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IN THE late spring of 1539, the largest, best organized, most carefully planned of all the sixteenth- century Spanish expeditions, under the command of a man whose experience in this business could be matched by no other, landed on the Florida coast. Over three years later, the survivors-half starved, recognizable as Europeans only by their speech-wandered into a small Spanish settlement on the Rio Panuco, sixteen hundred miles away on a direct land course, which was hardly the way they had come. Their commander was no longer among them. Wrapped in shrouds and stuffed in a tree trunk, he was going down the Mississippi River on his own, pulled along the bottom by the currents.
The de Soto entrada stands as an extraordinary episode, even in an age when a prudent person expected the bizarre and often got no less. It left a large body of documentation, relative to other Spanish expeditions, and it was a preoccupation of the generation of historians nearest in time to the event itself. Yet after four and a half centuries, even the most basic of questions have either remained unanswered, or have been answered in disputed ways. What was its purpose? Why did it go where it did? Where did it go?
Why do so many questions remain? One way of approaching this problem is to review the literature on the expedition, which this paper proposes to do. The reader is forewarned that much will remain obscure, but is promised a journey only slightly less 
curious, if considerably less dangerous, than that of de Soto himself. 
Turning first to the original documentation, upon which all subsequent accounts would be based, one confronts a body of evidence that is informative, clarifying, and complicating in about equal measure. To a degree this is so because of the usual problem of conflicting accounts, a commonplace for the historian of any subject, but only to a degree, for there is an added complication. It seems at first to be no more than an historiographical curiosoity, but, as we shall see, it had the power to shape the posthumous course of the expedition for a very long time.
The documentation comes mainly in the form of eyewitness reports, with official communications providing some sparse supplementation. Two eyewitnesses left independent testimonies. The first to gain wide attention was that of one "Gentleman of Elvas," so named becasue he was of a contingent of Portuguese who joined the enterprise from the small town of that name near the border city of Badajoz. Little was known about him at the time; little has been learned since. In 1557 his Relacam verdadeira was published in Portugal; the enterprising promoter of edxpansion Richard Hakluyt had an English version out by 1609, and another two years later. (1) Elvas's report, a lengthy one, is somewhat peculiar document. It contains little of the sort of specific information that woud suggest constant reference to a diary, yet it does not draw its bulk from the imaginative embroidery that is often a characeristic fo recollections witout such a mooring. Absent, too, is the dramatic framework so comon to conquest literature over the centuries. His main concern is getting the expedition from one
place to another; observations, asides, judgments, these play a distinctly secondary role, and the man himself, with a single exception, disappears behind the events. Whatever the reason for writing the report (and this remains a mystery), self-justification may be ruled out. Through his eyes one watches as the expedition charts a bloody course, bloodier than that of all but one of the other eyewitnesses:

All the rest were ordered to execution, and being bound to a post in the middle of the town yard, they were shot to death with arrowsŠ. The governor ordered one of them to be burned;Šas the Indians travelled in chains, they disturbed the mud on the bottoms, by which the fish, becoming stupefied, would swim to the surface;Š thirty men having come to fish, he commanded their right hands to be cut off....2) Such reports fill his pages, but without judgment, without emotion. When he finally deviates, angered by butchery without regard for sex or age when de Soto had specified men only, one is startled by the display of feeling.(3) And it is no different when he writes of Spanish travail. "The Christians were left so broken up," he notes of the battle of Chicaca, one of the expedition¹s more sanguinary moments,"that what with the want of the saddles and arms which had been destroyed, had the Indians returned the second night, they might, with little effort, have been overpowered."(4) He speaks of near-annihilation as he speaks of the weather.

Similar to Elvas in tone, but with a brevity that precluded almost any elaboration, is the account of Luys Hernandez de Biedma, the King¹s factor. Biedma presented his report to the Consejo de Indias in 1544, but it did not become available in published form until the mid-nineteenth century, first in a French translation of 1841, then in English translations of 1850 and 18551, with yet another in 1866.(5) The factor was a miser of words, and

had few positive one for de Soto. The laconic flavor of his account is perhaps best captured in the relation of his commander's death:"The Governor, at seeing himself thus surrounded, and nothing coming about according to his expectations, sickened and died."(6)

