The De Soto expedition

16th-Century de Soto expedition offers scholars a look at earliest encounters
between two civilizations

By Ellen K. Coughlin. Copyright 200he Chronicle of Higher EducatiBeprinted
with permission.

Figure 1. This Romantic painting, created in 1847, envisions de Soto's 1541
encounter with the Mississippi River and the Indians who lived nearby.

In March 1540the SpanishexplorerHernando de Sotoreachedthe territory of the Ichisi, in
what is now central Georgia. Surprised by the approachingstrangers,the Ichisi chief sent
an emissaryto de SotoOparty with three blunt questions:Who are you?What do you want?
Where are you going?

The IndiansCbewilderment is easily understood: Thesewere the first Europeansthey
had ever seen.

The 500th anniversary of the voyagesof Christopher Columbus has prompted an
unprecedented examination of just such encounters. Researchershave long been
interestedin the native cultures of the Americas and how they were changedby the first
Europeansand Africans to reachtheir shores.But the addedpublic attention and financial
support inspired by the Columbus quincentenary,to saynothing of important advancesn
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history and archaeologyhave encourageda burst of new researchin the last decadeor so
into the whole of what scholars call the Oearly contactO period.

OltOa wonderful period, where weOreindergoing a quantum leapin our knowledge,O
says Jerald T. Milanich, curator in archaeology at the Florida Museum of Natural History.

De SotoOsxpeditionthrough the southeasternUnited Statesin 1539D4®&asone of the
earliest of the early contacts between Europeans and native peoples. Researchon the
expedition has contributed in no small wayto the OquantumleapCn our understanding of
the age.

In a cluster of related projects that have drawn on an unusual cross-fertilization
between historical and archaeologicalresearch,a group of scholarsin the Southeastis
attempting to plot the route that de Soto took, as a way of understanding the Osocial
geography(f the native societieshe met. The work on the de Soto expedition offers a
revealingsnapshotof the growing body of researchon the earliestencountersbetweenthe
civilizations of Europe and the Americas.

De SotoOsnarch, through territory then known as OLaFlorida,Owas the first major
Europeanexpeditioninto the interior of the SoutheastN and one of the earliestanywhere
into the countryOdnterior. De SotoOmen werethe first, and possiblythe last, Europeansto
see the great Indian chiefdoms of what archaeologists call the OMississippian period.O

Figure 2. 1791 engraving of Four major historical documents N three of them written by men on the expedition
Hernando de Soto. N and a fragment of a fifth tell the story of de SotoOs journey.

Hoping to find the riches that other Spanish explorershad discoveredin Central and
South America, de Sotolandedin May 153%ear TampaBay, Fla., with about 600 men, a
few hundred horses, packsof dogs,and a large herd of pigs. The army set out north and
west through Florida. Along the way, as it did along its entire route, the expedition
encountered a variety of native societies. Sometimes the encounters were peaceful,
sometimes violent. Periodically, the expedition would stop for a few days@r weeks®est;
eachwinter they set up camp for severalmonths. Typically, as they moved on, de SotoOs
army took native men and women along as slaves or aides.

From Florida, the expedition moved north through what is now Georgia and the
Carolinas, west into Tennessee,back down through northwestern Georgia, and into
Alabamawhere, at a town called Mabila, de SotoOsrmy and local Indians engagedin a
fierce battle in which some 2,500 natives perished. From there, de SotoOparty headed
northwest into Mississippi and Arkansas.

In the spring of 1542de Sotodied of afever.His army then setout to find aland route
through Texasto Mexico, but dwindling supplies forced them to turn back.In June 1543
they setout down the Mississippi Riverin sevenboats,which sailedinto the Gulf of Mexico
six weekslater with 31kurviving Spaniardsand an unknown number of Indian slaves.No
gold or other riches had been found.

A defining characteristic of the researchon the de Soto expedition has been an
unusual degree of cooperation between historians and archaeologists,who have been
making use of advancesn eachotherOsliscipline both to foster and to confirm researchin
their own.

Major work on identifying the actual route de Soto took has been done over the last
decadeby Charles Hudson, a professor of anthropology and history at the University of
Georgia,and his graduatestudents.The projectwasinspired, he says,by the ideaof linking
archaeological knowledge with the historical record.
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Figure 3. Close-up image of
chain mail, which was used to
make armor.

