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Introduction 

New technology affords new opportunities as well as new 
situations to historians 
engaged  in  archival  research.1  Frequently  today,  exciting  findi
ngs are encountered in digital format, often online, in isolation in 
front of a screen, and not in some timeless archive reading room, 
leafing through a bundle of ancient manuscripts. So it has been 
with this recent research that I have been conducting, and last 
year, the news of my discovery of some documents in  which Juan 
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Rodríguez Cabrillo declared himself a native of Palma de Micer 
Gilio, modern-day Palma del Río in Cordoba, Spain, generated 
considerable interest– the international press and digital media 
reported it worldwide.2 This particular item was considered 
newsworthy not only in California but throughout Latin America, 
Spain and Portugal.3 

Since the early 1980s, when I was based in Seville and carrying out 
research at the General Archive of the Indies (hereafter the AGI),4 I 
have been assembling biographical data on the first generation of 
conquistador-encomenderos who accompanied Pedro de Alvarado 
and his brothers to Guatemala in the 1520s and 1530s, sent there 
by Hernán Cortés from Mexico.5 Recently, I renewed efforts to 
complete these social histories, working with the early Cabildo 
books housed in the Hispanic Society of America in New York 
City.6 Sources like the Cabildo books record detailed chronological 
information on a town’s inhabitants and their participation in 
town affairs. 

Working alphabetically I reached the letter “C” and the name of 
the legal representative, the Procurador of Guatemala, appointed 
in 1531, a Gabriel de Cabrera.7 While doing a random online search 
on the AGI website, I came across five or more separate 
documents mentioning criminal activity aboard the ship on which 
Cabrera was carrying gold to the Spanish Crown.8 The 
investigation on the ship concerned gold that he transported from 
Guatemala overland to Veracruz, Mexico and from there by ship 
to Seville, Spain.9 As the Procurador, a royal agent, Cabrera had 
been commissioned to journey back to Spain in 1531-1532 with 
what was actually the first shipment of gold sent since initial 
contact and conquest. First contact occurred in 1524 between the 



Maya-Pipil of Mesoamerica and the European conquistadors, led 
by the ambitious, heartless, and relentless captain and military 
leader, Pedro de Alvarado. 

Reading the online digitized documents about the case and the 
proceedings concerned with appearance of witnesses and their 
questioning, I was surprised to learn that Juan Rodríguez Cabrillo 
was a passenger on the ship, travelling to Spain with some other 
citizens of Guatemala.10 Along with the passengers and crew, 
Cabrillo was interrogated about a theft, and asked to testify about 
what he witnessed on the ship. 

I offer additional background on my areas of research and prior 
acquaintance with Juan Rodríguez Cabrillo to contextualize the 
circumstances of this finding.11 Cabrillo was a conquistador and an 
encomendero of Guatemala, and although he held a 
large encomienda, it was his prominent position heading the 
expedition of discovery to the Pacific Coast of California in 1542 
that distinguished him as an important historical figure.12 While 
conducting research in the AGI in the early 1980s on the 
encomenderos of Guatemala, I met historian Harry Kelsey, who 
was doing research for his detailed book on the life of Cabrillo. So 
Cabrillo had been a topic of interest for a long time and I was 
certainly intrigued that, unlike most of the conquerors of 
Guatemala, his place of birth and country of origin had not been 
ascertained. Modern historians turned up insubstancial evidence 
for his logical place of birth–Spain but the similarly insubstancial 
evidence for his alleged birthplace, Portugal, meant that the issue 
was unresolved.13 



Antonio de Herrera, royal historian of Spain, sixty years after 
Cabrillo’s death, published that the captain of the San 
Salvador was “Juan Rodríguez Cabrillo Portugues.”14 Herrera’s 
source for this designation was not given and since then no one 
has verified his claim that Cabrillo was Portuguese. This 
pronouncement, made much later, was apparently not credited by 
the Costa Rican diplomat and historian, Manuel María de Peralta 
(1847-1930), who in a book of sixteenth century documents from 
the Spanish archives that he edited and published almost 300 
years later in 1883, referenced Cabrillo in the following way: 
“Before [Sir Francis] Drake, only a distinguished Spanish sailor, 
Juan Rodríguez Cabrillo, had ventured into such high latitudes on 
the western coast of North America, in a voyage of 
reconnaissance of the California coastline commissioned by the 
Viceroy of Mexico don Antonio de Mendoza, in whose honor Cape 
Mendocino received its name (1542).”15 

Harry Kelsey, writing in 1986, noted that Cabrillo’s own family and 
offspring and those who knew him in Santiago de Guatemala, 
never mentioned that he was Portuguese. This is remarkable 
because in the conquest of New Spain, the largest group of 
foreigners were the Portuguese conquistadors, and information 
of this type was not generally concealed.16 Among the 
documentation submitted to the Crown in the sixteenth century 
by conquistadors and their descendants to prove their services in 
the conquest, place of birth is frequently mentioned either by 
them or by their witnesses.17 

In the first Guatemalan Cabildo book, there is record in March and 
April 1528 of “Domingo Portugués” who was granted a house 
plot, and “Juan Alvares, Portugués” who was given agricultural 



land.18 The list of deceased persons’ estates in Guatemala for the 
years 1536 and 1537 includes reference to an “Andrés Jorge, 
Portugués” and an “Álvaro Gonzales, Portugués,” the latter 
recorded as being from the Kingdom of Portugal from a place 
called Freixo de Espada à Cinta.19 

Gabriel Cabrera, Procurador of Guatemala, and Robbery on 
Board the San Juan 

The new sources that have recently come to light address some of 
the errors and lacunae in the historiography of Juan Rodríguez 
Cabrillo, particularly from the period of the 1530s and 1540s. At 
present, there is little controversy concerning the circumstances 
of Cabrillo’s participation in the conquest of Mexico under Hernán 
Cortés nor his journey to Guatemala under Pedro de Alvarado in 
1524. Cabrillo first engaged in farming and ranching in Guatemala 
on lands and encomiendas granted to him by Alvarado in the late 
1520s. He probably received permission to look for gold in 
streams near to his encomienda in 1529.20 The success of Cabrillo 
and his partner Diego Sanchez de Ortega in certain mining 
operations no doubt led to his decision to return to Spain to marry 
Diego’s  sister Beatríz Sánchez  de Ortega in Seville, Spain. This 
trip has been alluded to in several documents but little or no 
documentation had been located to do with his activities while in 
Seville, until now.21The documents examined here give us some 
new insight into his activities after he left Guatemala in the 
summer of 1531 to seek the first available ship to Spain that was 
departing from the port of Veracruz.22 

