Alvar Núñez Cabeza de Vaca, "Indians of the Rio Grande" (1528-1536)
They are so accustomed to running that, without resting or getting tired, they run from morning till night in
pursuit of a deer, and kill a great many, because they follow until the game is worn out, sometimes catching it
alive. Their huts are of matting placed over four arches. They carry them on their back and move every two or
three days in quest of food; they plant nothing that would be of any use.
They are very merry people, and even when famished do not cease to dance and celebrate their feasts and
ceremonials. Their best times are when "tunas" (prickly pears) are ripe, because then they have plenty to eat
and spend the time in dancing and eating day and night. As long as these tunas last they squeeze and open
them and set them to dry. When dried they are put in baskets like figs and kept to be eaten on the way. The
peelings they grind and pulverize.
All over this country there are a great many deer, fowl and other animals which I have before enumerated.
Here also they come up with cows; I have seen them thrice and have eaten their meat. They appear to me of
the size of those in Spain. Their horns are small, like those of the Moorish cattle; the hair is very long, like
fine wool and like a peajacket; some are brownish and others black, and to my taste they have better and more
meat than those from here. Of the small hides the Indians make blankets to cover themselves with, and of the
taller ones they make shoes and targets. These cows come from the north, across the country further on, to the
coast of Florida, and are found all over the land for over four hundred leagues. On this whole stretch, through
the valleys by which they come, people who live there descend to subsist upon their flesh. And a great
quantity of hides are met with inland.
We remained with the Avavares Indians for eight months, according to our reckoning of the moons. During
that time they came for us from many places and said that verily we were children of the sun. Until then
Donates and the negro had not made any cures, but we found ourselves so pressed by the Indians coming from
all sides, that all of us had to become medicine men. I was the most daring and reckless of all in undertaking
cures. We never treated anyone that did not afterwards say he was well, and they had such confidence in our
skill as to believe that none of them would die as long as we were among them. . . .
The women brought many mats, with which they built us houses, one for each of us and those attached to him.
After this we would order them to boil all the game, and they did it quickly in ovens built by them for the
purpose. We partook of everything a little, giving the rest to the principal man among those who had come
with us for distribution among all. Every one then came with the share he had received for us to breathe on it
and bless it, without which they left it untouched. Often we had with us three to four thousand persons. And it
was very tiresome to have to breathe on and make the sign of the cross over every morsel they ate or drank.
For many other things which they wanted to do they would come to ask our permission, so that it is easy to
realize how greatly we were bothered. 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.
While traveling with those, we crossed a big river coming from the north and, traversing about thirty leagues
of plains, met a number of people that came from afar to meet us on the trail, who treated us like the foregoing
ones.
Thence on there was a change in the manner of reception, insofar as those who would meet us on the trail with
gifts were no longer robbed by the Indians of our company, but after we had entered their homes they
tendered us all they possessed, and the dwellings also. We turned over everything to the principals for
distribution. Invariably those who had been deprived of their belongings would follow us, in order to repair
their losses, so that our retinue became very large. They would tell them to be careful and not conceal
anything of what they owned, as it could not be done without our knowledge, and then we would cause their
death. So much did they frighten them that on the first few days after joining us they would be trembling all
the time, and would not dare to speak or lift their eyes to Heaven.

Those guided us for more than fifty leagues through a desert of very rugged mountains, and so arid that there
was no game. Consequently we suffered much from lack of food, and finally forded a very big river, with its
water reaching to our chest. Thence on many of our people began to show the effects of the hunger and
hardships they had undergone in those mountains, which were extremely barren and tiresome to travel.
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 adobes we saw that were like unto real houses. 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 that 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 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 of our company were enemies, and did not understand each
other, we took leave of the latter, leaving them all that had been given to us, while we went on with the former
and, six leagues beyond, when night 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. . . .
Having seen positive traces of Christians and become satisfied they were very near, we gave many thanks to
our Lord for redeeming us from our sad and gloomy condition. Anyone can imagine our delight when he
reflects how long we had been in that land, and how many dangers and hardships we had suffered. That night
I entreated one of my companions to go after the Christians, who were moving through the part of the country
pacified and quieted by us, and who were three days ahead of where we were. They did not like my
suggestion, and excused themselves from going, on the ground of being tired and worn out, although any of
them might have done it far better than I, being younger and stronger.
Seeing their reluctance, in the morning I took with me the negro and eleven Indians and, following the trail,
went in search of the Christians. On that day we made ten leagues, passing three places where they slept. The
next morning I came upon four Christians on horseback, who, seeing me in such a strange attire, and in
company with Indians, were greatly startled. They stared at me for quite awhile, speechless; so great was their
surprise that they could not find words to ask me anything. I spoke first, and told them to lead me to their
captain, and we went together to Diego de Alcaraz, their commander.
Study Questions
1. Summarize Cabeza de Vaca’s impression of the people he came upon during his journey. What are his
impressions of their habits and customs? What seems to be his attitude toward these people?
2. How were the author and his companions received and treated by the Avavares Indians?
3. Describe the various difficulties faced by Cabeza de Vaca and his companions during their travels.