Nor does the commander get high marks in the next of the eyewitness accounts, that provided by his private secretary Rodrigo Ranjel to the audiencia on the island of Hispanioloa in 1546. Here our added complication first appears. One finds the Ranjel report embedded in the massive general history prepared by the sixteeth-century Spanish adventurer, colonial administrator, and scholar Gonzalo Fernandez de Oviedo y Valdes.(7) Why this will create difficulties appears immediately: Ranjel begins his account (which ends abruptly and without explanation at the third winter encampment at Autiamque) with a criticism of de Soto's insistence upon being a part of the risky search for a port on the mainland, an action censured as irresponsible-better to leave such tasks in the hands of lesser, more expended men-and the critical stance thus established is maintained throughout, making the Ranjel version easily the most hostile toward the expedition, its commander, and its troops.(8) Captured Indians enchained in coffles appear constantly, often accompanied by indignant commentary, and only in Ranjel is it mentioned that the Spanish expected females for 

Prostitution.(9) There is also much admiration for the aboriginals, even though it fastens mainly upon their personal courage.(10)Ranjel (or Oviedo) criticizes the expedition for paying so little attention to the conversion of a people whose faith "would have surpassed that of the conquerors if they had been taught."(11)

How much of this is Rajel, and how much Oviedo? Is it a primary source at all? It is an important question, for information critical to many matters-the expedition's experiences with, and attitudes toward, the aboriginals, is but one-hinges upon it, and the answer is not simple. 

There are some clues. By the late sixteenth century, one may recall, the great debate sparked by Bartoleme de las Casas over the morality of the conquest was well under way; Oviedo, while taking the position that the benefits-to crown; church, and abuses both of people and office. Further , he knew the conquistadors, having spent decades in their company. That experience, as Alberto Salas has noted, tended to awaken one rather abruptly from fantasies about heroes of medieval romance. Indeed, his History was written in part to help others keep a clear head on these matters.(12) Ranjel, on the other hand, whose own life and 

reputation was to an extent bound up with that of his employer,(13) might have been disgruntled and disappointed, but would hardly have been so disapproving. Passage through three years of a hell unfolding might generate the line," This Governor was much given to the sport of slaying Indians,"(14) but surely we are hearing pure Oviedo in the more extreme reproaches-such as the description of de Soto that begins with, "this Governor, ill-governed, taught in the school of Pedrarias de Avila [de Soto's father-in-law, and a special enemy of Oviedo] in the scattering and wasting of the Indians of Castilla de Oro; a graduate in the killing of the natives of Nicaragua and canonized in Peru as a member of the order of the Pizarros."(15) Still, evidence from elsewhere in the History, where the texts from which he drew are extent(such as the Cortez letters), show a regard for accuracy considerably in advance of the standards of his time.(16) So there is some assurance of reliability, and from that one might safely conclude that much of the Oviedo/Ranjel narrative is directly from Ranjel, and that he emerged from his experience without the rancor of Oviedo, but also without much enthusiasm for the expedition or its management. The problem of sources becomes even more complicated with the appearance of the next contribution, one that has had more influence upon later accounts of the expedition than any of the preceding three, even though its credentials as a primary source are the most suspect. That is the long narrative, La Florida del Ynca(17), by yet another of the literary masters of the sixteenth century, Garcilaso de la Vega, "El Inca." Garcilaso, the product of a union between Pizarro's associate Don Sebastian Garcilaso de la Vega Vargas and Chimpa Ocllo, daughter of the Inca ruler Huayna Capac, spent a lifetime within and between two worlds. (18) Of necessity deeply interested in the whole matter of what we now call acculturation, surrounded by people directly involved in the conquest of the America, he was singularly equiped, and compelled as well, to write its history. Working in the late sixteenth centur, he built around a number of eyewitness accounts, no one of which has survived eleswhere: that of Alonso de Carmona, who, according to Garcilaso, prepared an account, entitled Peregrinacion, which he never intended to publish; (19) that of Juan Coles, about whom the author offers almost nothing; and possibly others too, as Garcilaso claims a familiarity with some who drop in and out of his narrative. (20) But the bulk of his information comes from another individual whom Garcilaso never identifies, but who is almost certainly one Gonzalo de Silvestre: Garcilaso punctuates his story with the great deeds of this man (deeds that in the main did not caputre the attention of the other chroniclers), and describes events for which Silvestre seems to have been the sole withness, or nearly so. (21)

The account he constructs is by far the longest, as well as the most detailed. To what extent is it reliabe? There are a number of possibilites. The first, obviously, is that it is a complete fabrication. If so, it certainly stands as a marvelous one. But it seems unlikely that so elaborate a hoax could have gotten through its own generation, and no suspicions were raised at the time, either toward the book or its author. Also, it would be difficut for even the most skeptical to read it through withoout beoming convinced the most skeptical to read it through without becoming convinced that whether or not the account is accurate, its author is thoroughly conversant with accounts of the expedition and is making a determined effort to get it all down right. The description of the great battle at Mauvilla is a case in point: in his reconstruciton of this bloody conflict, seen by all, including Garcilaso, as the disastrous turning point for the expedition, he paintakingly compares the memories of all three of his informants. (22) Its accuracy is still a problem, but the result strikes one as honest.