More than five documents in the Justicia section of the AGI contain 
materials that pertain to the criminal investigation aboard the 



ship San Juan, which commenced in November 1531 in the first 
port of call, Havana.23 The investigation was concerned with the 
theft of gold bars that the Procurador of Guatemala was 
transporting to deliver to the Spanish Crown, as the Crown’s 
share of this first shipment of gold.24 

Throughout the protracted proceedings in Havana, Tenerife, 
Cádiz, and Seville, Cabrillo and other fellow passengers from 
Guatemala, as well as sailors and crew, were asked to testify on 
numerous occasions. Like the other witnesses, Cabrillo was sworn 
in and answered all questions under oath while the official scribes 
dutifully recorded all of his responses verbatim. Three documents 
in particular provide five different examples of Cabrillo’s 
testimony in which it  was recorded that his full name was Juan 
Rodríguez Cabrillo and that he was a native of Palma de Micer 
Gilio. Cabrillo also gave testimony elsewhere in the same case, 
and also in a power of attorney, under the names: “Juan 
Rodríguez,” “Juan Rodríguez, merchant,” and Juan Rodríguez, 
squire.”25 There are at least nine statements from him within these 
official documents housed in the AGI. 

In addition to Procurador Cabrera and Cabrillo (from Palma de 
Micer Gilio), the following citizens of Guatemala also travelled to 
Spain from Veracruz on the San Juan: Juan Ortega (from Madragal 
and a servant of the Governor of Guatemala); Eugenio de 
Moscoso (from Ciudad Real) and his servant Juan Borgoñon (from 
Burgundy); and Diego Sánchez de Santiago (from Jerez de la 
Frontera).26 These men were called upon to give testimony as the 
case dragged on through the different ports of call, then in Spain 
and eventually back in Guatemala. 



The expedition had travelled overland to Mexico from Guatemala, 
crossing rivers and rough roads for more than 200 leagues. While 
they were waiting for the ship to depart, Cabrillo and Cabrera 
spent several days together in Veracruz buying provisions for the 
journey.27 The Procurador had with him two large boxes 
containing gold samples for the Crown as well as another box 
with his own gold and precious items. In addition, he was carrying 
formal documents and letters from Spanish citizens, the Royal 
Officials and the Cabildo. 

Cabrillo and others testified that he personally was put in charge 
of safeguarding a suitcase with official papers and jewels for the 
Procurador while they were on the San Juan. He also testified that 
he had met Cabrera some twelve to thirteen years before in Cuba, 
and although Cabrillo did not seem to share quarters on the ship 
nor eat his meals with him (like the other citizen of 
Guatemala, Eugenio de Moscoso), it was obvious that they shared 
a cordial relationship and a bond of trust. In his testimony Cabrillo 
noted that Cabrera and Moscoso were actually travelling together 
on the ship as partners.28 

Cabrillo and others testified that the boxes laden with the Crown’s 
gold were tied up and sewn, using native cloth and wrapped in 
deer skin and with floating devices attached to them, so that in 
case the ship capsized the contents might survive. Most 
surprisingly, the Procurador also brought on board a so-
called tigre (tiger) for whose freight he paid 10 pesos. History has 
not revealed the fate of this Central American jaguar, but it was 
probably one of the first large wild cats taken to Spain from the 
New World.29 



Some of the crew members were, no doubt, rough types, and the 
Procurador later described them as “hijos de muchas madres” 
(sons of many mothers). He had an altercation with the 
boatswain, Pedro de Ochoa, a few days after they set sail from 
Veracruz; the Procurador was not satisfied with the location 
Ochoa had stored the two boxes containing the Crown’s gold. 
Later, as the case became more complicated after arrival in Spain 
and the intervention of the officials from the House of Trade (Casa 
de Contratación), Cabrera as Procurador, in turn, had to defend 
himself from accusations that he had not properly supervised the 
items for which he was responsible, and that he had taken much 
better care of his own valuables. He defended himself partly by 
saying that he was at the mercy of the ship’s crew, and had no 
reason initially to suspect any malfeasance on their part and in 
addition he was practically unconscious from sea sickness during 
the voyage.30 

The theft was discovered shortly after the ship docked in San 
Cristóbal de la Havana. Cabrillo testified that it was while he was 
on shore that someone came and notified him that one of the 
boxes had been broken open and that some of the contents had 
been removed.31 Seven bars of gold went missing from one of the 
Crown’s boxes, totalling some 1,000 pesos in value. On November 
9, 1531, a senior officer from the island of Cuba began an 
investigation into the theft. All boxes were opened and searched 
and passengers and crew gave testimony about what they had 
seen and heard. The finger was pointed at the boatswain, Pedro 
de Ochoa. Apparently, it was well-known on the ship that Ochoa 
had previously been accused of being a thief and of having “bad 
hands” (malas manos).32 



There is some interesting eyewitness testimony about the actual 
sequence of events of the theft, which took place late at night by 
candlelight. There is also vehement dialogue among several of the 
implicated crew members that is cited verbatim, with statements 
such as “for the love of God” and “shut up” and “I will kill you if 
you say anything.” Ochoa was strung up and tortured with “jugs 
of wáter,” which must be similar to modern-day water boarding, 
and some 20 jugs of water were poured down his throat to help 
extract a confession. When none was forthcoming, they used 
another form of torture, which is referred to as “fire torture.” 
Another crew mate was whipped to get a statement. Then the 
suspected crew members were imprisoned on board the ship with 
orders to deliver them to officials at the House of Trade in Seville.33 

The San Juan continued its journey docking next in the Canary 
Islands, sometime in mid January 1532. Judges from the Apellate 
Court in Santa Cruz  de Tenerife were asked by the Guatemalan 
Procurador Cabrera to intervene, and the prisioners were taken 
on land and jailed. The ship docked and the sails, lowered and 
removed, were placed on land by order of the Municipal Officer in 
Santa Cruz while an investigation took place. 

Cabrillo and the other passengers and crew must have been 
exhausted by the voyage without end, and likely there were 
additional expenses being incurred with the long delay. While 
docked in Tenerife, Cabrillo borrowed some money from one of 
the crew, Juanes Celain, to purchase provisions, and as security 
against the loan he gave him a small gold bar, a transaction 
examined below.34 



The master and part-owner of the ship, Blas Gallego, successfully 
pled his case to the authorities that he had a duty to take his ship 
with its gold, other merchandise and crew to Seville, and present 
everything in front of the House of Trade, since the judicial 
authorities in Tenerife did not have jurisdiction. Reflecting that 
winter was upon them, and bad weather and seasonal storms 
could put the ship at risk in the event of further delay, the judges 
in Tenerife decided to let them leave. 

