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The Life and Times of Hernando De Soto                                                                                 and Comic Relief Assignment
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Hernando De Soto was a self-made conquistador. Born in 1500 of a hard-working, middle-class family, he left Spain at the age of 14 and sailed to the New World with only a sword and buckler (a round shield) to his name. He went straight to work, fighting Indians in Panama and quickly won fame as a ruthless warrior. De Soto soon earned the title "Child of the Sun" for conducting raids at dawn on unsuspecting villages. He would capture village chiefs and hold them for ransom in exchange for other tribe members. Then, de Soto would use these men and women as slaves. 

While De Soto was in Panama, his friend and fellow conquistador Vasco Nunez de Balboa was put to death by Panama’s Indian ruler for acting as if he was more important than the ruler himself. Balboa would not have been killed it he had had the strength of a large personal army to defend him. Learning from that experience, De Soto gathered a large army of his own and signed on with Francisco Pizarro to conquer the Incas in 1532. Spectacular brutality earned DeSoto huge Incan ransoms. He became one of the richest men in the world before leaving Peru in 1536; his cut came to more than $10 million in today’s dollars. 

De Soto returned to Spain as one of its wealthiest men and bought a palace in Seville; married into a wealthy, noble family; hired a crew of servants to wait at his beck and call; and he adorned himself in the finest satin and velvet clothes. At the same time, Cabeza de Vaca, one of the first Europeans to explore today's America and a nine-year survivor of the Narvaez Expedition, stirred all of Europe with stories of unbelievable riches to be found in the Southeast!

The king of Spain then granted de Soto a four year charter to conquer and colonize La Florida. Vazquez de Coronado, another Spanish conquistador, was dispatched from Mexico to explore and conquer the western part of North America at the same time as de Soto. 


The king did not give de Soto any money, soldiers, or weapons to help him carry out this expedition. It was typical at this time for European countries to only grant permission for exploration. Although the crown did not give money or supplies to help out, they would receive one-fifth of the profits of the expedition no matter what. This did not deter de Soto, who spent his entire fortune and went into debt assembling a force of nine ships, six hundred men, 220 horses, a herd of 13 pigs, and “perros bravos” – dogs trained to find and tear apart human beings.

De Soto selected eager conquest volunteers from Spain, Portugal and Cuba, many of African descent. Some were farmers, soldiers, traders, accountants, ship builders, carpenters, tailors or clergymen. They averaged 24 years of age. Some had been in the new world before, and some had even been with de Soto n Peru when fighting the Inca. De Soto's soldiers provided their own weapons, horses, hounds, servants and equipment. They sailed to Cuba with stores of clothing, trade goods, shields, armor, helmets, cross-bows, guns, black powder, nails, tools, seeds and plows for the conquest and settlement of Florida.


North FloridaDe Soto landed near Tampa Bay, Florida at the end of May 1539. One month later he marched his army inland and spent that winter camped in . On their way, they met a man named Juan Ortiz who had traveled from Spain to Florida on an expedition eleven years before, only to be captured by Indians. Ortiz’s knowledge of Spanish and the language and customs of Florid Indians made him invaluable to De Soto as an interpreter. Without Ortiz, De Soto wrote, “I know not what would become of us.” Soon thereafter, De Soto and his men received news of gold "toward the sun's raising," and they headed northeast during the spring of 1540: traveling through Alabama, Georgia and the Carolinas. 

Entering present-day Georgia, De Soto and his men had to deal with deep woods and wide, swift rivers. To cross these, the Spanish built bridges and rafts, or they formed a chain of men and beasts, with soldiers clutching the tails or lances of horses and men ahead of them. Along their way, they looted Indian storehouses and seized Indians as guides and porters, chaining them together as the neck so they couldn’t escape. Those who tried to flee, or who “misled” the Spanish, were burned at the stake or thrown to attack dogs. Women were also vulnerable; they were taken along route for less than noble reasons. De Soto’s favorite, an Irish greyhound named Bruto, once chased down a fleeing chief and dragged him to the ground. Although De Soto did not seem worried by the frequent hit-and-run attacks he and his men were experiencing, his men were! They would bury horseshoes and other supplies along their march to dig up during what they felt sure would be the army’s eventual retreat back to the Gulf of Mexico and then Cuba. 


De Soto not only pressed on; he went on the attack. While marching an average of 15-20 miles a day, De Soto openly attacked, slaughtered, and tortured Indians. He cared little about what his superiors in Cuba might think about his behavior, and he even abandoned reading the Requerimiento, the official “summons,” to natives before he attacked. His fellow officers and friars who accompanied him did not dare to say a thing! De Soto’s pitiless methods were particularly devastating because of the Southeast’s dense population concentrated in large cities-states. Rather than steer around these powerful Indian centers, he headed straight through them, hoping to find huge amounts of gold and silver like those discovered in Mexico City (Aztec) and in Peru (Inca). If no gold or silver were found, De Soto could at least seize food, clothing, and slaves for the onward journey.

During a typical encounter, De Soto announced his arrival at an Indian settlement by seizing hostages and informing the local chief that he was “going through the land and seeking the greatest lord and the richest province in it.” The chief would usually claim that an even “greater lord lived on ahead,” and would sometimes offer De Soto an interpreter in exchange for some of De Soto’s captives. Rarely would these claims of riches galore be true; the chief, in an effort to keep his people say wanted De Soto’s army as far away as possible. It is also possible that Indian chiefs would tell of a “greater lord” from an enemy tribe so that De Soto would attack them.


These tactics provoked bloody conflict, but the number of Indians killed by Spanish weapons was nothing compared to the number of Indians who died of diseases brought by the Spanish. De Soto and his men would often camp for weeks amongst large and settled populations, and forced thousands to serve the Spanish as guides, porters, cooks, and concubines for long periods. Natives who survived this ordeal and straggled home became traveling agents of infection!

Finding no gold or riches, De Soto and his men left Georgia and continued their expedition in South Carolina, Tennessee, Alabama, Kentucky, Indiana, Illinois, Missouri, and Arkansas. Still, no gold or riches. On May 21, 1542, died of the common cold in Arkansas, and his weighted body was placed in the Mississippi River. What was left of his army then fled to Mexico or took the Mississippi River south to the Gulf of Mexico and then Cuba. Altogether, the expedition can be considered a failure because nothing of wealth was found, but important in-roads (connections) were made between Europeans and Indians. Crops, animals, goods (such as glass beads from De Soto), and hunting practices were shared between the two groups.
Comic Relief Assignment
Who? You and your assigned group.

What? You will create a short comic strip on De Soto’s less than laughable journey throughout the Southeastern United States. Each group member is responsible for 3-4 scenes.
When and where? Two days in class. You may need to work on this assignment for HW as well.

Why? Because history set to visual images is history well-remembered. 
How? Your group will need to create at least 1 comic book slide per paragraph of information from the article above. You may create more! Focus on making your slides tell a complete story with as few “holes” as possible. You may use words, phrases, and sentences from the article. 
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