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dred years ago, the manuscript has been translated and republish-
ed many times since then.’

The man himself is as mysterious as that piece of broken stone
found on Santa Rosa Island. Few are aware of his role as soldier,
sailor, shipbuilder, slaveowner, miner, and author, the first secular
author published in the New World.

At the time of his death in 1543, the estate of Juan Rodriguez
Cabrillo was one of the richest in Central America, destined to be
fought over by his heirs and his enemies for another three-quarters
of a century. The legal cases arising from these disputes have pro-
duced thousands of pages of documents’ that now make it possi-
ble to know more about Juan Rodriguez Cabrillo than ever before,
though not nearly enough to satisfy all our curiosity.

No one knows with certainty the place of his birth or the names
of his parents, whether he came from a noble line or from poor but
honest parents. He was probably not a hidalgo nor even descend-
ed from respectable lineage, or he would have said so. And if he
had neglected to mention the fact, his heirs would not have been
so shy.

Hidalguia was acquired by performing some great service for the
crown. Hidalgos maintained horses and arms, supported a retinue
of relatives and servants, and compiled a record of military ser-
vice.” Almost any noble work was possible for a hidalgo, but such
a man could not perform manual labor or engage in a trade. In-
stead, he had to be ready at a moment’s notice to defend the realm
or otherwise to enhance the royal estate.

Once acquired, hidalguia could be handed on from one genera-
tion to the next.® Juan Rodriguez Cabrillo achieved this status by
his own merits, as his descendants successfully claimed. His unknown
parents apparently had no such claim to honor or wealth.’

For centuries historians have maintained that Cabrillo was Por-
tuguese. In fact, that is one reason he is known by the final sur-
name, Cabrillo, as the Portuguese would call him, rather than
Rodriguez, which modern Spanish usage demands. Today many
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American historians who have studied the matter are convinced
he was a Spaniard.

“The present confusion-grew-out of .a brief reference in Antonio
de-Herrera’ssmulti-velume-history-of-the-Spanish-conquests in _the
New. World. Writing.in-the last part of the sixteenth century, with
a mass of original reports and documents at his disposal, Herrera
compiled a summary of Spanish achievement that is still considered
authoritative after nearly four centuries. Usually meticulous in details,
Herrera was nevertheless careless with some of his facts. His reference
to the nationality of Juan Rodriguez Cabrillo is one of these errors.

In his brief account of the voyage to California, Herrera said that
Viceroy Antonio de Mendoza®

named as their captain Juan Rodriguez Cabrillo, Por-
tuguese, a person very skilled in seamanship. One ship
was named San Salvador, and it was the flagship. The
other was the Victoria. Bartolomé Ferrer went as chief
pilot, while Bartolome Fernéndez was also a pilot. The
masters were Antonio Carrera and S. Remo.

Herrerasealled.Juan. Rodriguez Cabrillo a Portuguesemwhich, no
onerhad ever claimed before; but-he missed the well-known Por-
tuguesesoriginsrof.the captain,and pilot. Antonio-Correar(@arrera):»

“Portuguese pilots were in great repute at the time. Such a man
“would be mentioned in dispatches. His name and nationality would *
be important information for any book on seafaring. It is not dif-’
ficult to imagine Herrera as a weary author, revising his manuscripts
for the second or third time, deciding that it was important to say *
one of the men was a portugués, but carelessly placing that word:
next to the wrong name. Even easier to imagine is that a thoughtless .
printer allowed his attention to wander just long enough for the
word - portugués to fall into line behind the name Cabrillo instead®

of Correa: #

American historians have been able to recognize such an error,
but the historians of Portugal remain unconvinced. Chief among
these writers was the Visconde de Lagoa, who consulted archival
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sources in Portugal and Spain without finding real evidence that
Juan Rodriguez Cabrillo came from Portugal. Lagoa did find a
number of Portuguese soldlers and seamen in NewsSpaifi*named,

Instead, he compiled a series of genuine and supposed references
to Juan Rodriguez Cabrillo, then substituted the Portuguese spell-
ing of the name for the Spanish in all his references to these old
manuscripts. He made it appear that Jodo Rodrigues Cabrilho was
a name well documented in Spanish archives, though no one has
ever vet found a sixteenth-century source with this spelling in it.
If Juan Rodriguez Cabrillo was indeed Portuguese, neither the man
himself nor his friends nor his relatives nor even his enemies seem
to have mentioned the fact in the hundreds of pages of testimony
that document the family’s calidad (quality) and limpieza de sangre
(purity of blood).