The San Juan reached Cádiz at the beginning of February, and 
immediately bailiffs came on board and took the prisioners to the 
public jail. Officials from the House of Trade in Cádiz took over the 
criminal investigation. All passengers and crew members were 
detained and not allowed to leave the ship on pain of death and 
loss of all their property. The judges ordered all passengers to 
disembark without any of their belongings. Each one was 
searched before being allowed  to leave the ship and ordered to 
give testimony about the case. The master and pilot of the ship, 
Blas Gallego, was also taken off to jail.35 

Cabrillo had given his first brief deposition in Havana on the 9th of 
November in which he only stated his name as “Juan Rodríguez” 
and what he had observed on the ship. In Cádiz on the 12th of 
February 1532, he, Eugenio de Moscoso, and Juan de Ortega, 
respectively, were asked to state where they were from, and 
where they were born, and to answer a detailed list of questions 
about the circumstances of the missing gold. “Then the Lord 
judges ordered that there appear before them a man whose 
name was Juan Rodríguez Cabrillo, native (natural) of Palma de 
Micer Gilio and they received testimony from him by rule of law 
and they asked him the following questions.”36 



A similar list of questions was asked of some of the same 
witnesses later the same month by Cabrera, and the answers 
were compiled in an affadavit that would serve as a record or a 
perpetual memory of the matter.37 Once again Juan Rodríguez 
Cabrillo, Eugenio de Moscoso, Diego Sánchez de Santiago, and 
others, all say where they were born and where they currently 
resided.38  Cabrillo was the first witness: “Juan Rodriguez Cabrillo, 
native of Palma de Micer Gilio said that he can testify … because 
he saw what happened … and this witness also came from 
Guatemala … and that is the truth…” 

Another detailed list of questions was presented in Cádiz, similar 
to the one above but not identical. It is dated the 22nd of February 
and this time Cabrillo’s testimony reads as follows, “Juan 
Rodriguez Cabrillo native of Palma de Micer Gilio was sworn in 
according to law, and when asked the first question he replied 
that he knew all the parties referred to in the question and that he 
knew about the aforesaid ship because he came in that ship from 
Veracruz, New Spain to this city [Cádiz]. And that he also knew 
about the two crates of His Majesty’s gold and that this witness is 
thirty-five years old….”39 Cabrillo does not consistently record his 
age as thirty-five; he elsewhere testifies that he is “around thirty 
years old”. This lack of precision about one’s own age was not 
unusual at that time.40 

The testimony presented in these criminal proceedings is long 
and complex, and of interest. It is not within the purview of this 
article to examine all the evidence given in answer to the long lists 
of questions put to Cabrillo and the other witnesses, some lists 
are more than thirty questions long. The point of presenting these 
archival sources is to focus on Cabrillo and his movements, and to 



present this evidence that contains personal declarations by 
Cabrillo that he was from the town called Palma de Micer Gilio, 
whose modern name is Palma del Río, in the province of Cordoba. 

Cabrillo’s Arrival and Activities while in Spain 

In February 1532, though still involved as a witness in the ongoing 
and arduous legal investigation in Cádiz, Cabrillo began to engage 
in his own pressing pursuits during what was intended to be just a 
short stay back in Spain. The documents show that foremost in his 
mind was the return of a piece of gold that he had given to Juanes 
de Celain as security for repayment of a loan that he took out to 
purchase provisions while the boat was docked in Tenerife.41 On 
the 22nd of February, Cabrillo made a formal demand for the 
return of his gold pledging to repay the loan as agreed. The act 
was registered as follows: 

In the very noble … city of Cádiz, on this Thursday, February the 
22nd of the year … fifteen thirty-two, before the noble Licentiate 
Juan Pérez, Lieutenant Judge at the House of Trade of the Indies … 
located and found in this city of Cádiz, and in the presence of 
myself, Alonso de Medina, Public Scribe of the registry of the 
aforementioned city and scribe to their Majesties, and in the 
presence of the undersigned scribes, Juan Rodríguez Cabrillo did 
present himself and say that  he was a native of Palma de Micer 
Gilio, and he did say that he had given and did give a bar of gold 
weighing nineteen karats, as a pledge to Juanes de Celain, a sailor 
who came on the ship of Blas Gallego, a resident of Seville, which 
came from the Indies in New Spain.42 



The process was more complicated than anticipated. Celain, who 
was also a part owner of the ship, was terminally ill and 
bedridden, staying in a house “near to the fortress” in the city of 
Cádiz.43 The scribe went to his bedside that same day to inform 
him of the pending case and Celain testified that he had given the 
bar of gold and other items to the ship’s master, Blas Gallego, for 
safekeeping. Meanwhile Gallego, who had been taken prisoner 
and was being detained in Cádiz for questioning, testified that he 
had given his own gold and that of Cabrillo as well as other items 
of value that had been pledged by other passengers and sailors, 
to another man, Rodrigo Álvarez, who he had instructed to carry it 
to Seville. 

Eventually it transpired that the gold belonging to Cabrillo had 
been taken to the House of Trade in Seville. Subsequent to these 
proceedings in Cádiz, Cabrillo requested a sworn, public 
statement regarding all that had been established so far, so it 
could stand as “proof and testimony of the truth of the matter,” 
which was signed by the Lieutenant Judge and the registered 
Public Scribe in Cádiz. 

This series of events generated a wealth of documentary evidence 
about Cabrillo.44Left with no other recourse to retrieve the 
pledged gold, Cabrillo himself then headed to Seville from Cádiz 
and on Wednesday the 13th of March 1532, he executed a power 
of attorney. Although the main documentary source for this 
information from the AGI contains a certified copy of the power of 
attorney, the original of this document is located in 
the Archivo Histórico Provincial de Sevilla (hereafter, the AHPS), and 
thus becomes one of the few examples of Cabrillo’s 
signature.45Curiously, in the original housed in the AHPS, the 



profession of “merchant” shows clearly after his name but it is 
crossed out in the certified copy, housed in the AGI. 

The power of attorney was executed on La Calle de Gradas (The 
Street of The Steps) near the cathedral in front of the public scribe 
and other scribes who served as witnesses. In it Cabrillo 
appointed Alonso Sánchez de Ortega as his legal 
representative.46 Sánchez de Ortega, a merchant and citizen of 
Seville from the parish of Santa María (Collación de Santa 
María), would soon be Cabrillo’s father- in-law. He was also the 
father of Cabrillo’s business partner in Guatemala, Diego Sánchez 
de Ortega. This is apparently the first documentary evidence that 
shows a direct relationship between Cabrillo and his future father-
in-law. Understandably, for a transaction as important as this one, 
Cabrillo needed a person in whom he could place the utmost 
trust. Although the power of attorney used only the name “Juan 
Rodríguez” it is without equivocation Cabrillo because he appoints 
his future father-in-law as attorney, and the matter for which he 
entrusts him is the collection of his gold for the return of which 
presented a deposition in the name of Juan Rodríguez Cabrillo, 
native of Palma de Micer Gilio, just a few pages before in the same 
document. 

