SIXTEENTH CENTURY NATIVE SOCIETIES AND SPANISH EMPIRE
IN THE SOUTHEAST UNITED STATES

Jerald T. Milanich

Late eighteenth and early nineteenth century anthropologists could not believe that
precolumbian mound complexes in the southeastern United States had been built by
ancestors of living Native Americans. Differences between those sites and the lifestyles
of the extant native peoples were simply too pronounced. Today it is realized that Old
World diseases introduced to Native Americans caused severe population reductions that
in turn led to cultural changes as native groups adjusted to new demographic conditions.
In order to begin to understand the nature and timing of these changes, it is important
to document the clash of Spanish empire and Native American societies that occurred in
the sixteenth century. This overview introduces that clash and its impact, an impact which
changed the world.

INTRODUCTION

The archaeological remains of the precolumbian Native American societies that flourished in the
southeastern United States are truly extraordinary. Literally thousands of village and mound sites are found
from the Ohio River Valley south into Florida, and from Georgia west across the Mississippi River into
Louisiana and Texas. Their size and number are so impressive that upon seeing them many people in
the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries could not believe they were built by the ancestors of the
Native Americans who lived in the Southeast at that time. People thought it was not the ancestors of the
Choctaw or Creeks or Cherokee who had erected the precolumbian monuments, but a lost race of Mound
Builders (Willey and Sabloff 1974:30). Observers could not reconcile the large and numerous archaeologi-
cal sites with living native societies and what was known about their seventeenth and eighteenth century
predecessors, because the precolumbian archaeological remains were just too different from the more
modern native groups’ lifestyles. The sites raised questions whose answers seemed inconceivable to the
scientists of the day. For instance, one early nineteenth century scholar wrote:

But from what nation did those ancients derive their origin? How numerous were they? How
long did they occupy these regions? When, and by what means, were they exterminated? And
to imagine that the whole people became extinct by pestilence, or some other awful catastrophe,
is an extravagant hypothesis, not supported by any precedent in the annals of mankind. (Fiske
1820).

The Moundbuilder myth was soon debunked, but the fact that it existed for a time is in part a result
of the many changes that occurred in southeastern native societies as a result of contact with the Spanish
empire and other Europeans in the sixteenth century. Native societies of the seventeenth, eighteenth, and
nineteenth centuries were greatly changed from those of the sixteenth century and earlier.

Archaeology of Eastern North America 20:1-18 (1992)




2 Archaeology of Eastern North America

ILLINOIS

MISSOURY

!

;. s Moundvifle « Ocmulgee \Chaneston
- : , GEORGIA b
' Tuscaluza A\ 4 Sama Elena
S WissIssIPRI §
& ALABAMA -
‘ N
| : R - .
LOUISIANA . Apatachee i,
5 & .St Augustine
'.,::' '. Wobile Bay\ /
Pensacola Ba ™
: y FLORIDA ] Cape Canaveral
Apaiachee Bay : !
Tampa Bay 3, &
Y%,
Charlotte Harbor B '._.:" Miami
..... )
J
3
AR —

Figure 1. The southeastern United States showing locations and sites mentioned in the text. Aboriginal groups
and provinces are in heavy bold.

Today we can answer the questions posed by Fiske more than a century and a half ago. Archaeologi-
cal investigations have described the precolumbian cultures of the Southeast, including the complex farming
societies that dominated the region for five to seven centuries prior to 1492.

Archaeological studies of the native societies and their encounters with the invading Spanish empire
in the sixteenth century have also provided new perceptions on the consequences of European contact.
Our best evidence is that diseases brought to the western hemisphere from Europe and perhaps Africa
wrought horrific devastation on the native inhabitants. The truth is that it was a pestilence without
precedent in the annals of humankind. And as populations were reduced, the native societies underwent
rapid changes. Within two centuries the surviving indigenous social and political systems had evolved
into new systems, such as the Creek Confederacy.
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As a part of the academic commemoration of the 500th anniversary of Christopher Columbus’s initial
voyage, it is appropriate to focus on the native societies who lived here for as long as 14,000 years before
Columbus and to examine the impact of the European invasion on them. In the United States, where
history is often thought to begin with the English at Jamestown (1604) and the Pilgrims at Plymouth Rock
(1621), the Columbian Quincentenary provides an occasion for all of us to learn about native peoples and
the impact of Spanish colonization.

Let us look first at the two peoples who clashed in the sixteenth century--the southeastern Native
Americans and the Spanish explorers. Our information comes from archaeology, the firsthand observations
of members of the 1539-1543 Hernando de Soto expedition, and from other Spanish documents and
accounts.

SOUTHEASTERN NATIVE SOCIETIES

More than two centuries of archaeological research has provided much information on the late
precolumbian Mississipian cultures. Such cultures appeared between A.D. 750-950, and by A.D. 1000
were found throughout most of the Southeast (Figure 1), especially in the interior river valleys (e.g., see
Smith 1986). Unlike their predecessors, these native peoples were farmers who intensively cultivated maize
and other crops. They built large towns with plazas around which were placed special buildings erected
on earthen mounds. Many of the towns were fortified. Moundville, one of these Mississippian town sites,
has been described by John Walthall (1980:214, 216):

...Moundville was a major ceremonial center [near Tuscaloosa, Alabama] with a large resident
population, perhaps as many as 3,000 individuals, including nobles, priests, artisans, and
commoners. The site covers some 300 acres. Within this area are extensive habitation zones,
20 truncated earthen pyramids, and a large central plaza. The mounds range from 3 to 60 feet
in height.... A wooden stockade and ditch may have surrounded a large portion of the site....

