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      Prologue


      I had not seen or heard from Arturo LaBelle for over thirty years, so I was surprised to receive a small manuscript from him, mailed from Mexico City. Arturo and I roomed at the same boarding house while in graduate school at the University of Florida, Gainesville.


      Arturo was tall, handsome, and Mexican, of Spanish heritage. He was friendly, if at times aristocratic. His family had something to do with the oil business in Mexico. He mailed the manuscript to me because he knew I had published several books. Arturo had acquired the original manuscript at a family reunion several years before and finally had it translated and typed into English. It had been written by a distant relative of his in the late 1500s.


      As it turned out, Arturo’s relative was Rodrigo Ranjel, the private secretary of Hernando de Soto during his invasion of North America in 1539. In this work Ranjel, writing years later from his notes, looks back at his five years with de Soto. Ranjel’s writing covers the period from when he first met de Soto until de Soto’s death near the Mississippi River in 1542. Ranjel survived the ordeal and died a modestly wealthy man in Mexico City in 1568. I have filled in a few gaps and made some corrections to Ranjel’s work based on what is known by historians today.


      I took the manuscript to a friend, Dr. Charles Lens. Dr. Lens is an archaeologist and historian with the state of Florida. Charley was excited by this important new piece of Florida history, and he provided me with a mountain of background data to incorporate into the book for “a full and better understanding of the reader.” However, it would be difficult to incorporate this information and data, most of which was not available to Ranjel, into what is a first-person narrative; further, it would bog down the telling of this adventure. Thus, I have chosen to place a few italicized comments from Charley’s material at the end of each chapter. I hope this helps the reader better understand this tragic tale of the first invasion of what is now the southeastern United States.
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      Chapter 1



      I am sharpening my sword for the last time. For some twenty years it has hung on the stones above the hearth gathering dust. I’m now an old man.


      The grip feels familiar to my hand; the blade was crafted from the best Damascus steel, the mark of Toledo on the hilt. It is a thin, double blade, and was given to me by my father on my tenth birthday. My father was a good Catholic who fought during the Inquisition. I am proud, for this sword has never killed a Christian.


      My oldest son, Basilio, sailed back to Seville years ago. He has asked that I write of La Florida. He believes that I am the only man still alive who was with the Governor during the entire entrada. Basilio is upset that many in Spain write of the Governor and La Florida without having known him or having set foot in that land. Those things do not disturb me; it is the nature of man.


      I needed to hold my sword again, for it was with me the day I met the Governor, and it was with me five years later when we lowered his body into the cold, dark water.


      I, Rodrigo Ranjel, first saw the Governor, Hernando de Soto, in Seville in the spring of 1536. I was part of the raucous crowd as he and his triumphant party embarked and, riding in decorated carts, were paraded through the streets to the great cathedral. There they gave thanks to God for their safe passage home. De Soto was Castile’s wealthy, mysterious, conquering hero. He was returning from the Indies with much gold from Peru. Captain de Soto had not returned since he sailed from Seville twenty-two years earlier. He had been at that time an unknown youth of fourteen who owned only a sword and a buckler. His rise from undistinguished heritage gave hope to me and many a young man in the crowd that day.

    


    
      I did not meet the Governor until the following year, but I saw him on three occasions at games and tournaments. In one tournament held near his palace estate, I won a mounted sword event, and my prize, a pair of steel gauntlets, was presented to me by the daughter of Pedrarias Davila. The sadistic Pedrarias, by then dead, had been the Governor’s early mentor in the Indies. Later, in November, the Governor married the daughter, Isabel, in the city of Valladolid. He thus joined one of the most powerful and richest clans in all of Spain. At age thirty-six Captain de Soto had everything. At least we young men thought that.


      With his success and achievements, we believed Hernando de Soto would settle down and enjoy his great wealth and status. We young hidalgos discussed his good fortune at length. We’d seen him striding about in his fine clothes and jewelry. None in my circle of friends were invited to his social events, but we thought, what more could any man desire? It was only later that I understood the driving obsession of this man. Each of us forms our own measure for personal success; in the Governor’s mind he had not yet achieved his full measure.


      During his first year back in Spain, Hernando de Soto was a busy man. After paying his tax to the crown, he purchased his palace and furnished and staffed it befitting a high noble. Amid all this there were the martial tournaments, parties, and gambling. Then he was off to Valladolid for his high-society wedding to Isabel.


      However, the Governor’s chief mission was arranging a meeting with our sovereign, Charles V. Unfortunately, Charles was off leading his fleet in the capture of Tunis and visiting the Pope. De Soto sought from Charles the documents required to conquer still unexplored territory in the New World. De Soto had great success, but he had been always the number two man behind men like Pedrarias in Panama and Pizarro in Peru. There were still patents to be granted by the crown for the conquest of lands like Colombia and Guatemala. The Governor yearned for his own command and to lead men in the discovery and capture of great fortunes; it had been done by Pizarro with the Incas and Cortes with the Aztecs. There were certainly other golden empires to find, capture, and plunder in the vast New World, and Hernando de Soto applied every ounce of his wealth and charm to become that adelantado.

    


    
      Charles returned to Spain in early 1537, and in April the Governor was granted an audience with the man who was both the Spanish king and the Holy Roman Emperor. Charles, a warrior monarch, enjoyed meeting with his notable conquistador from the Indies. However, the Governor did not get the capitulacion he envisioned. Instead, the king granted him permission to invade a land known as La Florida.



