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A JOURNEY
THROUGH

TEXAS

Alvar Niinez Cabeza de Vaca

BACKGROUND Alvar Nafiez Cabeza de Vaca and
three countrymen wandered for months through Texas
as they journeyed toward the Spanish settlement in
Mexico City. In the course of their travels, Cabeza de
Vaca healed a Native American by performing the first
recorded surgery in Texas. His resulting fame attracted
so many followers that Cabeza de Vaca noted in his
journal: “The number of our companions became so
large that we could no longer control them.” As the
party continued traveling westward, they were well
received by the native people they encountered.

he same Indians led us to a plain beyond
the chain of mountains, where people
came to meet us from a long distance. By
those we were treated in the same man-
ner as before, and they made so many presents
to the Indians who came with us that, unable
to carry all, they left half of it. . . . We told these
people our route was towards sunset, and they
replied that in that direction people lived very
far away. So we ordered them to send there and
inform the inhabitants that we were coming
and how. From this they begged to be excused,
because the others were their enemies, and
they did not want us to go to them. Yet they did
not venture to disobey in the end, and sent two
women, one of their own and the other a captive.
They selected women because these can trade
everywhere, even if there be war.




We followed the women to a place where it had been agreed we
should wait for them. After five days they had not yet returned. and
the Indians explained that it might be because they had not found
anybody. So we told them to take us north, and they repeated that
there were no people. except very far away, and neither food nor
water. Nevertheless we insisted. saying that we wanted to go there,
and they still excused themselves as best they could, until at last we
became angry.

One night | went away to sleep out in the field apart from them:;
but they soon came to where | was, and remained awake all night
in great alarm, talking to me, saying how frightened they were.
They entreated us not to be angry any longer, because, even if it
was their death, they would take us where we chose. 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
maore 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. Then we saw
something that astonished us very much, and it was that. while
the parents. brothers and wives of the dead had shown deep grief
at their illness, from the moment they died the survivors made no
demonstration whatsoever., and showed not the slightest feeling; nor

did they dare to go near the bodies until we ordered their burial. . . .
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in the photograph

on the facing page
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Vocabulary

entreated (en trét” ad)
v. begged; pleaded
feigned (fand) v pretanded
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Words

Which words in this
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sequence relationships?



The sick being on the way of recovery, when we had been there
already three days, the women whom we had sent out returned, say-
ing that they had met very few people. nearly all having gone after
the cows, as it was the season. S0 we ordered those who had been
sick to remain, and those who were well to accompany us. and that,
two days' travel from there, the same women should go with us and
get people to come to meet us on the trail for our reception.

The next morning all those who were strong enough came along,
and at the end of three journeys we halted. Alonso del Castillo
and Estevanico,” the negro, left with the women as guides, and the
woman who was a captive took them to a river that flows between
mountains, where there was a village, in which her father lived, and
these were the first abodes we saw that were like unto real houses.

1. singular adj. strange.

2. besought (be 241 v. pleadad with.

3. Estevanico igs” 13 va ng ki) Of Moorish axtraction, Estevanico was the first African
man 1o set foot in Texas.

Comprehension

Why do the Indians
fear going on ahead?



Castillo and Estevanico went to these and,
after holding parley* with the Indians, at the
end of three days Castillo returned to where
he had left us, bringing with him five or six
of the Indians. He told how he had found
permanent houses, inhabited, the people of
which ate beans and squashes, and that he
had also seen maize.

Of all things upon earth this caused us
the greatest pleasure, and we gave endless
thanks to our Lord for this news. Castillo
also said that the negro was coming to meet
us on the way, near by, with all the people of
the houses. For that reason we started, and
after going a league and a half met the negro
and the people that came to receive us, who

A Critical Viewing
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gave us beans and many squashes to eat, gourds to carry water in,
robes of cowhide, and other things. As those people and the Indians

suggest about the of our company were enemies, and did not understand each other,
relationship between we took leave of the latter, leaving them all that had been given to us,
Cahezade\lr'aca'spatl’ty while we went on with the former and, six leagues beyond, when night
::_::Eﬂ;i:::m Americans? was already approaching, reached their houses, where they received
us with great ceremonies. Here we remained one day, and left on the
next, taking them with us to other permanent houses, where they
subsisted on the same food also, and thence on we found a new
custom.
Vocabulary The people who heard of cur approach did not, as before, came
r::n::d Ed{?::?i;::} out to meet us on the way, but we found them at their homes, and
5;15tained ' they had other houses ready for us. . . . There was nothing they

would not give us. They are the best formed people we have seen, the
liveliest and most capable; who best understood us and answered our
questions. We called them “of the cows,” because most of the cows die
near there, and because for more than fifty leagues up that stream
they go to kill many of them. Those people go completely naked, after
the manner of the first we met. The women are covered with deer-
skins, also some men, especially the old ones, who are of no use any
more in war.

