire. In one instance, “the Christians escaped through flight, and remained with the other Indians, whose slaves they agreed to become. But, although serving them, they were so ill-treated, that no slaves, nor men in any condition of life, were ever so abused. Not content with cuffing and beating them and pulling out their beards for mere pastime, they killed three out of the six only because they went from one lodge to another.” 

Among the miseries of Indian-style life, the mosquitoes had their prominent place. Big fires of damp and rotten wood were lit to make smoke to keep them away. “The whole night we did not do anything but weep from the smoke that went to our eyes, and the heat from the fires was so insufferable that we would go to the shore for rest. And when, sometimes, we were able to sleep, the Indians roused us again with blows to go and kindle the fires.” 

However, a time came when the four surviving Spaniards (or actually three Spaniards and a dark-skinned Arab) once again lived with Indian communities who properly appreciated their talents and treated them well. 

“They lodged Dorantes and the negro at the house of a medicine man, and me and Castillo at that of another. These Indians speak another language and are called Avavares. They were those who used to fetch bows to ours and barter with them, and, although of another nation and speech, they understand the idiom of those with whom we formerly were and had arrived there on that very day with their lodges. Forthwith they offered us many tunas, because they had heard of us and of how we cured and of the miracles Our Lord worked through us. And surely, even if there had been no other tokens, it was wonderful how He prepared the way for us through a country so scantily inhabited, causing us to meet people where for a long time there had been none, saving us from so many dangers, not permitting us to be killed, maintaining us through starvation and distress and moving the hearts of the people to treat us well, as we shall tell further on. 

On the night we arrived there some Indians came to Castillo complaining that their heads felt very sore and begging him for relief. As soon as he had made the sign of the cross over them and recommended them to God, at that very moment the Indians said that all the pain was gone. They went back to their abodes and brought us many tunas and a piece of venison, something we did not know any more what it was, and as the news spread that same night there came many other sick people for him to cure, and each brought a piece of venison, and so many there were that we did not know where to store the meat. We thanked God for His daily increasing mercy and kindness, and after they were all well they began to dance and celebrate and feast until sunrise of the day following.” 

There was one cure that the Spanish medicine men might pardonably have felt proud of, though their historian gives all the credit to God. They were asked to attend a man who was said to be on the point of death. Only three of them went (the fourth was very timid and always afraid that his sins would prevent a successful cure). 

“When I came close to their ranches I saw that the dying man we had been called to cure was dead, for there were many people around him weeping and his lodge was torn down, which is a sign that the owner has died. I found the Indian with eyes up turned, without pulse and with all the marks of lifelessness. At least so it seemed to me, and Dorantes said the same. I removed a mat with which he was covered, and as best I could prayed to Our Lord to restore his health, as well as that of all the others who might be in need of it, and after having made the sign of the cross and breathed on him many times they brought his bow and presented it to me, and a basket of ground tunas, and took me to many others who were suffering from vertigo. They gave me two more baskets of tunas, which I left to the Indians that had come with us. Then we returned to our quarters. 

Our Indians to whom I had given the tunas remained there, and at night returned telling, that the dead man whom I attended to in their presence had resuscitated, rising from his bed, had walked about, eaten and talked to them, and that all those treated by me were well and in very good spirits. This caused great surprise and awe, and all over the land nothing else was spoken of. All who heard it came to us that we might cure them and bless their children.” 

But again, in these desperately poor communities it was impossible not to be hungry, and a medicine man with Spanish physique could be called upon to do hard physical labour. 

“While with those, we suffered more from hunger than among any of the others. In the course of a whole day we did not eat more than two handfuls of the fruit, which was green and contained so much milky juice that our mouths were burnt by it. As water was very scarce, whoever ate of them became very thirsty. And we finally grew so hungry that we purchased two dogs, in exchange for nets and other things, and a hide with which I used to cover myself. I have said already that through all that country we went naked, and not being accustomed to it, like snakes we shed our skin twice a year. Exposure to the sun and air covered our chests and backs with big sores that made it very painful to carry the big and heavy loads, the ropes of which cut into the flesh of our arms. 

The country is so rough and overgrown that often after we had gathered firewood in the timber and dragged it out, we would bleed freely from the thorns and spines which cut and slashed us wherever they touched. Sometimes it happened that I was unable to carry or drag out the firewood after I had gathered it with much loss of blood. In all that trouble my only relief or consolation was to remember the passion of our Saviour, Jesus Christ, and the blood He shed for me, and to ponder how much greater His sufferings had been from the thorns, than those I was then enduring. I made a contract with the Indians to make combs, arrows, bows and nets for them. Also we made matting of which their lodges are constructed and of which they are in very great need, for, although they know how to make it, they do not like to do any work, in order to be able to go in quest of food. Whenever they work they suffer greatly from hunger.” 