The power of attorney stated that Alonso Sánchez de Ortega was 
authorized to pay Cabrillo’s debt on his behalf in return for the 
bar of gold weighing forty- three gold pesos and that he should 
retrieve it from either Blas Gallego, the master of the ship that 
came from New Spain, or from the officials of the House of Trade 
in Seville. This document also contains additional information, 
previously unknown, about Cabrillo’s wife Beatriz Sánchez de 
Ortega’s family and their place of residence and the likely parish 



in which Juan and Beatríz married–the parish (collación) of Santa 
María that corresponds today to the parish of El Sagrario, which is 
the main cathedral in Seville.47 

In addition, it appears that Sánchez de Ortega was required by the 
House of Trade to show proof that Cabrillo had properly 
registered his gold when he boarded the ship in Veracruz. Thus on 
March 22, 1532, he presented the following proof of registration. 

I, Juan de Heguibar, scribe to the … Catholic Majesties, and their 
Notary Public at court … and officer in charge of the records at 
the House of Trade of the Indies … in Seville; on behalf of the very 
noble gentleman, Juan Lopez de Recalde, your Majesties 
Accountant, I hereby declare and swear … that in the Registry, 
where the records for lots of gold … are recorded which were 
brought from the Indies … this year of 1532 on the ship called San 
Juan, whose master is Blas Gallego, the following is written: 
Registration by Juan Rodríguez, that he has in his possession one 
thousand and five hundred gold pesos de minas, which he is 
transporting at his own risk. Signed Juan Rodríguez, 1,500 pesos. 
In the margin of the entry, the following is written: I, Juan 
Rodríguez, am carrying this.48 

This documentary material, copied in duplicate and triplicate, 
provides unanticipated factual information about Cabrillo’s wealth 
at this time. Harry Kelsey wrote in his biography of Cabrillo that 
with his partner Diego Sánchez de Ortega, their mines and 
lucrative encomiendas had made them both wealthy men and 
that Cabrillo received between 500 and 700 pesos de minas a year, 
which was a huge sum.49 Kelsey noted that it was difficult to know 
just how rich Cabrillo was but he was rich enough to carry 1,500 



pesos in gold to spend in Spain for his marriage and business 
enterprises with his new father-in-law.50 

Shortly after proving that the gold was properly registered, on the 
27th of March 1532, the formalities were concluded and Sánchez 
de Ortega paid the outstanding debt and collected the small gold 
bar in his future son-in-law’s name. Perhaps Cabrillo himself could 
not be present at this time because he was giving testimony, 
again, for the hapless Guatemalan Procurador Cabrera who was 
appealing a sentence passed by the House of Trade in Seville for 
items of gold and jewels that they had embargoed, alleging that 
the Procurador had not properly registered them when he was in 
Mexico. 

It is curious that Cabrillo stated in this testimony that he was 
“Juan Rodríguez, squire.”51 The purpose of his testimony, however, 
was to bolster the Procurador’s contention that he was 
trustworthy and held in great esteem in Guatemala by Pedro de 
Alvarado and the Cabildo. Perhaps for this reason Juan Rodríguez 
omitted the “merchant” label he gave himself shortly afterwards 
in the power of attorney, and the “Cabrillo” surname that he used 
a week before in Cádiz when he was desperate to get his gold 
back. As the circumstances had changed, he might have sought to 
elevate himself somewhat socially, and lend additional credibility 
as a witness for the Procurador, by highlighting his military 
status.52 Cabrillo does not mention his birthplace in this testimony 
but neither  does the other witness from Guatemala, Eugenio de 
Moscoso, so it is likely this was not one of the questions put to 
them by the scribe. They both state, however, that they are 
residents of Santiago de Guatemala, which seems to be the 
purpose of the proceedings. Cabrillo declared again that he had 



known Cabrera for over twelve years, as the two men had both 
served in Cuba, and also that he was a conquistador of Guatemala 
and that he had been there for more than eight years, which 
would place him there at the time of the first conquering 
expedition in 1524, led by Pedro de Alvarado.53 In addition Cabrillo 
stated that he personally saw the ships that were built by Pedro 
de Alvarado, and that when he left he was “building more.” All of 
this testimony from Juan Rodríguez “escudero” lined up with 
known facts about Juan Rodríguez Cabrillo, and with what he 
testified elsewhere. 

It is likely that sometime after these depositions, perhaps in the 
month of April 1532, Cabrillo and Beatríz Sánchez de Ortega were 
married, which was the main reason Cabrillo was in 
Seville.54 Beginning in early May there is evidence of renewed 
activity that had a positive outcome for Cabrillo; there were five 
Royal Decrees addressed to the authorities in Guatemala in which 
favors and exemptions were granted to a “Juan Rodríguez de 
Palma,” citizen of Guatemala. Cabrillo, therefore, had another 
name by which he was identified by the Royal Officials in Spain, 
“Juan Rodríguez from (de) Palma.” These decrees stated that 
Rodríguez de Palma was currently in Seville, and had just married, 
and was returning to Guatemala with his new wife. Two Royal 
Decrees were issued on the 9th of May 1532; in the first one 
Cabrllo was granted a license to take back some six pounds of 
engraved silver or silverware for his personal use.55 The second 
one was an exemption from the customs tax (almojarifazgo) that 
was normally charged for goods going back and forth to and from 
the Indies. This particular decree provides more information 
about his services to the Crown: 



Juan Rodríguez de Palma, citizen of Guatemala, you have 
informed us that you journeyed to those parts more than 
eighteen years ago [1514] in the armada of Pedrarias de Ávila, our 
Governor of Tierra Firme, and that afterwards you served in the 
Island of Cuba, and that then you took part in the discovery and 
conquest of New Spain, and then you went to populate that 
province [Guatemala] and that now you have married and you are 
taking your wife with you to that land with the intention of staying 
there permanently … we therefore grant you56 

On the 24th of May another round of Royal Decrees were 
dispatched by the Crown in Cabrillo’s name. In three separate 
edicts, Juan Rodríguez de Palma was granted the exemption on 
the customs tax again, and the information about his military 
career was repeated there, and he was also given a license to take 
back to Guatemala two Black slaves, one male and one 
female.57  The third edict was a concession for a piece of land in 
Guatemala, in the valley of Tianguecillo. 