Olnthe late 700ssome of us realized that history and prehistory had never been
connectedin the Southeast,Gsays Mr. Hudson. OThismeant that prehistorians were
working awayin isolation from historians and social anthropologists,and whole bodies of
information existed in isolation from each other.O

De Sotowasa natural to penetratethat isolation, he says:OThede Sotoexpeditionwas
the first occasion that native peoples of the Southeast entered the historical record.O

Advancesin both history and archaeologyenabled Mr. Hudson and his students to
reconstructthe de Soto route. The chronicles of de SotoOswn expedition lack the precise
geographicalinformation that would allow researchersto pin down the location of the
places he visited. But by cross-referencingthose narratives with other, lesser-known
documentsof later expeditionsto some of the sameplaces,Mr. Hudson and his colleagues
were able to corroborate certain legs of the journey. That, in turn, allowed them to
speculate with greater certainty about other parts.

At the same time, Mr. Hudson was able to take advantageof information that
archaeologistshad amassedaboutwhere different native societieswere locatedin the years
before the Europeans arrived.

ODeSoto not only encountered people, he encountered wildernesses,and some of
them were vast,OMr. Hudson says.OSomeof the most important piecesof evidenceare
where people were not living.O

Despite someimpressivedetectivework, Mr. Hudson acknowledgedhat thereis not a
single spot along the route that can be ascertained with absolute certainty.

A number of archaeologistshowever,profiting partly from Mr. HudsonOsvork, have
identified sites that come close.The place about which they are most certain is the main
town of the Apalacheeterritory, near present-dayTallahasseeFla., where de Soto and his
army spent the winter months of 1539D40.

Oltis the only solid, no-kidding-the-Spanish-stood-on-this-spatite on the de Soto
route,Osays Charles R. Ewen, a research administrator at the Arkansas Archaeological
Survey, who helped direct the excavation of the site, known as the Martin site, in 1987.

The Spanishmay havebeenat Apalachee put did de Sotohimself stand on that spot?
Mr. Ewenis pretty sure he did, and the evidencethat he and his colleaguesput togetheris
indicative of the kind of interdisciplinary detectivework that hasmarked the researchon de
Soto.

In addition to the Indian artifacts and remains of Indian architecture at the site, he
says, an abundance of early-16th-centuryartifacts helps to place Spanish explorers at
Apalacheeat the right time. Archaeologistshavefound Spanish pottery and jars, links of
chain mail, coppercoins, coloredchevronbeads,and one tubular blue glassbeadknown as
a ONuevaCadizQafter a town in Venezuelawhere identical ones have been found. Even
though only one such bead was found at the site, Mr. Ewen saysit is an important
Omarker® an artifact whosedate and placeof origin are sofirmly establishedthat it can
Obracket a site pretty tightly.O

It is possible,Mr. Ewensays,that the Spanishartifacts are at the site asa result of an
earlier, unsuccessfulexpeditioninto the region by Panfilo de Narvaez.But researchersalso
found the archaeologicakequivalentof a smoking gun: the upper jaw of a pig, an animal
not native to the area.Archaeologistsknow, from the historical documents, that de Soto
had a herd of pigs with him. Narvaez whosecompanywasstarving by that time, verylikely
did not.
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Another site with evidencenearly asconvincing N no pig jawsN is known asTatham
Mound, in west central Florida. According to Jeffrey M. Mitchem, who directed the
excavationof the mound in 1985and 1986, archaeologistaincoveredthe buried remains of
severalhundred native people,plus hundreds of glassand metal beads,silver and gold, a
piece of armor plate, and other Spanish artifacts.

OThebeads were absolutely, positively early 16th century,Osays Mr. Mitchem, an
archaeologist at the Arkansas Archaeological Survey and an assistant professor of
anthropology at the University of Arkansas.

A keyto the identification of the mound as a de Soto site, however,wasthe discovery
of two boneswith evidenceof woundsinflicted by an edgedmetal weapon,such asa sword
or a halberd.

Artifacts, Mr. Mitchem notes, alwayscarry a degreeof uncertainty, becausethey are
transportable; beads, especially,could easily have been traded from one native group to
another.

OButcut bones argue for face-to-facecontact,Che says.OTherewas definite physical
contactwith the Spaniards.@nd, while once again Narvaezis a suspect,he is known from
the historical recordto havestuck closeto the Florida coastline. Tatham Mound is fairly far
inland, where de Soto is thought to have gone.