(Their best workers, in fact, were the homosexuals. “During the time I was among them I saw something very repulsive, namely, a man married to another. Such are impotent and womanish beings, who dress like women and perform the office of women, but use the bow and carry big loads. Among these Indians we saw many of them; they are more robust than the other men, taller, and can bear heavy burthens.”)  

“Again, they would make me scrape skins and tan them, and the greatest luxury I enjoyed was on the day they would give me a skin to scrape, because I scraped it very deep in order to eat the parings, which would last me two or three days. It also happened to us, while being with these Indians and those before mentioned, that we would eat a piece of meat which they gave us, raw, because if we broiled it the first Indian coming along would snatch and eat it; it seemed useless to take any pains, in view of what we might expect; neither were we particular to go to any trouble in order to have it broiled and might just as well eat it raw.” 

Cabeza de Vaca had had time to study the Indians’ strengths and weaknesses. “Their eyesight, hearing and senses in general are better, I believe, than those of any other men upon earth. They can stand, and have to stand, much hunger, thirst and cold, being more accustomed and used to it than others.” They were doughty warriors on their own terrain, and the Spaniards needed to know what would work against them and what would not. 

“They receive little damage from our crossbows and muskets. On the contrary, the Indians laugh at those weapons, because they are not dangerous to them on the plains over which they roam. They are only good in narrows and in swamps. 

Horses are what the Indians dread most, and by means of which they will be overcome. 

Whoever has to fight Indians must take great care not to let them think he is disheartened or that he covets what they own; in war they must be treated very harshly, for should they notice either fear or greed, they are the people who know how to abide their time for revenge and to take courage from the fears of their enemy.” 

A travelling roadshow

The Spaniards were taken on tours as virtuoso medicine men. Those who travelled with them would never eat anything they had killed, even if they were dying with hunger, unless the Spaniards blessed it first. “The women brought us tunas, spiders, worms, and whatever else they could find, for they would rather starve than partake of anything that had not first passed through our hands.” Going wherever their escort took them, they found themselves involved in peculiar customs which they could not comprehend. At one particular village, “the whole night they spent in celebration and dancing, and the next morning they brought us every living soul of that village to be touched by us and to have the cross made over them, as with the others. Then they gave to the women of the other village who had come with their own a great many arrows. The next day we went on, and all the people of that village with us, and when we came to other Indians were as well received as anywhere in the past; they also gave us of what they had and the deer they had killed during the day. Among these we saw a new custom. Those who were with us took away from those people who came to get cured their bows and arrows, their shoes and beads, if they wore any, and placed them before us to induce us to cure the sick. As soon as these had been treated they went away contented and saying they felt well. 

So we left there also, going to others, by whom we were also very well received, and they brought us their sick, who, after we had made the sign of the cross over them, would say they were healed, and he who did not get well still believed we might cure him. And at what the others whom we had treated told they rejoiced and danced so much as not to let us sleep. 

After we left those we went to many other lodges, but thence on there prevailed a new custom. While we were received very well everywhere, those who came with us would treat those who received us badly, taking away their belongings and plundering their homes, without leaving them anything. It grieved us very much to see how those who were so good to us were abused. Besides, we dreaded lest this behavior might cause trouble and strife. But as we could not venture to interfere or punish the transgressors, we had to wait until we might have more authority over them. Furthermore, the sufferers themselves, noticing how we felt, comforted us by saying we should not worry; that they were so happy at seeing us as to gladly lose their own, considering it to be well employed, and besides, that further on they would repay themselves from other Indians who were very rich. On that whole journey we were much worried by the number of people following us. We could not escape them, although we tried, because they were so anxious to touch us, and so obtrusive that in three hours we could not get through with them. 

The following day they brought us all the people of the village; most of them had one eye clouded, while others were totally blind from the same cause, at which we were amazed. They are well built, of very good physique, and whiter than any we had met until then. There we began to see mountains, and it seemed as if they swept down from the direction of the North Sea, and so, from what the Indians told us, we believe they are fifteen leagues from the ocean. 

From there we went with the Indians towards the mountains aforesaid, and they took us to some of their relatives. They did not want to lead us anywhere but to their own people, so as to prevent their enemies having any share in the great boon which, as they fancied, it was to see us. 