Is it acurate? Parts of the description, it would seem, simply could not be. How could his discussion of what went on in Tuzcaluza's council of war before Mauvilla be anything but guesswork? (23) And takes as another example his elaborate description of the hugh weapons storehouse found at Cofachiqui, so overwhelming in its grandeur that it takes him two chapters to describe it. Eight rooms, each filled with a different type of weapon-one with pikes, maces in the next, then battle-axes and broadswords, on to truncheons, bows and arrows, and finally two rooms of shields, one for the oblong variety, another for the round: "Thus the eight salas were filled with all offensive and defensive arms, and in each there was such a quantity of its particular kind of weapon that the Governor and his Castilians were amazed as much by the multitude of them as by the neatness and skill with which they had been fashioned and assembled." (24) How could the others, military men all, to one degree or another, have missed

this? Yet only Ranjel even notices it, in a description perfunctory enough to be overlooked on a cursory reading. (25)

Still, this could be merely a problem of exaggeration, for which allowances can be made. It is less disturbing than the presence of another, much more fundamental problem, for which it is more difficult to find a mode of correction. Garcilaso had the zeal of a convert for European culture, which seems to have pushed him toward casting the expedition into a mold of great deeds, deeds "much nobler than those of the Greeks, Romans and peoples of other nations." (26)-----the world of his Spanish education, the world of which the conquest of the land of his ancestors had to have been a part. And so, though he was a declared "enemy of such fiction as one finds in books of knighthood and the like, good poetry excepted," there are evocations of El Cid, and Antony and Cleopatra, and Hercules, and there are Indians who demand single combat, who handle the broadsword without training, who speak in the cadences of the great classical orators. (27) There is throughout the work a tendency to move toward the fanciful, and it is hard to determine how much movement has taken place at any particular time.

With the exception of an as-yet-unidentified account in the history of Antonio de Herrera y Tordesillas, (28) that ends the list

of direct observations. (29) It is out of these that subsequent histories have been fashioned, and it is in large part because of their peculiar nature, and the sharply differing perceptions that emerge from them, that later histories have taken the forms that they have. When one finds the sources deposited not in archives, but instead in the earliest histories of the event----histories written by literary giants of the age who were personally and passionately involved in imperial expansion----not only is it difficult to separate the one from the other, but also to avoid becoming an emotional captive in the process.

Few have wished to cast aside either Oviedo or Garcilaso, and they have remained important sources. Together their continued use had tended to push later interpretations in one of two directions. Both encourage a fundamentally Eurocentric view, of course----that was an attitude they shared, each in his own fashion, and by most who would take up the matter in the centuries thereafter---but beyond that they diverge, creating two basic points of view: the expedition was a looting part; or, it was a more multifaceted affair, with an interest in planting and spreading a culture believed at the time to be a boon to those who would receive it. Certainly there would be room for variations, but so long as history was defined as a narrative----a story-----and without new evidence (or more innovative ways of reading the available evidence), these would remain the approaches. In one way, this was very restrictive. Yet it could be oddly liberating, too, for it meant that if one wished to turn the events of the sixteenth century to presentistic ends, one could pick and choose one's weapons from two well-stocked arsenals. That is precisely what happened.

Much of the influence of these early eyewitness/commentary hybrids would not be apparent until far into the future, however, because interest in the de Soto expedition did not sustain itself.

The Spanish, understandably, became preoccupied with those parts of the empire over which they maintained more than a tenuous diplomatic claim; as the Hispanic empire expanded, first over South and Central America and then into the southwestern reaches of North America, the consequences of the conquista in that huge area were more than enough to explore and ponder. The French showed some interest, as they pushed their inland empire from its St. Lawrence base down into the Mississippi Valley. But circumstances prevented them from becoming too interested, as publicity for early Spanish activity might validate Spanish claims to an area the French hoped to control. The Journal Historique of Jean-Baptiste Benard de La Harpe, who explored the Gulf Coasts area for the French in the early eighteenth century, suggests a deliberate downplaying of earlier Spanish explorations, the de Soto expedition included (and misdated), judging them to be both isolated and ephemeral. (30) The French Jesuit Pierre de Charlevoix, who travelled into the region as a royal envoy in the early 1720s, gave de Soto the same treatment, barely glancing at the expedition in his Histoire Generale and in his travel letters. (31)