In addition, among the edicts drawn up on May 24 in Medina del 
Campo and signed by the Queen, there were three in the name of 
a “Juana Rodríguez.” According to these three decrees, Juan 
Rodríguez de Palma intended to take    his cousin, “Juana 
Rodríguez, native of Seville,” back to Guatemala to marry a “Diego 
Sánchez,” no doubt referring to his brother-in-law.58 In the 
decrees granted to Juana Rodríguez, in addition to an exemption 
from the customs tax, and (as    a result of her intention to marry 
Diego Sánchez) a license to take three pounds of engraved silver 
for her personal use, the the third one stated: “As [we have been 
informed] that Juan Rodríguez de Palma, your cousin is taking you 
to that province [Guatemala] so that you will marry Diego Sánchez 



de Sevilla, you have asked that we grant you a similar piece of 
land to the one we have indicated for Juan Rodríguez…”59 This is 
the first and the last that we hear about cousin Juana Rodríguez. 
At the time of his death in 1540, Diego Sánchez was not married 
and had no legitimate offspring, and his encomienda was 
inherited by his brother- in-law, Juan Rodríguez Cabrillo.60 

It is probable that over the next few months Cabrillo was caught 
up in gathering supplies and preparing for his return to 
Guatemala. On August 5,1532, there is a record in the AHPS of 
another power of attorney, signed by him, in which he named as 
his representative an Italian merchant, Antonio de Luisi, from 
Perugia, to convey and transport to New Spain “all the engraved 
silver and the slaves” that the Crown had granted him, in 
accordance with the two royal decrees. Power was granted as well 
to Luisi to collect all monies owed to Cabrillo and to provide a 
receipt in his name for the return of these items. Cabrillo also 
gave him authority to settle any of his disputes in front of justices, 
of all jurisdictions, and as a guarantee he committed his worldly 
goods in favor of Luisi.61 

On the same day Cabrillo, registered again as a “merchant,” 
acknowledged in a letter of recognition that he had an 
outstanding debt to Antonio de Luisi for a loan of 55,500 
maravedis. He promised to pay back the money within one year’s 
time or else pay double the amount. Juan Rodríguez’s signature 
can be found  at the bottom of this document. These two 
documents concerning his business affairs with Luisi were signed 
on the same day, and perhaps the power of attorney served as 
part of the guarantee of repayment of the loan.62 



The Guatemalan Procurador needed Cabrillo again, because nine 
days after he signed the power of attorney for Luisi, on August 14, 
1532, he gave another deposition. This document is in the AGI, 
and once more a Juan Rodríguez, “merchant,” gave testimony in 
Seville for Cabrera about how they travelled from Guatemala to 
Veracruz and then by ship to Cádiz.63 

The record diminishes after this flurry of legal activity in Seville. 
The next notice of Cabrillo is in a letter written from Mexico by 
Jorge de Alvarado to the Cabildo in Guatemala, probably sent in 
early December 1532. Jorge, a resident of Mexico, was one of the 
captains who had been appointed at different times by his brother 
Pedro, to lead campaigns in Guatemala.64 Jorge reported that a 
man named Santiago had just arrived on a ship that had capsized 
near the port of San Juan de Ulúa and had brought news about 
the event and also about the success of the negotiations of the 
Procurador Cabrera in front of the Crown, and that the dispatches 
are being sent, “by way of Panama, with Juan Rodríguez.”65 Jorge 
de Alvarado added that since the matter was of great importance 
he  had hired a messenger to rush the news to Guatemala so that 
they could take advantage of the “oro al diezmo” before the next 
smelting of gold at Christmas time. This refers to the concession 
granted to the citizens of Guatemala of only having to pay one 
tenth in taxes to the Crown on any future gold that they mined. 
Shortly afterwards on March 5, 1533, in a letter from Pedro de 
Alvarado, written in the Puerto de Fonseca where he was getting 
ready to depart for Peru, Alvarado notified them that Juan 
Rodríguez had just arrived at that port with the original copy of 
the Crown’s decrees and that he was sending them on to the 
Cabildo.66 



Mention of Cabrillo turns up again in the documents two years 
later. He was in Guatemala in April 1535 providing testimony 
along with Eugenio de Moscoso and Diego Sánchez de Santiago 
for the Procurador. As part of the ongoing appeal process, 
Cabrera had a document drawn up in Guatemala to explain the 
procedures on board the ships, when one is transporting gold and 
jewels–no doubt in an attempt to clear his name. One can well 
understand why Cabrillo and the other witnesses mustered only 
terse replies to many of this new round of questions, stating, “I 
have already answered this question in my testimony in Castile, to 
do with this very same matter.”67 

Land in the Tianguecillo granted to Juan Rodríguez de Palma 

Among the privileges that “Juan Rodríguez de Palma” sought 
from the Crown and received while he was in Spain, was a specific 
grant for a league of land in the valley of Tianguecillo.68 This grant 
was dated the 24th of May 1532. While of general interest for 
studies of Spanish landholding patterns in Guatemala during the 
early colonial period, its particular significance for present 
purposes is that it furnishes further evidence that Juan Rodríguez 
de Palma and Juan Rodríguez (and therefore Juan Rodríguez 
Cabrillo) were one and the same person. 

While in Spain, Cabrillo requested the land as a reward and in 
repayment for his services, both for him and for his heirs. In the 
royal decree it states that the league should begin near to the first 
stream after the bridge on the right hand side going towards a 
pine forest, and that it be measured in a square, beginning from 
the stream going forward, so that he could bring his livestock 
there, clear the land, plant crops and have a vineyard and other 



trees. The same day his cousin, Juana Rodríguez, asked for a 
similar grant of land.69 And four months later, Eugenio de 
Moscoso, fellow shipmate and resident (vecino) of Santiago, 
requested a league of land in the same valley, specifying that it 
should be next to “the one that Juan Rodríguez had asked for” 
and that he also wished to plant trees and have a vineyard, and 
that his children could inherit it after his death.70 The Tianguecillo, 
which means small market in Nahuatl, was near the town 

of Chimaltenango and early on it was recognized as a desirable 
area for farming with rivers and natural springs nearby, open 
plains for raising livestock, and an abundance of maize.71 In 1527, 
the Cabildo members deliberated at length over that site and the 
valley of Almolonga when they were choosing a place to found 
their city.72 What was also appealing about the Tianguecillo for 
some of the members was its location in an open area, with better 
access to the Indigenous villages and provinces where many of 
them held towns in encomienda or hoped to in the near 
future.73 Although they ended up founding Santiago elsewhere, 
the city considered the fertile valley of the Tianguecillo part of 
their communal land. Nonetheless, Spanish citizens continued to 
seek rights to use the lands for their livestock and as agricultural 
land. 