At daybreak the same Indians we had left the day before surprised the lodges, and, as the people were unprepared, in fancied security, and had neither time nor place to hide anything, they were stripped of all their chattels, at which they wept bitterly. In consolation, the robbers told them that we were children of the sun, and had the power to cure or kill, and other lies, bigger even than those which they invent to suit their purposes. They also enjoined them to treat us with great reverence, and be careful not to arouse our wrath; to give us all they had and guide us to where there were many people, and that wherever we should come to they should steal and rob everything the others had, such being the custom. 

After giving these instructions, and teaching the people how to behave, they returned, and left us with these Indians, who, mindful of what the others had said, began to treat us with the same respect and awe, and we travelled in their company for three days. They took us to where there were many Indians, and went ahead to tell them of our coming, repeating what they had heard and adding much more to it, for all these Indians are great gossipers and liars, particularly when they think it to be to their benefit. As we neared the lodges all the inmates came out to receive us, with much rejoicing and display, and, among other things, two of their medicine-men gave us two gourds. Thence onward we carried gourds, which added greatly to our authority, since they hold these ceremonial objects very high. Our companions sacked the dwellings, but as there were many and they only few in number, they could not carry away all they took, so that more than half was left to waste.” 

Contact with the Spanish

The Spaniards, sensing they were coming near to Spanish-held territories, began trying to dictate the route. The Indians kept being evasive and making excuses, until eventually the Spaniards became angry. Soon the Indians capitulated and told them not to be angry: they would be taken wherever they wished, 

“We feigned to be angry still, so as to keep them in suspense, and then a singular thing happened. 

On that same day many fell sick, and on the next day eight of them died! All over the country, where it was known, they became so afraid that it seemed as if the mere sight of us would kill them. They besought us not to be angry nor to procure the death of any more of their number, for they were convinced that we killed them by merely thinking of it. In truth, we were very much concerned about it, for, seeing the great mortality, we dreaded that all of them might die or forsake us in their terror, while those further on, upon learning of it, would get out of our way hereafter. We prayed to God our Lord to assist us, and the sick began to get well… 

All those people believed that we came from Heaven. What they do not understand or is new to them, they are wont to say it comes from above. 

We exercised great authority over them, and carried ourselves with much gravity, and, in order to maintain it, spoke very little to them. It was the negro who talked to them all the time; he inquired about the road we should follow, the villages etc; in short, about everything we wished to know… We came across a great variety and number of languages, and God our Lord favored us with a knowledge of all, because they always could understand us and we understood them, so that when we asked they would answer by signs, as if they spoke our tongue and we theirs; for, although we spoke six languages, not everywhere could we use them, since we found more than a thousand different ones. In that part of the country those who were at war would at once make peace and become friendly to each other, in order to meet us and bring us all they possessed; and thus we left the whole country at peace. 

We told them, by signs which they understood, that in Heaven there was a man called God, by us, who had created Heaven and earth, and whom we worshipped as our Lord; that we did as he ordered us to do, all good things coming from his hand, and that if they were to do the same they would become very happy; and so well were they inclined that, had there been a language in which we could have made ourselves perfectly understood, we would have left them all Christians.” 

As they approached Spanish-held territory, they began to hear typical stories of the Christians’ violence. 

“They brought us blankets, which they had been concealing from the Christians, and gave them to us, and told us how the Christians had penetrated into the country before, and had destroyed and burnt the villages, taking with them half of the men and all the women and children, and how those who could escaped by flight. Seeing them in this plight, afraid to stay anywhere, and that they neither would nor could cultivate the soil, preferring to die rather than suffer such cruelties, while they showed the greatest pleasure at being with us, we began to apprehend that the Indians who were in arms against the Christians might ill-treat us in retaliation for what the Christians did to them. But when it pleased God our Lord to take us to those Indians, they respected us and held us precious, as the former had done, and even a little more, at which we were not a little astonished, while it clearly shows how, in order to bring those people to Christianity and obedience unto Your Imperial Majesty, they should be well treated, and not otherwise.” 

When they finally made contact with the ruling colonial Spanish, the Indians who accompanied them did not believe they could possibly be the same breed of people. 

“Thereupon we had many and bitter quarrels with the Christians, for they wanted to make slaves of our Indians, and we grew so angry at it that at our departure we forgot to take along many bows, pouches and arrows, also the five emeralds, and so they were left and lost to us. We gave the Christians a great many cow-skin robes, and other objects, and had much trouble in persuading the Indians to return home and plant their crops in peace. They insisted upon accompanying us until, according to their custom, we should be in the custody of other Indians, because otherwise they were afraid to die; besides, as long as we were with them, they had no fear of the Christians and of their lances. At all this the Christians were greatly vexed, and told their own interpreter to say to the Indians how we were of their own race, but had gone astray for a long while, and were people of no luck and little heart, whereas they were the lords of the land, whom they should obey and serve. 