In recent years a number of scholars tried to locate Cabrillo descen-
dants in Portugal, or a Cabrillo birthplace, or even a family named
Cabrillo, but without notable results. A Portuguese historian,

» Celestino Soares, finally admitted that “the name Cabrillo is not
known in Portugal.” Nevertheless, Soares continued to insist this
great explorer was Portuguese.”

In 1955 Maurice Holmes tried without success to locate “material
relating to Cabrillo” in the Portuguese national archives. Hefound
.none-and-coneluded-that-there~was-tio proof for the assertion that

Juan Rodriguez Cabrillo was Portuguese.”’

Many surnames of the sixteenth century were derived from the
name of a town, a province, or a region. The practice was particularly
common among people of humble or rural origin, who often had
no surname at all until they left their native villages and emigrated
to America. Some historians, Portuguese and others, have guessed
that Cabrillo was such a name."
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The problem for Portuguese historians is that there is no province
or region in Portugal named Cabrillo. Fhere-areseveralPortuguese
villages.named-Gabrilatid s few Spanish-places-with.similar names..
In both countries there are mountains and rivers named Cabril or
something like it, as well as towns and other geographic locations
named Cabrilla, Cabrillanes, and Cabrillas."” But not Cabrillo.

In an effort to solve the problem Joan M. Jensen traveled through
Portugal in 1966 for the Cabrillo Historical Association of San Diego.
She visited every village named Cabril, and she failed to discover
any valid evidence about the origin of Juan Rodriguez Cabrillo. But
so strong was the Portuguese tradition that she came home “much
more convinced that Cabrillo was Portuguese and that he indeed
came from one of these villages.”™

More recently, in 1973, W. Michael Mathes checked pertinent
historical and genealogical sources, reviewing arguments presented
by writers who insist that Juan Rodriguez was Portuguese. Mathes
found listings for 124 persons named Juan Rodriguez who immigrated
to the New World before 1542, none of them named Cabrillo or
Cabrilho."” Looking at the claims of Portuguese historians, Mathes
found that they often misrepresented the facts in “a desperate at-
tempt to prove a thesis rather than present objective evidence.” After
weighing all the evidence he could find, Mathes concluded that
“there exists considerable doubt as to the nationality of Juan
Rodriguez Cabrillo and, in fact, there is much to indicate he was
not Portuguese but Castilian.”™®

Portuguese scholars for the most part have ignored Mathes’ argu-
ment. When they discuss the very many skilled Portuguese navigators
who served the Spanish crown, they still include Juan Rodriguez
Cabrillo in that group.”

Government bodies have joined individual scholars in the dispute,
but with even less success. Both the United States government and
the state of California have asserted that Juan Rodriguez Cabrillo
is Portuguese.” The government of Portugal, of course, agrees, but
Portuguese agreement stops short of total harmony. Not one but
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-two.villages-in-Portugal-named-Eabril-claim-to- be-the=birthplace
of-Juan-Rodrigtez Cabrillo.

The Camara Municipal de Montalegre insists that Juan Rodriguez
Cabrillo was born in the nearby village of Cabril.” Further south,
near the city of Castro Daire, citizens in another village named Cabril
point to one of the oldest buildings in town as the very spot where
Juan Rodriguez Cabrillo was born.”” Obviously, at least one of
these groups is wrong.

Convinced of the justice of their cause, the members of the Mon-
talegre city council ceremoniously issued a proclamation in 1978,
saying that “Joao Rodrigues Cabrillo” was born in Lapela, a barrio
of their own village of Cabril. What is the evidence? Well, “in Lapela
there exists a ‘house of Galegd' a name attributed to Jodo Rodrigues
Cabrillo.””