In the second Libro de Cabildo there are several references to the 
Tianguecillo. For example, a temporary license, but not 
ownership, was given to Baltasar de Mendoza in January 1532, to 
place his herd of sheep in “the Tianguecillo near to 
Chimaltenango, by the source of the natural spring, as long as this 
did not violate the rights of the natives nor of any other 
person.”74 The exact conditions regarding the use of these 



uncultivated lands, however, became a matter of escalating 
dispute because in September 1535, the Governor and the Cabildo 
members stated: 

These lands on the plains of Tianguecillo had been set aside some 
time ago by the city as public lands for grazing their livestock but 
notwithstanding this some people had bought the lands, alleging 
that they had belonged to the natives before the war, and taking 
both possession and ownership of them, something which they 
cannot do, because the natives lost those lands because of 
warfare and rebellion. Henceforth, they decreed anew that these 
uncultivated lands that stretch from the Tianguecillo to this city 
some five leagues around it and in all directions should belong to 
the city. And they ordered that no natives should occupy these 
lands nor should any person buy them from the natives, on pain 
of losing the moneys paid to purchase them.75 

Although the documents do not include when Cabrillo got back to 
Santiago de Guatemala to establish his household with his new 
wife Beatríz, it was likely around the middle of 1533 and that he 
presented his land grant to the Cabildo not long 
afterwards.76 There is ample evidence, however, that Cabrillo was 
not, in fact, given land in the Tianguecillo but rather in the 
Panchoy Valley.77 It is possible that, despite the royal concession, 
the land in the Tianguecillo was not ceded to him due to the city’s 
claim that it was their communal lands or perhaps because 
Cabrillo changed his mind about the desirability of that parcel of 
land. It turned out that Cabrillo’s tenure of the land in Panchoy 
was also not straightforward as it came under scrutiny after the 
destruction of Santiago de Guatemala by flooding and mudslide in 
September 1541, when it was decided to designate Panchoy as the 



site of the new city. Once again, because of dire and unusual 
circumstances, Cabrillo’s affairs became complicated and a paper 
trail of documents was generated, serving well the purposes of 
both confirming his identity and tracing the history of this land 
grant, which stayed in his family long after his death. 

In his seminal study of the city of Santiago de Guatemala, 
historian Christopher Lutz noted that there was discussion in 
October 1541 about moving the recently devastated city to either 
the Tianguecillo or to the nearby Panchoy Valley. Panchoy was 
closer to where prominent residents had their wheat farms and 
cattle ranches, and the desire for continuity and less disruption 
was no doubt a determining factor. The Crown officials, 
meanwhile, wrote that the Bishop was behind the movement to 
have the city moved to the less desireable site of the Tianguecillo, 
in order to be near to encomienda towns held by him and a close 
relative.78 

The third Libro de Cabildo recorded two acts in 1542 and one in 
1543 regarding Cabrillo’s league of land in the Tianguecillo, which 
was granted in Spain to “Juan Rodríguez de Palma.”79 It is 
important to note that he is only referred to in the three Cabildo 
books that cover the years from 1524-1553 as “Juan Rodríguez.” 
Nevertheless, as all the documentation here has to do with the 
league of land in the Tianguecillo, and references specifically the 
royal provision of May 1532 granted as a result of Cabrillo’s efforts 
in Spain, and also includes mention of his wife Beatríz, there is 
little doubt whose land grant is under discussion. 

On June 12, 1542, it was noted in Cabildo that Cabrillo and his wife 
had a league of land in the Panchoy, and that because the city was 



now being moved there, this land and land held by other 
residents was greatly needed and had to be taken for the new 
city.80 It was also stated that since this land grant in Panchoy was 
given to Cabrillo by the governor of the province, by virtue of a 
decree from the Crown, that in respect for this decree, his wife 
should take the league of land in the Tianguecillo (as specified in 
the aforesaid decree), and surrender the one they had in the 
Panchoy Valley. Beatríz was informed that if she was not 
in agreement with the exchange of land she would be given 300 
pesos and nothing else, and that she must surrender the land. 
Eleven days later, Cabrillo’s wife was notified that the said league 
of land would be measured and given to her.81 

Despite the specific directives of 1542 with regard to the land, a 
year later in June 1543, and after the news of the death of Cabrillo 
had reached the city, the Cabildo records show that they were still 
notifying his wife to leave the land in Panchoy. The authorities 
were instructed to notify “Beatríz de Ortega” that she would be 
given the league in the Tianguecillo, and that it would be 
measured by trustworthy people within the next ten days.82 The 
moving of the city had given rise to conflicts over land ownership 
among the Spaniards, and it appears that residents like Beatríz 
were not giving up without a struggle. 

As a result of the documentation that surfaced in the AGI and in 
the Cabildo books about the Cabrillo family’s disputed land grant, 
it occurred to me that there might be additional records in the 
Guatemalan archive.83 My search this time, however, would not be 
for Juan Rodríguez Cabrillo, for whom I had already looked in the 
1980s (as had Harry Kelsey), but instead for Juan Rodríguez de 
Palma. It is possible that no one searching for Cabrillo had ever 



made that connection, and perhaps it is not a surprise that in 
the Archivo General de Centro América (hereafter AGCA), in the old 
card catalogue, there is record of three documents under the 
name of Juan Rodríguez de Palma, all concerning the league of 
land in the Tianguecillo.84 

Of particular interest is an original Royal Decree that was 
dispatched to Guatemala from Spain in October 1546, and is 
presently preserved in a bound book in the AGCA with other early 
royal provisions. This decree ordered that the original decree of 
May 24, 1532, be respected and that the Cabrillo family be given 
the land as ordered, but in the Tianguecillo and not elsewhere. It 
also stated that the land close to the new city (in Panchoy) must 
be relinquished, and that it had been granted “against the tenor 
of the aforementioned decree” and in detriment to the new city. 
Again, the person in question in the new decree is “Juan 
Rodríguez de Palma.”85 

This name occurs only in documentation emanating from the 
Crown and was not used by Cabrillo personally during his lifetime 
or by officials writing up documents in Guatemala, and certainly 
not by his family after his death. Numerous disputes took place 
after his death over rights to encomiendas, battles that were 
fought by his widow and his children, and the name used most 
often by them was Juan Rodríguez Cabrillo.86 According to the 
originals (and copies) of the 1532 and the 1546 Royal Decrees for 
the league of land in the Tianguecillo, in which Cabrillo is called 
Juan Rodríguez de Palma, there is little doubt that Beatríz (and 
their sons) knew about this name that was derived from a place 
name, and was used in those important decrees. Beatríz, a native 
of Seville would have known that the “de Palma” referred to the 



town of Palma de Micer Gilio, modern-day Palma del Río in 
Cordoba, Spain.87 

The documents presented here concerning the controversy over 
this land grant show that Juan Rodríguez “from Palma” is the 
same person as the Juan Rodríguez registered in the Guatemalan 
Cabildo books, granted the same league of land in the 
Tianguecillo and married to the same woman. It is of interest that 
documentation about this land grant was found in archives so far 
afield—in Seville, New York City, and in Guatemala City. It is 
unusual to be able to trace events and people from the sixteenth 
century so seamlessly among disparate unpublished manuscript 
sources located in archives in three countries. 