The Indians gave all that talk of theirs little attention. They parleyed among themselves, saying that the Christians lied, for we had come from sunrise, while the others came from where the sun sets; that we cured the sick, while the others killed those who were healthy; that we went naked and shoeless, whereas the others wore clothes and went on horseback and with lances. Also, that we asked for nothing, but gave away all we were presented with, meanwhile the others seemed to have no other aim than to steal what they could, and never gave anything to anybody. In short, they recalled all our deeds, and praised them highly, contrasting them with the conduct of the others. 

This they told the interpreter of the Christians, and made understood to the others by means of a language they have among them, and by which we understood each other. We call those who use that language properly Primahaitu, which means the same as saying Bizcayans. For more than four hundred leagues of those we travelled, we found this language in use, and the only one among them over that extent of country. Finally, we never could convince the Indians that we belonged to the other Christians, and only with much trouble and insistency could we prevail upon them to go home.” 

Eventually the Indians were persuaded to come back out of hiding (though some could not be found, “as the Christians had again driven them into the wilderness”. The current military commander swore he would never hurt them or make slaves of them – unless and until his superiors told him to. And once again the Indians received a lecture about the Christian religion; this time, inevitably, the physical and spiritual terrors facing the unwilling were emphasised a bit more. Nonetheless, according to Cabeza de Vaca, the positive part of the message was much appreciated and responded to with enthusiasm.  

“Melchior Diaz told the interpreter to speak to the Indians in our name and say that he came in the name of God, Who is in heaven, and that we had travelled the world over for many years, telling all the people we met to believe in God and serve Him, for He was the Lord of everything upon earth, Who rewarded the good, whereas to the bad ones He meted out eternal punishment of fire. That when the good ones died He took them up to heaven, where all lived forever and there was neither hunger nor thirst, nor any other wants etc.; only the greatest imaginable glory. But that those who would not believe in Him nor obey His commandments he thrust into a huge fire beneath the earth and into the company of demons, where the fire never went out, but tormented them forever. Moreover, he said that if they became Christians and served God in the manner we directed, the Christians would look upon them as brethren and treat them very well, while we would command that no harm should be done to them; neither should they be taken out of their country, and the Christians would become their great friends. If they refused to do so, then the Christians would ill treat them and carry them away into slavery. 

To this they replied through the interpreter that they would be very good Christians and serve God. 

Upon being asked whom they worshipped and to whom they offered sacrifices, to whom they prayed for health and water for the fields, they said, to a man in Heaven. We asked what was his name, and they said Aguar, and that they believed he had created the world and everything in it. 

We again asked how they came to know this, and they said their fathers and grandfathers had told them, and they had known it for a very long time; that water and all good things came from him. We explained that this being of whom they spoke was the same we called God, and that thereafter they should give Him that name and worship and serve Him as we commanded, when they would fare very well. 

They replied that they understood us thoroughly and would do as we had told. 

As soon as the Indians had left for their homes and the people of that province got news of what had taken place with us, they, being friends of the Christians, came to see us, bringing beads and feathers. We ordered them to build churches and put crosses in them, which until then they had not done. We also sent for the children of the chiefs to be baptized, and then the captain pledged himself before God not to make any raid, or allow any to be made, or slaves captured from the people and in the country we had set at peace again. This vow he promised to keep and fulfil so long until His Majesty and the Governor, Nuño de Guzman, or the Viceroy, in his name, would ordain something else better adapted to the service of God and of His Majesty. 

After baptizing the children we left for the village of San Miguel, where, on our arrival, Indians came and told how many people were coming down from the mountains, settling on the plain, building churches and erecting crosses; in short, complying with what we had sent them word to do. Day after day we were getting news of how all was being done and completed. 

Fifteen days after our arrival Alcaraz came in with the Christians who had been raiding, and they told the captain how the Indians had descended from the mountains and settled on the plains; also that villages formerly deserted were not well populated, and how the Indians had come out to receive them with crosses in their hands, had taken them to their houses, giving them of what they had, and how they slept the night there. Amazed at these changes and at the sayings of the Indians who said they felt secure, he ordered that no harm be done to them, and with this they departed. May God in his infinite mercy grant that in the days of Your Majesty and under your power and sway, these people become willingly and sincerely subjects of the true Lord Who created and redeemed them. We believe they will be, and that your Majesty is destined to bring it about, as it will not be at all difficult.” 