Fhis-is-an-obscure-but-not-insignificant point=Jjuan-Rodriguez,
Cabrillo.discovered-a-port-called-Navidad.on.the-Colima-coast.of
Mexico«For-years-it-was-thought-that-Navidad-was: also-called. el
puerto-de-Juan-Gallego’; presumably-another name-for-the'discoverer,
As. it turns-outs-the-port-of JuarGallego-issome-distance.up.the,
coast.from.Navidadsand-Juan-Gallego-is-clearly-notJuan Rodriguez
Cabrillo.#*

The-word-Gallego-means-anative of- Galicia; theregion.of Spain
just.north of the Portuguese-border-Suppesing-for-the-sake.of argu-
ment-that-Juan-Rodriguez-Cabrillo-was-also-called-Juan-Gallego,
would-aman.whocalled: himself Juan-Gallegorbe.Rortuguese? In
apparent response to this and other queries the Montalegre city coun-
cilmen declared that “Jodo Rodrigues Cabrillo” must have “emigrated
to Galicia where is married and became related to Spanish nobili-
ty, then departed to join the seafaring expeditions that explored
the coast of America.”” Fhis-is-the-wildest-of-all"the-stories=le-has.
no-basis-in-facte

All that we know with certainty comes from a brief statement
by the grandson of Juan Rodriguez Cabrillo. In sworn testimony
given on December 4, 1617, Gerénimo Cabrillo de Aldana said:

.
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“My paternal grandfather, Juan Rodriguez Cabrillo came [to the New
World] from the Kingdoms of Spain in company with Panfilo de
Narvaez®

Narvaez himself is something of a mystery man, even though he
was a hidalgo—well known and well connected. Uncertainty cloaks
his birthplace and early life. Is it not inconsistent to expect a man
of humble origins to mention his place of birth, when men like Nar-
védez, who had reason to be proud of their families failed to do so?
In any case, poor men never did.”

Narvdez was a good friend of Gonzalo Ferndndez de Oviedo y
Valdezy official historian of the Indies. Oviedo called Narvaez a
“hidalgo who came to these parts with only a sword and a cape,
searching for adventure.” Oviedo thought it unnecessary to name
the man’s birthplace.”

Bartolomé de las Casas, who knew the explorer well, said Nar-
véez came from Valladolid.” Herrera, the historian of the Con-
quest, writing decades afterwards, wrote snappishly that Narvdez
came from Tierra de Cuéllar and “not as some say from Valladolid.”
The argument seems unimportant now, but Herrera thought it of-
fered an explanation for the eagerness of Narviez to serve in Cuba
with Diego Veldzquez, who came from Cuéllar.” That is a little
ahead of the Cabrillo story, and anyway, as Las Casas said,
Valladolid is very close to Cuéllar.”

Narvdez first appears in the record in Jamaica in 1509 with Juan
de Esquivel.” Testimony given by the wife of Juan Rodriguez
Cabrillo in 1552 confirms the fact that her husband was in the In-
dies about the time Narvdez was serving in Jamaica: “He came to
these Indies more than forty years ago.””

During these early years Narvdez and Veldzquez became close
friends. In 1511, when Velazquez was sent to pacify Cuba, he in-
vited Narvéez to organize a cuadrilla of thirty skilled crossbowmen
to go along. Narvsez obliged.”

Possibly both Juan Rodriguez Cabrillo and Diego Sénchez de
Ortega, his close friend and future brother-in-law, were part of the
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West Coast of North America in 1542.” in Report of United States Geographical
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Rodriguez Cabrillo, vecino de la ciudad de Santiago de Guatemala, con el fiscal de S.
M. sobre los yndios de los pueblos de Cobdn y Acatenango.” These and other
Guatemalan manuscripts (a total of seventy thousand pages) were micro-filmed
in 1967 and succeeding years by Dr. Rubén E. Reina of the University of Penn-
sylvania and the staff of his Hispanic-Latin American Research Project. His staff
also prepared a file of twenty-seven thousand pages of typed extracts and transcripts
of this material, which he very graciously made available for my use. The microfilm
is in the permanent custody of the American Philosophical Society in Philadelphia,
where it is available for scholarly use under certain restrictions. There is a much
smaller collection of similarly pertinent manuscripts in the Archivo General de
Centro America (hereafter A. G. C. A.), the most useful of which are signatura
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