Conclusion  

Documentary sources uncovered in the last twelve months 
establish that when Cabrillo was away from Guatemala between 
1531-1533, he gave sworn testimony on numerous occasions, and 
appeared before Crown authorities to ask for rewards, and that in 
most instances he was identified as either Juan Rodríguez Cabrillo, 
native of Palma de Micer Gilio or as simply Juan Rodríguez de 
Palma. There is abundant evidence to confirm that Cabrillo was a 
native son of the city of Palma del Río. It is my hope that I have 
provided a convincing answer to what Harry Kelsey called the 
most intriguing question about Juan Rodríguez Cabrillo: Where 
was he born?88 

The earliest documented usage of his surname Cabrillo is 
February 1532, while in Cádiz. Prior to this time, and throughout 
the rest of his life, in documentation drawn up in Guatemala, he 



was known predominantly as Juan Rodríguez, a common name 
both in Spain and in Portugal. Without the additional information 
that he was also known as “de Palma” it was challenging to locate 
him in the archives, and as a result documentation in the AGCA 
and in the AGI was overlooked. No one had previously made the 
connection that Juan Rodríguez de Palma was another name for 
Juan Rodríguez Cabrillo. 

The particular context of the depositions, in which Cabrillo stated 
his full name and where he was born, is his personal testimony, 
under oath in front of Spanish officials, after a fraught series of 
events whose first act in Havana culminated in the brutal and 
prolonged torture of crew members from the San Juan, suspected 
of stealing gold. Shortly afterwards in Cádiz, in a determined 
effort to get his own gold back from the authorities at the House 
of Trade, Cabrillo once again stated his full name and said he was 
from Palma de Micer Gilio; these were not moments for invention 
and glossing over the truth. Rather, it is persuasive that Cabrillo 
provided this additional information because he was forced by the 
circumstances and had no other choice. 

Other arresting details about Cabrillo’s life have emerged from 
these sources. Cabrillo first left Spain in 1514 in the armada of 
Pedrarias de Ávila (Pedro Arias de Ávila) and he only returned to 
Spain once, after eighteen years, and that was the eventful voyage 
outlined above. He carried with him to Spain over 1,500 pesos de 
oro, a large amount of gold to have accumulated, no doubt some 
of it belonging to his brother-in-law. The reasons for enduring the 
harrowing journey by sea was to marry Beatríz Sánchez de Ortega 
and to bring back to Guatemala his cousin Juana to marry his 
brother-in-law, and no doubt establish business ties with Alonso 



Sánchez de Ortega. Juana Rodríguez disappeared from the 
records after 1532, but the documents brought her to attention 
briefly, and confirmed that Cabrillo had close family ties in Seville. 
Beatríz and her father have been identified as from the parish of 
Santa María in Seville, and these details will help inform later 
research on the Sánchez de Ortega family. 

Cabrillo formed a relationship in Seville with an Italian merchant 
from Perugia, borrowing sums of money from him and giving him 
power of attorney to oversee the return of some of Cabrillo’s 
household goods to Guatemala via Mexico, while Cabrillo himself 
purposefully travelled back to Guatemala via Panama. Probably 
his intention was to meet first with the Governor of Guatemala, 
Pedro de Alvarado, as he did in the Puerto de Fonseca. Cabrillo 
testified that Alvarado was building ships the last time he saw him 
before his departure for Spain, and after Cabrillo’s return he too 
was occupied in building ships for many years. 

Cabrillo also petitioned for a plot of land in the Tianguecillo while 
in Spain, and as late as 1546, his heirs were still averse to claiming 
it, preferring instead the alternative land they had managed to 
obtain in the Panchoy Valley. It is not clear if Beatríz and sons ever 
took up the league of land that Cabrillo was originally granted, but 
there was certainly ongoing controversy about their agricultural 
land for a long time. This dispute ran parallel with the heated 
quarrel over Cabrillo’s encomienda towns. 

I hope this article has advanced the conversation about Cabrillo 
and reinvigorated interest in future archival research on him and 
his family. Historians and researchers in Seville, California, and 
Palma del Rio have all pondered the mystery of the “Cabrillo” part 



of his name. While Rodríguez was a common surname in Palma in 
the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries, no one was named Cabrillo. 
Recent searches in the archives for the surname Cabrillo from that 
period have turned up no information. 

One historian, Dr. Emilio J. Navarro, shared with me some digital 
copies of the history journal Ariadna, which is published in Palma. 
In one of the journal articles the word “cabrillo” appears in a 
document dated August 7, 1515.89 This article was about the 
proceedings of the meetings of a charitable society called the 
Hospital of San Sebastián in Palma del Río, and was written and 
transcribed by the paleographer and historian from the University 
of Seville, Pilar Ostos Salcedo. The transcription (and my 
translation) of the names of the witnesses present at that meeting 
reads: “Bartolomé de Zamora, farmer, and Diego Rodríguez, 
barber, and Alfonso Gómez, cabrillo.”90 In other words, the three 
witnesses stated their occupations after their names and one of 
them was a “cabrillo.” This document is housed in the Archivo 
Histórico de Palma del Río.91 

This was the first time I had come across the word “cabrillo” in the 
sixteenth century that was not in the context of Juan Rodríguez 
Cabrillo or members of his immediate family. In discussion with 
Dr. Ostos and Dr. Navarro, both said they had no other record of 
this word and had no idea what the word meant, then or now. The 
consensus, however, was that given the manner in which it was 
used, this was probably an occupation and not a surname. I have 
concluded that Cabrillo did not invent a word as his surname, but 
rather employed a known word that a contemporary of his from 
his hometown used in 1515 as the name of his occupation. As a 
final comment: whenever in his testimony Juan Rodríguez used 



the word “cabrillo” after his name, he also immediately followed it 
with “native (natural) of Palma de Micer Gilio.” Perhaps he was 
saying he was a “cabrillo” from Palma de Micer Gilio–an 
occupation with which he was associated in his place of birth and 
later started using it as a surname to distinguish himself from 
others with the common name of Juan Rodríguez. Cabrillo showed 
great skill and ambition during his long military career in the 
Indies. Was his ability to shift his identity and occupation part of 
his ingenuity and resourcefulness and proof of his powers of 
adaptation? Readers may draw their own conclusions. 

Notes 

1. I would like to thank the following people for research 
assistance, Mayda Gutiérrez Rodríguez, Esther González 
Pérez, Héctor Concohá Chet and Christopher Lutz, as well as 
Lisa Maldonado for providing translations for the significant 
historical documents and Mosa McNeilly for editing 

2. “Micer Gilio” is a Spanish corruption of the Italian name 
“Micer ” In 1342, King Alfonso XI granted power and 
dominion over the town of Palma to his Genoese admiral, 
Egidio Bocanegra, and the “villa de Palma” passed to the 
noble system and stayed in the Bocanegra- Portocarrero 
family for many centuries. Manuel Muñoz Rojo, Historia y 
Devoción de un Pueblo: Palma del Río y la Virgen de 
Belén (Palma del Río: Hermandad de Nuestra Señora de 
Belén de Palma del Río, 2007), 71. 