And so the subject became primarily an interest of the Anglo-American world. Signs of an appetite for information had appeared almost immediately, one will recall, with Hakluyt's translation of the Gentleman of Elvas, but that proved to be a hunger quickly appeased, and here, too, the concentration would for many years be more parochial. Those areas where England was having

success in planting populations received the bulk of historical attention. Englishmen always had translations of Las Casas before them, should their hispanophobia need freshening, but they would have found no more on the "Tyrant [of whom] we have had no news these three years" than the friar's spare, harsh comment: "If he be alive, most assuredly he hath destroy'd an infinite number of people, for he among all those who have done most mischeife in ruining both Provinces and Kingdoms, is famous for his Savage fury; wherefore I am apt to believe that God hath put the same end to his life, as to the others." (32) William Roberts's An Account of the First Discovery, and Natural History of Florida.....,(33) a short information pamphlet on the territory just ceded to his country by Spain, did feature the expedition in its review of prior exploration (and in a surprisingly non-judgmental way, though the general introduction is vehement on the Spanish).

Yet far more important was the attention it did not get. Nowhere is there even a mention of the enterprise in the most influential work on the Americas, not only for that generation but for generations to come, the magnificent History of America of the Scottish scholar William Robertson. (34) Partly this was so because the American Revolution stalled Robertson's plan to deal with North America, and he never found time to return to the subject (his son incorporated what little he had written into a "Posthumous Volume" for later editions), but that was not the whole of it: what had happened further south was, in Robertson's revealing phrase, "the most splendid portion of the American story."(35) Generations on both sides of the Atlantic would inherit this emphasis, through new editions of Robertson (yet another, this one complete with a

"Questions for Students" section, appeared in America just before the Civil War), (36) and then through William H. Prescott's monumental histories of the conquests of Peru and Mexico, which would capture the public imagination with their appearance in the 1840s.

Interest did not really gain momentum until the nineteenth century, but when it did, do Soto studies became a minor literary industry. First into the field was the full-length study by Theodore Irving, (37) nephew of Washington Irving. The family connection is important, for the elder Irving was the country's leading hispanophile in the early nineteenth century. Through his Tales of the Alhambra, as well as in his scholarly histories, Columbus and Companions of Columbus, Irving crafted a version of the Spanish past quite foreign to an Anglo-American world nursed in a contempt and hostility for things Iberian that went back to the Armada. His nephew stayed with him in Spain, helped in his researches, imbibed his love for the country, and eventually joined the force. (38) The younger Irving drew upon the Gentleman of Elvas, and also Herrera's work, and , having received a French translation of Biedman, that too, for the revised edition, though he dismissed it as "a confused statement by an illiterate soldier."(39) But throughout the book the watchword is always, "We follow the Inca." (40) And that he does, convinced that Garcilaso's account, in its detail and it s interpretation, best captured the nature of the

expedition, pulling back only when the Inca is "evidently inclining to magnify" (41) Unsurprisingly, the picture that emerges is very similar to Garcilaso's: here we have a de Soto driven b a lust for gold, as were they all, but with grander dreams, too---an "agent of conquest and colonization," at least until the disaster at Mauvila, when the challenge to his authority, and melancholia, induced the aimless desire to "finish his existence" that reversed only temporarily at the third winter encampments. (42) This is a brutal de Soto, but brutality, Irving reminds his readers, was a part of the age, and he compares the commander favorably wit his successor Luys de Moscoso, whose atrocities, included chopping off the hands of thirty Indians. (45). His sympathies are with these unfortunates, and to all the others whose lands were and would be invaded---he observes in the Indians of the Florida wars of his own day "the same proud and unyielding spirit" of the ancestors that de Soto had confronted----but here Irving holds up a balance sheet that so often served in the nineteenth century to turn a moral question into a romantic tragedy: one's revulsion at the slaughter should be tempered by the remembrance that most of the Spanish invaders died too. (44)

But if Irving stands at the beginning of the modern romantic tradition in de Soto interpretation (a term he himself accepted when he called the object of his study a "romantic enterprise"(45), he nevertheless had a concern about the more mundane aspects of the expedition that evidences the spirit of modern anthropologists, to whose work we shall come in the second part of this essay. He studied his documents carefully for any hints about the exact path the expedition took, maintained a hearty skepticism about the already flourishing "artifact" industry (quoting with approval a comment from the Smithsonian Institution that if the expedition had built even a tent of the "forts" attributed to it, it