Similar towns, though not as large, are found all across the interior of the Southeast, from northern Florida
into southern Illinois, and from South Carolina and Georgia into Oklahoma. (Site plans and references
for nearly 50 of these sites can be found in Morgan [1980]. Many such sites, such as Moundville and
Etowah and Ocmulgee in Georgia, are state or federal parks and can be visited. For more information
on Mississippian societies, see Smith [1990] and Fagan [1991:385-408)).

Within individual Mississippian political systems, villagers were ruled by an elite group of chiefs
and other religious and political figures. Each system--a chiefdom--was associated with a well-defined
territory. Chiefly offices were associated with specific duties, obligations, and paraphernalia (for instance,
costumes and symbols; see Brown 1985).

Some chiefdoms contained only a few villages ruled by a single chief. Others included many villages
and even subchiefs. In a few instances, smaller chiefdoms were united under a paramount chief, forming
a large complex chiefdom or province that might include thousands of people, many villages and chiefs,
and large territories. One of these complex Mississippian polities, Coosa, was observed firsthand by the
de Soto expedition in 1540 (Figure 2). Coosa extended more than 200 miles from eastern Tennessee
through northwest Georgia into eastern Alabama and included numerous smaller chiefdoms. In his account

of the de Soto expedition, the Gentleman of Elvas described Coosa and its paramount chief (in Bourne
1904:1:81-82):

They travelled six days, passing by many towns subject to the Cacique [chief] of Coga [Coosal...
until they arrived at Coga,.... The Cacique [chief] came out to receive him [de Soto]... borne
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in a litter on the shoulders of his principal men, seated on a cushion, and covered with a mantle
of marten-skins...; on his head he wore a diadem of plumes, and he was surrounded by many
attendants playing upon flutes and singing.... In the barbacoas [huts for storage] was a great
quantity of maize and beans; the country, thickly settled in numerous and large towns, with fields
between, extending from one to another, was pleasant, and had a rich soil with fair river
margins.

It is certain that when they were first encountered by the army of Hernando de Soto, the native peoples
of the interior Southeast were still organized as chiefdoms. From northwest Florida across the southern
United States into Arkansas, Hernando de Soto and his army passed through one chiefdom after another.
Many of these chiefdoms--groups with names like Capachequi, Toa, Cofaqui, Hymahi, Xuala, Ulibahali,
Caxa, Apafalaya, Piachi, Quizquiz, Aminoya, Pacaha, Coligua, Naquatex, Quiqualtam--disappeared, and
their names are known only from the narratives and descriptions recorded by de Soto expedition participants
and from archaeology.

The de Soto accounts tell of numerous chiefs like Coosa who controlled huge tracts of land and
demanded the obedience of lesser chiefs and their subjects. Tribute--most often mantles, skins, and fish—
was routinely brought to de Soto, just as it was given to chiefs whose favor and protection were sought
or whose disfavor was to be avoided. Chiefs could summon hundreds of their subjects, both men and
women, to serve the Spaniards.

Palisaded villages, some with mounds on which various buildings were erected and some with moats,
were seen by de Soto and his army all across the interior of the southeastern United States. Agricultural
lands were described as being abundant in maize and beans, and quantities of stored nuts, pumpkins, and
dried plums are mentioned.

The de Soto descriptions of those native societies fill us with awe. The chiefdoms and their people
must have seemed extraordinary to the members of the de Soto expedition who witnessed them. Indeed,
the Mississippian societies of the Southeast were something to behold.

THE SPANISH EMPIRE

Hernando de Soto’s expedition was only one of a number of Spanish attempts to explore and settle
the Southeast and conquer its people. The efforts were a part of the spread of Spanish empire from the
early colonial settlements on Hispaniola and nearby Caribbean islands that began in the late 1400s.

The first official Spanish exploratory voyage to the mainland United States was led by Juan Ponce
de Ledn, who set sail in 1513 from Puerto Rico (Davis 1935; Morison 1974:499-516; Weddle 1985:38-53).
His landing on the east coast of Florida coincided with the Feast of Flowers (Easter Holy Week), leading
him to name the new land La Florida.

Ponce sailed down the coast past what is now Miami before rounding the Florida Keys and traveling
up the Gulf coast to Charlotte Harbor. In 1521 he would return to La Florida, probably again to the
Charlotte Harbor area, to attempt a settlement. That expedition, like the first, failed when the Spaniards
were driven off by the Calusa, the native inhabitants of the region.

Following Juan Ponce’s first voyage, other Spaniards quickly undertook additional voyages of
exploration along the Gulf coast of La Florida. Pre-1520 voyages included that of Diego Miruelo, who
reached Apalachee Bay in 1516; Francisco Herndndez de Cordova to the southwest Florida coast in 1517;
and Alonzo Alvarez de Pineda who sailed the entire Guif coast in 1519 and provided the first map of the
coastline of the Gulf of Mexico (Weddle 1985:55-65, 95-108). All of these early voyages had only limited
contact with native peoples, although slaving probably took place and the spread of European diseases
to native peoples was possible.














