3. See the three articles by Peter Rowe: “Cabrillo discovery 
rocking the boat,” The San Diego Union- Tribune, June 20, 
2016, A1, A7; “Cabrillo mystery may be solved,” Los Angeles 
Times, September 17, 2015, B2; and “Scholar claims world is 



wrong about Cabrillo,” The San Diego Union-Tribune, June 21, 
2016, B1, Spanish journalists were also interested in the 
story, see Pablo Ximénez de Sandoval, “España gana un 
conquistador,” El País, October 10, 2015. Fernando Mexía, at 
the news agency “Efe,” also covered the story as did other 
journalists in Andalucía, and the news spread to print and 
online newspapers internationally. 

4. I initially went to Seville to carry out archival research for a 
long-term project on sixteenth century Guatemala, in 
collaboration with my colleagues historian Christopher H. 
Lutz and geographer George Lovell. 

5. For a discussion and critical reevaluation of the role of Pedro 
de Alvarado in the early conquest and settlement of 
Guatemala see, George Lovell, Christopher H. Lutz and 
Wendy Kramer, Atemorizar la Tierra: Pedro de Alvarado y la 
Conquista de Guatemala, 1520-1541, (Guatemala: F&G 
Editores, 2016). In addition, an analysis of these events can 
be found in Lovell and Lutz with Kramer and William Swezey, 
“Strange Lands and Different Peoples”: Spaniards and Indians in 
Colonial Guatemala, (Oklahoma: University of Oklahoma 
Press, 2013). 

6. I am one of the editors and the lead paleographer on the 
transcription of the two unpublished Guatemalan Town 
Council books (1530-1553). Both books are presently 
manuscripts in preparation: Libro Segundo de Cabildo (1530-
1541), Jorge Luján Muñoz and Wendy Kramer and Libro 
Tercero de Cabildo (1541-1553), ed. Wendy Kramer. Both 
tomes have introductions by Christopher H. Lutz. I cite them 
here with reference to their Hispanic Society of America 
(hereafter HSA) designation as LC2 and LC3, HSA 
(Hiersemann 418/239). For information about the Cabildo 



books see: Saqueo en el archivo: el paradero de los tesoros 
documentales guatemaltecos (Antigua Guatemala: CIRMA; 
Guatemala: CEUR; Wellfleet, MA: PMS, 2014); and “Pillage in 
the Archives: The Whereabouts of Guatemalan Documentary 
Treasures,” Latin American Research Review 48, No. 3 (2013), 
153-167, by Wendy Kramer, W. George Lovell and 
Christopher H. Lutz. 

7. Procurador–Attorney: “One who had the legal right by 
delegation to act in the name of Representatives who 
defended the rights and privileges of Cabildos (both 
municipal and ecclesiastical), cities, and religious orders. 
Untitled lawyer.” Lillian Ramos Wold and Ophelia 
Marquez, Compilation of Colonial Spanish Terms and Document 
Related Phrases (Midway City, CA: SHHAR Press, 1998), 53. 
Accessed 
on www.somosprimos.com/spanishterms/spanishterms. 
htm on July 20, 2016. 

8. The Crown was entitled to the “royal fifth” which meant that 
20% of all metals mined in the Indies had to be shipped to 

9. The actual port was located in San Juan de Ulúa, which was a 
small barren island facing Veracruz, and served as the port of 
entry for New Spain. Goods were carried to Veracruz on the 
mainland by barge and small boats. For a thorough 
discussion of the two separate towns in the sixteenth century 
see Pablo Pérez-Mallaína, trans. Carla Rahn Phillips, Spain’s 
Men of the Sea: Daily Life on the Indies Fleets in the Sixteenth 
Century (Baltimore and London: The Johns Hopkins University 
Press, 1998), 11-12. To simplify the distinction between these 
two places, and in accordance with how it is often referred to 
in the sources, I have used the shorthand of “Veracruz” as 
the name of the port of embarkation. 

http://www.somosprimos.com/spanishterms/spanishterms


10. My response to inadvertently finding this information, 
“Oh my God. Look who was on the boat!” was first cited by 
the journalist, Peter Rowe. See “Cabrillo discovery rocking 
the boat,” The San Diego Union-Tribune, June 20, 2016, A1, 

11. The topic of my Ph.D. dissertation, which was published 
in book form in 1994, was the distribution of tribute, services 
and encomiendas to the conquistadores of Guatemala, from 
1524-1544. Wendy Kramer, Encomienda Politics in Early 
Colonial Guatemala, 1524-1544: Dividing the Spoils (Boulder: 
Westview Press, 1994). On page 1, I define the encomienda 
as an “institution designed to channel Indian labor and 
produce into Spanish hands after the conquest of an ” And I 
cite Charles Gibson who described the encomienda as “a 
formal grant of designated Indian families, usually the 
inhabitants of a town or of a cluster of towns, entrusted to 
the charge of a Spanish colonist, who thus became 
the encomendero.” Citing Lockhart I also wrote that an 
“encomienda grant did not confer the right to own land, but 
went beyond the right to collect tributes, entitling the 
encomendero to deploy the Indians in mines or agricultural 
enterprises.” See my sources for this information: Charles 
Gibson, Spain in America (New York: Harper and Row, 1967), 
49 and James Lockhart, Spanish Peru, 1532-1560: A Colonial 
Society (Madison, Wisconsin: University of Wisconsin Press, 
1968), 11. 

12. Although I use the shortened name “Cabrillo” in this 
present study, it is not the most Cabrillo and the authorities 
did not use it with regularity until after his death. I am 
employing it here as it is the most common name used for 
him in modern-day history books. 



13. See Kelsey’s comprehensive examination of the 
controversy over Cabrillo’s Portuguese origin and the many 
attempts by several historians to get to the truth: Harry 
Kelsey, Juan Rodríguez Cabrillo (San Marino California: 
Huntington Library, 1986), 4-8, 178-179. 

14. , 5. See also Harry Kelsey and Iris Engstrand, “The 
Pathway to California: Juan Rodríguez Cabrillo and the 
Building of the San Salvador,” Mains’l Haul, Vol 15, 1 & 2, 
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having moved on to Puerto Viejo, Ecuador by March 1534. 
See José Antonio Villacorta, Libro Viejo de la fundación de 
Guatemala, y papeles relativos a don Pedro de Alvarado. 
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has not given a fully conclusive answer to that intriguing 
question, where was Cabrillo born? See, Juan Rodríguez 
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