The above portrait of Hernando de Soto appears in many of the works considered in this article, but without the border depicting Amerindian labor in the mines that accompanied the portrait when it first appeared in the early seventeenth century. When the drawn sword is juxtaposed with these Dantesque images, the visual message becomes considerably more ambiguous. Reproduced from Manuel Lucerra Salmoral, gen. ed., Historia General de Espana y America, VII (Madrid, 1982).

would have had little time for anything else (46), and introduced to a large public the work of my man local scholars. (47) It was in some

ways the best history of the expedition that the nineteenth century would produce. (48)

But it did not have the field to itself for long. William Gilmore Simms, by that time well established as both novelist and historian, had thought considerably about the subject, and about how it might best be treated. A figure of transatlantic intellectual interests, Simms had become fully absorbed in the evolutionary nationalism of the European romanticists, and just as thoroughly repelled by the cautious, fact-bound approach of Barthold Georg Niebuhr's German school. The great Livy, Simms maintained, had reawakened Rome through the power of his imagination; Niebuhr with the "sleepless research of the coldly inquisitive man," had entombed it again. (49) Simms had touched upon the expedition, lightly, in his History of South Carolina, (50) had worked some on a fictional treatment of the expedition in the 1830s, and had written an essay on its dramatic possibilities. (51)

Convinced now that here, too, the "sterner muse" had carried its charge to the point of sterility, he determined to infuse the story with "a vitality which fiction only can confer." The result was his novel, Vasconcelos: A Romance of the New World. (52) Simms is concerned with two matters. First, he would use this historical event to show how the genius of a people prepares the stage for the next advance. He had done so in earlier works with the American Indians; (53) he would do so here with the Spanish: "strife, blood, conquest, glory, and personal prominence"----the forces driving them to be "the pioneers for other races, who shall more

securely enjoy what they neglect and despise"----why condemn them for playing their historical part?(54) Second, he would put before his reader a primer on codes of individual conduct, a subject in which he was far more interested. It was a full program, with little room, as it turns out, either for the expedition-----it does not get to Florida until the novel is three-fourths through---or for any serious attention to the author's pious commitment to respect the "material resources of the Historian."(55)

Briefly, the story: the title character, a Portuguese whose truly chivalric values Simms throws into contrast with the rather shabby ones of de Soto, becomes so disgusted with the behavior of his fellows that he helps the Queen of Cofitachequi (Cocalla is Simm's name for her) to escape her kidnappers. For this he is stripped of his knighthood and left to die, but die he does not: he is saved by Cocalla, whose heart is his forevermore. (56) This further complicates things for the lovelorn Castilian noblewoman who somehow has been going undetected as his page, but not for Vasconcelos, who singleminded pursues the agent of his humiliation. He becomes de Soto's nemesis, commanding with Tuscaluza the evergrowing army of the Indian confederation that spans the entire southeast, (57) until de Soto, stripped of power, resources, hope, and any factual ground on which to stand, goes to his grave.

Simms erased the line between history and fiction in his effort to redraw it, but that should not divert our attention from the point that his enterprise was considered to be a valid one. That he had a choice between the two modes of expression, with one having no advantage over the other in bringing the past to the 

present, was a position that many of his contemporaries would not have questioned. A novelistic treatment would not be treated pejoratively by the public; for many, Simms would be just as valid as Irving, and as likely to shape opinions on this aspect of the past.

The blurred line would certainly not be brought back into focus with the publication of another, expensively done volume, this one by the newspaperman Lambert A. Wilmer. (58) Wilmer seems to have had no particular scholarly qualifications for entering the field, but he had other reasons for being there. He had no use for Spanish historians (or for the Spanish in general, or for any foreigners, as becomes clear) whose "taste for self-glorification, or rhodomontade, which is presumed to be one of their national characteristics, has, in this instance, been indulged to an unlimited extent...." He thought no better of Irving, whose claim (putative, it seems) that the historian should "illustrate the glories of his nation" he found offensive, or of Prescott either. There are dark hints in his introduction about both authors (and he had to deal with both, since Irving had covered only the North American part of de Soto's life), suggestions that they had been given access to private sources, secret material denied to him. Worse, they had used them poorly. (59) 