Cabeza de Vaca saves one of his most remarkable statements till near the end. 

“For two thousand leagues did we travel, on land, and by sea in barges, besides ten months more after our rescue from captivity; untiringly did we walk across the land, but nowhere did we meet either sacrifices or idolatry.”

Comments on the account 

Examining this account, one can see that Cabeza de Vaca was enabled to make himself useful, during the eight years that he spent with Indian communities, in three ways. 

Firstly, he did heavy manual labour. Somebody had to do it, and Cabeza de Vaca was surely a robust addition to the normal labour force of women and old men. The younger Indian men were profoundly averse to manual occupations: working made a man unbearably hungry and spoiled him for hunting. 

Now as a matter of fact, the last thing any Spaniard wanted to do in America was to end up working manually. For Cabeza de Vaca as a hidalgo, it would not have been normal even in Spain. He nonetheless found he could do it if he really had to. One might see this as slavery, as he sometimes does himself. But maybe if he had wandered less between tribes and tried harder to assimilate, he might in time have achieved the exempted status – and the authentic visceral horror of work that went with it. 

Secondly, he was useful as a trader. There was so much conflict between the Indian communities that no ordinary Indian could have been credible in the merchant’s role. In territories where Spaniards had not yet been seen, Cabeza de Vaca was not recognisably anyone’s enemy. (He did the job so well that he feels a need to explain himself: my real motive, he says, was to see how far I could go.) 

His third role is the most interesting. Like everyone else, the Indians wanted the best possible relationship with the gods, or (since Cabeza de Vaca says he never came across idolatry) let’s call them the powers of good and evil fortune. To facilitate this was the task of the medicine man. Evidently the Indian medicine men, who make an impressive showing in their Spanish colleague’s account, understood that the Spaniards could make large contributions in their own field of expertise. Far from resenting them as competitors, they took the Spaniards to lodge in their own quarters, explained to them why they should begin healing, and arranged for material pressure of the most effective kind when the Spaniards showed reluctance. Making all due allowances for Cabeza de Vaca’s gifts as a storyteller, the experiment seems to have been a success. It appears that during the last years of their stay among the Indians the four Spaniards were being led around as celebrities and supermen of the medical art, rather as Jesuits were brought in to conduct spectacular missions in this or that Catholic diocese. 

One could draw some conclusions from this. Just as the druids of Ireland, according to Eugene O’Curry and myself, had once felt a need for a more powerful religious system, but without wishing to abandon all that was their own, it appears that the guiding minds in those Indian communities that Cabeza de Vaca encountered felt a need for more powerful spiritual resources. Anyone who could supply those would be met with receptive goodwill. The peacefully-preached Catholicism advocated by Bartolomé de Las Casas had a good deal going in its favour. Of course, once the Indians made it their own this Catholicism might turn out rather odd (like Catholicism in Ireland), if judged by a strict Roman standard. But as preacher after preacher would complain for centuries to come, Catholicism among the Indians would be odd in any case. Las Casas-style Catholicism might still have achieved an unmatched pre-eminence, but without the destructive long-term effects on the native Indian populations resulting from the violent imposition and maintenance of Christian power. 

Juan F. Maura is irritated by supercilious Anglo-Saxons commenting on Spanish history, and understandably so. Would the Indian populations of Latin America have done better, he asks, if they had come under the rule of the British? Surely, a glance at the history of North America suggests that they would actually have fared worse? The native Indian populations would now be much smaller, and the Creole populations would be smaller also, since the Anglo-Saxons (at least since they took their Puritan turn) did not like to mix. – Those are valid points. But they should not cloud the issues which were raised in Spain and Spanish America in the early 16th century, before the Anglo-Saxons had yet shown what they were capable of doing to large parts of the world.

NOTES 

The original of the Shipwrecks and the Commentaries is in Alvar Nuňez Cabeza de Vaca, Naufragios y comentarios (Madrid 1922). There have been many English translations of the Shipwrecks (the first appeared in 1626). The version used here is by Fanny Bandelier, The Journey of Alvar Nuňez Cabeza de Vaca and His Companions from Florida to the Pacific (New York 1905). Fanny Bandelier ignores the chapter divisions in the original, as I do also. The sections quoted here are all in sequence, except for some small fragments. 

Juan F. Maura, El gran burlador de Ámerica: Álvar Nuňez Cabeza de Vaca (Valencia 2011) has much interesting information, though it’s more concerned with Cabeza de Vaca in the River Plate. 

Notes given here are for matters referred to in the introduction. 
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(5)  Naufragios y comentarios, p. 217.
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