successive [sak sas iv)
adj. one after another,
in sequanca

The country is well settled. We asked them why they did not raise
maize, and they replied that they were afraid of losing the crops,
since for two successive years it had not rained, and the seasons
were so dry that the moles had eaten the corn, so that they did not
dare to plant any more until it should have rained very hard. And
they also begged us to ask Heaven for rain, which we promised to do.
We also wanted to know from where they brought their maize, and
they said it came from where the sun sets, and that it was found all
over that country, and the shortest way to it was in that direction.

:xploration
Varratives
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he region and its people
1o you learn from this
xaragraph?

4. holding parley (par 18 confarring.



We asked them to tell us how to go, as they did not want to go
themselves, to tell us about the way.

They said we should travel up the river towards the north, on
which trail for seventeen days we would not find a thing to eat,
except a fruit called chacan, which they grind between stones; but
even then it cannot be eaten, being so coarse and dry; and so it
was, for they showed it to us and we could not eat it. But they also
said that, going upstream, we could always travel among people who
were their enemies, although speaking the same language, and who
could give us no food, but would receive us very willingly, and give
us many cotton blankets, hides and other things: but that it seemed
to them that we ought not to take that road.

In doubt as to what should be done, and which was the best and
most advantageous road to take, we remained with them for two
days. They gave us beans, squashes, and calabashes.” Their way
of cooking them is so new and strange that I felt like describing it
here, in order to show how different and queer are the devices and
industries of human beings. They have no pots. In order to cook
their food they fill a middle-sized gourd with water, and place into a
fire such stones as easily become heated, and when they are hot to
scorch they take them out with wooden tongs, thrusting them into
the water of the gourd, until it beils. As soon as it boils they put into
it what they want to cook, always taking out the stones as they cool
off and throwing in hot ones to keep the water steadily boiling. This
is their way of cooking.

Vocabulary
advantageous (ad van
& jos) ad). favorable,
profitable

traversed (tra varst’) v

maowved over, across, or
through

Exploration
MNarratives
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After two days were past we determined to go in search of maize, What might readers bacl

and not to follow the road to the cows, since the latter carried us to in Europe have thought
the north, which meant a very great circuit, as we held it always about f_ﬂﬂ ';IF'I'UF"E-
certain that by going towards sunset we should reach the goal of determination

) to find maize?
our wishes.

So we went on our way and traversed the whole country to the
South Sea.® and our resolution was not shaken by the fear of great
starvation, which the Indians said we should suffer (and indeed
suffered) during the first seventeen days of travel. All along the
river, and in the course of these seventeen days we received plenty
of cowhides, and did not eat of their famous fruit (chacan), but our
food consisted (for each day) of a handful of deer-tallow, which for
that purpose we always sought to keep, and so endured these sev-
enteen days, at the end of which we crossed the river and marched
for seventeen days more. At sunset, on a plain between very high
mountains, we met people who, for one-third of the year, eat but
powdered straw, and as we went by just at that time. had to eat it
also, until, at the end of that journey we found some permanent

houses, with plenty of harvested maize, of which and of its meal Comprehension
they gave us great quantities, also squashes and beans, and With what information
blankets of cotton. . . . does Castilo return?

5. calabashes (kal 2 bash' az) n. dried, hollow shells of gourds used to hold food or beverages.
6. the South Sea the Gulf of Maxico.

1. Key ldeas and Details (a) In the Cabeza de Vaca narrative,

what conflict in the party occurs immediately before the Mative
Americans begin to fall ill? {b) Draw Conclusions: What do the

Mative Americans believe is the cause of their sickness? Explain.

2. Key ldeas and Details (a) Why do the native people in the settled

areas no longer plant corn? (b) What do they ask the Spaniards to
do to fix this problem? {c) Interpret: What does this request sug-

gest about the Native Americans’ view of the Spaniards?