The corrective to all this previous misinformation turns out to be the finest illustration of an important reason why interest in the de Soto expedition was so high: discussed in a certain way, the expedition could work wonderfully as a vehicle for the expression of anti-foreign, and especially anti-Catholic, attitudes. This was the moment in the nineteenth century when he first great wave of nativism was cresting; this particular decade was the one in which the American ("Know-Nothing") Party became a serious political force in many states. There were already plenty of propagandists in the field, and Wilmer himself would contribute in that way too, but for the moment, he had another, less obvious way of making the point. Now, no reader of Wilmer's book would

know of this, for Wilmer's stated agenda had nothing to do with nativism; his contribution (in addition to correcting the mistake of previous writers) would be to offer a study in personality development----specifically, to solve the puzzle of why the orally upright man (de Soto I) can engage in immoral acts (de Soto II), "the magnitude and boldness of which can offer no excuse for their cruelty and injustice." One does this, says Wilmer, by isolating the "critical moment" that conditions all that follows. For de Soto, it was not the brutalizing process of the Pizarro campaign (de Soto had his qualms, Wilmer grants, but they did not stop him from following that "Machiavellian bastard"), nor even the time spend in Central America prior to that; instead, it was the rejection---the contemptuous rejection----by Pedrarias de Avila of his request to marry Isabellas de Boabdilla. "He discovered," argues Wilmer, "that poverty was the only obstacle to his happiness and respectability; and having pondered on this discovery with much bitterness of feeling, he determined at last---regardless of all hazards and sacrifices----to become rich"----a resolve based upon love (that "idolatry of women" so characteristic of chivalry), but no less destructive for being so, as it could (and here did) eliminate "the restraints of reason or religion, honor or humanity." (60) To clinch his pint, Wilmer produces a long letter from de Soto t Isabella (the original ow which, "said to e in the cabinet of a Spanish gentleman," he had not seen---not has anyone else, to my knowledge (61), the contents of which fit his case remarkably.

All of this produces a satisfactory degree of drama, and introduces a love angle, too, always a scarce commodity in the de Soto story. Wilmer further heightens the dramatic tension by developing a poisoning theory to explain the demise of the Adelantado. (62) But readers brought in by all this are to be taught another lesson as well, one of urgent relevance to their own time. Hints of a hidden agenda are so thick that only the class dunce could have been unsuspecting, but the hand is not shown until very near the end, when Wilmer begins to summarize what went wrong. Why, he ask rhetorically, did the Indians, habitually so receptive to the 

strangers (!), ultimately turn on them? Because de Soto and is men could never get it through their heads that they were foreigners, who "can have no rights in any country except those which are conceded to them by the natives of the soil." And why could they not understand this? To Wilmer the answer is simple: they were blinded by Catholicism, a foreign perversion of the true-----the American----faith. De Soto could never break free of the delusion that "the heirs and assigns of St. Peter had legally authorized him to play the tyrant...; had the religion of Christ been presented......in a more engaging form, undistorted by bigot zeal, and unperverted by fanatical violence and dissembling avarice, no people in the world perhaps would have been more apt to receive and cultivate the truth of the Gospel...."(63) One is therefore not surprised to find at the end of the book an advertisement for yet another Wilmer effort, The Press Gang; or, The Complete Exposition of the Corruptions and Crimes of the American Newspapers, in which the author promises a thorough expose of papers that incite "adopted citizens' (his invidious phrase for Catholic newcomers) to demand more than they deserve. (64)

There is one other feature of Wilmer's book worth noting before we pass on, and that is the large number of engraved illustrations. Undoubtedly these helped to account for its popularity; (65) they may also be a rough measure of the publication's regard for accuracy. They reinforce the anti-Spanish message of the book, which is hardly a surprise----"Spaniards shooting Indians," "Spaniards hunting Indians," and "Burning a Peruvian" are typical captions--- but they also show a wild disregard for geography, as in the two reproduced here. A Hot Springs, Arkansas, that looks like Pago Pago? The Rocky Mountains just a few miles t the west? Perhaps these anachronisms left Wilmer's readers undisturbed (after all, were not the Rockies there once again when the late John Wayne rode after Lucky Ned Pepper and an Academy Award in True Grit?); that they did not disturb the author, however, says nothing good about his concern for accuracy.