      I never heard the Governor express disappointment with the grant he received, for there were many enticing stories about the fantastic empires in this mysterious land. Besides the capitulacion, Charles named Hernando de Soto the Governor of Cuba, and made him a member of the prestigious Knights of Santiago.


      For generations my family remained among the privileged class. We were proud that no one with our blood need perform common labors. Some made their mark through military service, going to battle whenever and wherever needed by our sovereign, as my father had. Others became scribes, accountants, and secretaries. I am proud to have mastered two professions: swordsman and scribe.

    


    
      It was through my work with the quill that I met Father Vicente Castilla. The Father had been with the Governor during his years in Panama and Peru, and he hired me as a scribe when he returned to Seville with the Governor. Through work with the Father I learned much of the habits of the native people in the Indies. Many became slaves; slaves were the chief source of wealth in conquered areas lacking gold or silver. The Father sought better ways to convert these savages. If they became Christians they would likely not be enslaved; otherwise they were regarded as little more than commercial beasts of burden.


      Father Castilla was a small, aging Dominican who shaved his entire body. He admired and prayed daily for the Governor. I have heard many of his prayers appealing for help in controlling the Governor’s temper and his treatment of Indians. Most of my mornings started with prayer beside the Father. His life was dedicated to saving the souls of the infidels. I’m told his books on conversion are still used by missionaries.


      The Governor’s private secretary from the Indies was ill and would not accompany him to La Florida. Father Castilla arranged an audience for me with the Governor to apply for the position. I met him after a jousting meet in August of 1537. I had previously met with several of his officials, including Captain Luis de Moscoso, his maestro de campo. Both Father Castilla and Moscoso, who became a friend and lived here in Mexico until his death two years ago, told me the Governor was intrigued with a secretary who also was a mounted swordsman.


      Father Castilla and I waited near the stands, and following the meet we watched as the crowd dispersed. When the Governor saw us approaching, he stood in his great black cape and flashing sword. He came to the rail of the stand; with him were fifteen or twenty of his guards, friends, and aides. I followed the Father. I was leading my horse, Explorer, for Moscoso had said I would be asked to ride.

    


    
      As we approached the Governor, who wore a red, flat, felt hat trimmed in gold and a gold-embroidered black velvet shirt, I could feel his eyes before I could truly see them. They were cold, black eyes that one never forgot, yet my words fail in their description. He held his head high and seemed to be always looking down. His eyes seldom moved. Rather, his entire head swiveled like that of a hawk eying its prey. His bronze face was strangely handsome, with sharp chiseled features. His coarse, coal-black hair, beard, and mustache were close trimmed and glistened in the late sun. There was a regal air about him that cannot be schooled, but comes only with birth and supreme confidence.


      I was an inch taller than the Governor, but he, while taller than most men, was thick and heavy in body and limb, a powerful man. I was said to be handsome in those days, but I was of another build and complexion. I was lean with fair hair and skin, brown eyes, and except for a thin mustache, was clean shaven. I could ride well and handle my sword with the best, perhaps even the Governor himself. However, he was superb on a horse and the best lancer I have ever known.


      The Father introduced me, and I stepped forward and removed my black leather riding cap and bowed.


      “Father Castilla and Captain Moscoso tell me you can ride and use a sword as well as a pen. Is this so?” His commanding voice came deep and measured, but not loud, his words clear and sharp as his features.


      “Yes, sir. It is so.”

    


    
      “Good.” His head moved slightly inspecting me. “Mount and behead that joust-mark to the right.”


      Behind a log fence and over a sand racing track in the jousting field, one white, man-sized figure was still standing untouched.


      I was confident. I mounted Explorer. Explorer easily cleared the fence and I raced him seventy yards to the left and turned. I brought him to his hind legs and then raced him toward the target. Drawing my sword, I beheaded it with ease, then turned and again galloped back toward it. At full gallop I threw my sword from thirty feet. The sword imbedded in the dummy’s chest. This was a maneuver that few knights could do with a heavy weapon over three feet in length. I’d practiced it for years.


      I returned to the reviewing stands and had Explorer bow to the Governor. There was clapping by some of his entourage, but it stopped when the Governor turned his head ever so slightly.


      “Ranjel, is it?”


      “Yes, sir.”


      “Well, Ranjel, that was quite an act.” For the first time, I saw him smile. His lips turned up only very slightly, showing large white teeth, but his teeth remained together. I never saw him with an open-mouthed smile.


      I tipped my hat.


      “On Wednesday report to my office on the pier. Captain Moscoso will make your arrangements.”


      Without further talk, Hernando de Soto, the Governor of Cuba and Adelantado of La Florida, stood and headed for his carriages.


      Within a few weeks, I would be with this man until his death more than any other human being. Despite the tragic results, and some tormenting dreams, I remain proud of those years of service. It altered my life forever.

    


    
      **



      Rodrigo Ranjel, often spelled Rangel, was thirty years old when he first met de Soto in 1537. While he was educated and talented he was not wealthy, for de Soto paid his entrada expenses. This was not true for most of de Soto’s officers and officials. They paid their own way and brought their own staffs. We know that de Soto was fond of Ranjel, for the secretary was mentioned in his will, and likely due to this inheritance was later able to live well in Mexico. There was an added bond between the two men since both were Castilians from a common area in southern Extremadura near Portugal.


      When Ranjel uses the word entrada he is referring to the expedition itself. A capitulacion is the royal grant de Soto needed from Charles to permit the conquest, and adelantado is the honorary name, a carryover from the Middle Ages, given the
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