OBioarchaeologicakYidencelike the cut boneshas provedto be a key piece of the de
Soto puzzle. Robert L. Blakely, an associateprofessor of anthropology at Georgia State
University, recently completed a six-yearproject analyzing bone fragments from what is
known as the King site, which in the early 16th century was an Indian village in the
chiefdom of Coosa, in northwest Georgia.

Many of the bonesshow evidenceof wounds from edgedmetal weapons,Mr. Blakely
says.While the weaponswere definitely not indigenous, he says they could havebeenused
by Indians who got them from the Spanish.But the placementof the wounds, mostly on
the victimsCheadsand legs, points to the Spanish: Trained in Europeancombat methods,
Mr. Blakelysays,Spanishwarriors would most likely haveattackedthose areason the body
that, on a European opponent, were least heavily armored.

The combination of evidence,Mr. Blakely says,has yielded O90-per-cenagreementO
that the King site was a stop on de SotoOs route.

Other spotsalong de SotoOsute remain a mystery. Archaeologistswould loveto find
the site of the battle at Mabila, in Alabama.And although the expeditionspenttwo yearsin
Arkansas,no sitesthere havebeenfirmly established possiblybecauseby then the Spanish
were running out of things to leavebehind. A bit of tantalizing evidencein the form of a
glassbeadand a brassbell suggeststhat the Parkin site in easternArkansasmay havebeen
a place de Soto visited called Casqui, but thatOs all the researchers have found so far.

Despitewhat might look like afixation on de SotoO#inerary, the larger purposeof the
researchon his expeditionis to acquireafirmer understanding of the native societiesof the
early 16th century and how they were affected by what is called the Spaasighada

OOncewe began doing this,OsaysMr. Hudson of the University of Georgia, Owhat
began to emerge was a social geography of the 16th-century Southeast.O

Archaeologistshaveidentified the period in the American Southeastfrom A.D. 1000
to the time of the first contactwith Europeansas the OMississippiarperiodON an agein
which there was a significant reordering of Indian society. The native peoplesbecame
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farmers and organized themselvespolitically into chiefdoms. They built large earthen
mounds, which are considered a distinguishing characteristic of the period.

The Spanishentradainterrupted the evolution of the Mississippian culture. Historical
and archaeologicalresearchon the de Soto expedition has helped give scholarsa pretty
good idea of what the native societieswere like in the 154004fter he went through, there
were no further significant explorationsof the areafor more than a hundred yearsN at
least none of which there are historical records.

By the late 17thcentury, saysMr. Hudson, when French explorers came down the
Mississippi River and the British began to work their way south, Othewhole social
geography has changed.O

It appearsto have changed differently in different places, however. One of the
guestions that researchersare investigating is how much the native societiesmay have
devolved before the Spanish arrived. In some places, it seems quite certain that the
Europeans disrupted a flourishing culture.

Olthink it is very clear from the de Soto narratives that the Mississippian societies
were in full swing when the Spanish went through,Osays Mr. Milanich of the Florida
Museum of Natural History. Olt was the European presence that brought about the
changes.O

A different pattern is evidentelsewhere JayK. Johnson,a professorof anthropologyat
the University of Mississippi, sayssignsin that region point toward an earlier devolution of
the Indian societies.

Oln Georgia and Florida, de Soto ran into complex societieswith chiefs who had
power, who could give de Sotowomen or delegateaidesto accompanythe expedition,CMr.
Johnsonsays.OButOmfinding evidencein Mississippi that a shift to lesscomplexsocieties
had already happened.O

Whateverthe precisestateof the Southeasternnative societiesbefore or after de Soto
traveled through, no one doubts that his expedition had a dramatic impact on the
civilization he encountered.

Olnalot of ways,it wasthe mostimportant historical eventin the southeasternUnited
States,BaysMr. Ewenof the ArkansasArchaeologicalSurvey.OForde Sotoit wasa failure
N big time. But it marked the beginning of the end for the native inhabitants.O
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William H. Powell, Discoveryof the Mississippi. Commissioned 1847;Purchased1855Capitol
Rotunda, Washington, D.C. This image is in the public domain.
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Figure 2 (page 2)
"An Old Portrait of Hernando de Soto(ca.1500-1542Fngravingfrom Retratosde los Espanoles
lllustres con un Epitome de sus Vidas, Madrid, Imprenta real, 1791."Florida's Centennial.
Library of Congress, 1945. This image is in the public domain.
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Image from http://en.wikipedia.org/ wiki/ Image:Kings_mail.jpg. This image is in the public
domain.
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