"Spaniards drinking at the Hot Springs in Arkansas." Reproduced from Lambert A. Wilmer, The Life, Travels and Adventures of Ferdinand De Soto, Discoverer of the Mississippi.
One finds the same willingness to use the de Soto expedition for presentistic ends in the biography prepared by John S. C. Abbott, a Congregationalist minister from New England who gave up that calling to write an endless number of books. (66) His work


"De Soto encamped at the foot of the Rocky Mountains." Reproduced from Lambert A. Wilmer, The Life, Travels and Adventures of Ferdinand De Soto, Discoverer of the Mississippi.
 is thoroughly derivitive, drawing upon both Irving and Wilmer with no hint to the reader of the incompatibility of the two, but three points do deserve consideration. First, Abbott seems to have committed himself to the notion that the subject of one's study

must be fundamentally moral, as if the discovery that this was not the case would somehow diminish both subject and biographer. Thus we enter Florida with a man whose "career thus far had shown him to be by nature a kind-hearted and upright man, hating oppression and loving justice...." Deviations , such as those in Peru, must be explained away, by the "terrible power" of military discipline, or the influence of bad company, or simply by the nature of the age. (67) Such a man must have a conscience, and so when de Soto does something morally incomprehensible----kidnapping the "Indian Queen" of Confitachequi, for instance----Abbott invents the proper qualms: "he felt constrained to do that which his own conscience told him was unjust."(68)

Second, Abbott is very concerned----more so, even, than Wilmer---about making sure that Christianity of the wrong kind takes its lumps for its role in the conquest, and he is severe with those who made a "career of spiritual conquest, with its pecuniary accompaniment"----those, that is, who followed "the religion of the Spaniards."(69) This leads him to consideration of the nature of the population waiting to be converted to the right variety of the faith, and leads us to the third point. Ruminating upon the words of the Indian leader Ucita, Abbott notes how refreshing it is to see a hint of "that nobility of character" that existed there, not only before the penetration of Europeans (a common enough observation), but "before the fall." (70) Abbott expresses here in an unusually extreme form an attitude quite common to these studies. It is one that purports to admire the New World population, but is nevertheless expressive of the deepest sort of condescension: here in Abbott, and elsewhere, one finds the view that in some way, usually rather vaguely defined, life before the Columbian contact was preferable to what followed. But it is not accompanied by the suggestion that Amerindian behavior is the result of having passes through earlier stages, from which some behavior has been experientially derived (and in one of which stages, the implication.

would be, the Europeans and their heirs are still locked), but instead as having come before. The Fall, to Abbott, is clearly not to be understood as the beginning of the search for knowledge, nor is Indian behavior to be so understood. Thus, however admirable their previous situation, their present one now demands that they willingly receive what the best of the European heirs (read Protestants) are able to give them. It was a handy means of rebuking past behavior, yet retaining the right to manage and manipulate others in the present.

Following Abbott into what must have been an inviting market, judging from the number of vendors, but selling the product of Garcilaso, was the New Orleans author Grace King. Her writings on the French colonial period, together with a personality so charming and witty that even Mark Twain found it irresistible, had made her a well-known figure by the time she turned her attention to the Spanish conquest. (71) Her contribution begins with an analysis of the sources, and here one finds a caution to the reader about the exaggerations of Garcilaso, in the course of which she even concedes the possibility that Garcilaso had seen the account of the Gentleman of Elvas, constructed his narrative around it, fabricated all of his authorities, then embellished from what he had heard by word-of-mouth. (72) Despite this, and by a circumlocution beyond the capacity of this reader, Garcilaso turns out to be the source of choice, and the book is essentially one long paraphrase. The stupendous weapons cache at Cofitiacheui, the staggering casualty figures at Manuvila, the unrelieved anguish at the death of the leader---all are pure Garcilaso, all evidence of the enduring power of that account. (73)

Esthetically it is a long, long distance indeed from Abbott and King to the next student of de Soto, Robert Bontine Cunninhame Graham. (74) He is a forgotten figure now, despite constant efforts to revive him, but in his own day his wildly improbably life, full of eccentricity, adventure, probably lies and even less probably

truths, made him the standard by which personality was measured among fin-de-siecle Britishers. Before he turned eighteen he had already traveled into a revolution in Argentina; by the time he fastened upon de Soto, he had squandered the family fortune on four continents and been jailed twice, first in Morocco for impersonating a sheik, then in England for assaulting a policeman (in the cause of Socialism--Graham was the fist of that persuasion in Parliament); in the idle moments, he had written nine books. For these and other accomplishments he had become the idol of Joseph Conrad, George Bernard Shaw, Frederich Engels, and many others whose reputations would far outlast his own. (75) 

As a committed, if idiosyncratic, radical, Graham had nothing but sarcastic contempt for his own generation's misguided sense of mission ("which a wise providence has laid upon us, against which it would be impious to rebel, and cowardly....."). (76) How best to administer a dose of self-realization? Perhaps by writing of its parallel in the sixteenth century. One does not have to read far to see that he knew he was bound to fail, but clearly he relished the hopeless errand. And what better source could there be of such history than Garrcilaso, whose "interludes" grant "a colour of reality even to sordid facts," whose accounts "contain much of the much-bepraised sweet reasonableness to which rude facts so often give the lie," whose discrepancies are "as it should be, and only [serve] to invest history with greater dignity." (77)

This ligh-hearted approach to historical accuracy was for Graham a way of poking fun at a generation of scholar thoroughly committed to the proposition that history could be scientific---taht facts would speak for themselves, given a proper chance----but twitting scholars was just a diversion, not the enterprise itself. That was the deeply serious business of unmasking the hypocrisy of European, and particularly English, imperialism. "Motives," says Graham, in his typical blend of humor and the knife, "are quite unfathomable; but still, in spite of all their greed for gold, zeal for the propaganda of what they thought the one religion in the world, and, above all, their simple piety and faith, neither of which, of course, as is quite natural, influenced their conduct in the least, places the Spaniards.....upon a pinnacle of virtue compared to the conquistadores ̃of the present day...."(78) Deluded in their faith the sixteenth-century Spaniards may have been (and Graham is merciless on the subject of Christianity, of whatever variety), but they believed it nonetheless, which by Graham's measure gives them a moral edge on his own pillagers of Africa, "whom no man can accuse of being blinded by belief in anything but gold." (79) Graham's crusade being a twofold one---to erase from the minds of Englishmen three centuries of misinformation on the subject of Spain, but also to educate Europe on the subject of other peoples (80)---he finds himself caught in a contradiction diffi- Cult to resolve. He must explain, when engaged in the rehabilitation of the Spanish, how "good" conquistadors (de Soto) differed from "bad" ones (Pizarro),(81) and then, when on the second subject, to praise the aboriginals for refusing to make the same distinction-indeed for giving de Soto a hotter reception than Pizarro ever got. Graham does not resolve the contradiction; ultimately he drifts toward the same Edenic idealization of the Amerindians that one finds in more pedestrian works.(82) If by most measures Graham advanced de Soto studies no more than did either. Abbott or King, he certainly raised the literary level. Whether because of his intimidating prose, or for some other reason, the biographical approach so popular in the nineteenth century dwindled in the twentieth. Fictional accounts continued to appear, including an enormous epic poem by the Mississippi jurist Walter Malone, and an inventive novelistic treatment by the Englishman Dominick Daly.(83) But non-fictional in- interest was slight. There would be nothing beyond a listless account by Frederick Ober, (84) a sometimes ornithologist and writer (of the Young Folks' History of Mexico sort of book), an American edition of Graham, and reprintings of King, until 1930, when Theodore Maynard published his De Soto and the Conquistadores.(85)
A covert to Catholicism, Maynard first entered Dominican training, but dropped that vocation to become a professor, which career he was pursuing at Georgetown University upon the publication of his account of the expedition.(86) The book was looked upon as something of a departure at the time of its publication. Maynard certainly saw it that way: his task, he said, was a revisionist one, that of bringing to the public an account of the whole of de Soto's life, free of the corruptions of Irving, Wilmer, and King. James Robertson, one of the most prestigious scholars of his day, saw it that way too, calling it the best work available in English.(87) Yet it is difficult to reconstruct why this would have been so, far now it seems much more to continue an earlier tradition than to participate in a new one. Maynard pays attention to the current scholarship on the aboriginal environment, and he is up to date on controversies over the route. The prose is less flamboyant, but that seems more a response to audience expectations than evidence of a new scholarly temper. It is a book that stands within-near the periphery, perhaps, but still within-what Alfred Crosby has called the "bardic tradition" (88): its evidence is essentially the same 
core of documentary sources in use for centuries; its concentration is upon personalities, which forces a Euroamerican bias, given the lack of information on non-Europeans offered by settled methods of reading the available evidence; it ignores the larger socioeconomic implications, whether by design, inclination, or (as seems to be the case here) by a simple lack of awareness of those implications. Such history could be very carefully done (and is in this case, thought some might quibble about the lack of scholarly paraphernalia, or about the Thucydidean latitude the author grants himself when it comes to speeches); but the limits, being ones of conceptualization rather than execution, are rigid, and the similarities to Theodore Irving¹s work a century before are striking. The hard truth is that without a reconceptualiztion of the subject, there was simply not much more to be said.(89)
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