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 Age of Contact  Introduction 

 

This guide is designed to walk you through the Age of Contact unit in Texas History.  As you read the 

content contained in this document you will be answering questions and completing activities. Read the 

following quote  and think about how it would feel to be an explorer,  leaving everything you know to go on a 

long, dangerous journey across a big and unknown ocean to explore a new land. 

 

“You can never cross the ocean unless you have the courage to lose sight of the shore.” 

 

― Christopher Columbus 

 

What kind of person would be willing to spend months and years away from family and  

   friends, going on this dangerous journey?  Choose 3 adjectives to describe this person and  

  explain why you chose each of these 3 words.    

 

1. ______________ I chose this adjective because ____________________________________ 

 

      ___________________________________________________________________________ 

 

2. ______________ I chose this adjective because ____________________________________ 

 

      ___________________________________________________________________________ 

 

3.  ______________ I chose this adjective because ____________________________________ 

 

      ___________________________________________________________________________ 

 

After reading the description of the Age of Contact unit below, draw a picture(s) that 

  represent the 3 reasons Europeans began exploring Texas OR draw a picture of one of the  

 effects of the Spanish coming into contact with the native peoples already living in Texas. 

 

The period from 1400 to 1600 was a time of exploration and contact around the globe.  Characteristics of 

this era include discovery, hardships, and settlement of new lands.  Europeans became interested in Texas 

after Christopher Columbus shared news of the New World.  Europeans came to search for gold, to spread 

Christianity, and to conquer new lands.  When conquistadors and explorers arrived in the New World, 

European and American Indian cultures came into contact, creating both conflict and cultural exchange of 

products and ideas.   

  

2



 
Age of Contact Vocabulary  

Draw It Out!  The following chart contains ten important vocabulary words from the Age of 

Contact.    As you read the terms and their meanings in the chart  below, create a picture or symbol for 

each word in the third column  to help you remember that word as you read about the Age of Contact. 

Vocabulary 

Term 
Definition Draw It Out! 

Exploration Traveling through an unknown land to learn 

about it  

 

 

 

 

  

Contact When two or more groups meet for the first 

time  

 

 

 

 

  

Conquer  A country or group of people take complete 

control over another group’s land  

 

 

 

 

  

Claim  A demand for something believing it belongs to 

you 

 

 

 

 

 

Conquistadors Spanish explorers and soldiers who conquered 

and claimed large amounts of land for Spain in 

the Americas and gained wealth and glory for 

themselves.  
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Age of Contact Vocabulary  

Draw It Out!  The following chart contains ten important vocabulary words from the Age of 

Contact.    As you read the terms and their meanings in the chart  below, create a picture or symbol for 

each word in the third column  to help you remember that word as you read about the Age of Contact. 

Vocabulary 

Term 
Definition Draw It Out! 

Expedition  A journey that is planned to explore an area of 

land 

 

 

 

  

Mission  A religious settlement 

 

 

 

 

  

Occupation When another country’s army enters and 

controls another country or land  

 

 

 

 

  

Viceroy  A Spanish official who rules in the name of the 

king or queen  

 

 

 

 

 

Scouting Party  A group of people  sent out to search for 

something 
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1519 is an important date in Texas History.   

 

Read the selections below to find out why 1519 is so important.  After you read, answer the  

 questions that follow. 

 

Spain Begins to Explore Texas and Search for Gold 

 

In 1519, the Spanish Governor of Jamaica sent Alonso Álvarez de Pineda to explore and map the land 

Spain owned along the Gulf Coast.  Spanish territory extended from present-day Florida to southern 

Mexico.  There were rumors of gold and silver in the area.  Álvarez de Pineda and his men set sail in four 

ships, mapping the coastline along the way.   Although they hoped to find riches, they did not.  Álvarez de 

Pineda and his men most likely stayed behind with some colonists while the ships returned to Jamaica.  

The pilots of the ships gave Álvarez de Pineda’s map to the Spanish governor of Jamaica.  When a supply 

ship returned to the colony the following year, Alonso Álvarez de Pineda and his soldiers had all been 

killed by Indians living in the area.    

 

How did Alonso Alvarez de Pineda’s journey to Texas increase Spain’s knowledge of Texas? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Spanish Explorer Hernan Cortes 

 

In 1519,  Spanish conquistador Hernán Cortés began his conquest of the Aztec Empire.  After establishing 

Veracruz, Cortés marched through Mexico, conquering the Aztec people in just two years.   His victory 

began the Spanish occupation of present-day Mexico and Texas. 

  

What was Cortés biggest achievement? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Label Pineda’s and Cortes’ routes with 

their name and the date 1519.  
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Cabeza de Vaca was another early Spanish explorer of Texas.   

 

As you read about Cabeza de Vaca’s Beginnings below,  

1.   put an exclamation point (!) next to anything that surprises you, and 

2.   a question mark (?) next to anything that confuses you. 

 

Cabeza de Vaca’s Beginnings 

 

Álvar Núñez Cabeza de Vaca sailed to North America with fellow explorer Pánfilo de Narváez.  After 

Spain established settlements in North America, Narváez was sent on a voyage to extend Spanish 

influence.  He had permission to colonize what is now the southeastern United States.  Narváez arrived 

with 300 men and established a camp in Florida.  The harsh climate and hostile natives caused the 

number to fall to 250.  Separated from their ships, they decided to build rafts and move to a safer location.   

  

On the journey into the Gulf of Mexico, Narváez drowned when his raft broke apart.  The rest of the rafts 

shipwrecked near Galveston Island where the remaining men were enslaved by the Karankawa Indians, 

(though some accounts say it was the Coahuiltecans).  Among those enslaved in 1529 were Álvar Núñez 

Cabeza de Vaca and Estevanico, an African slave.  Cabeza de Vaca became a trader for several years 

while he was separated from the other men.  He was also well known as a healer among the local Indian 

tribes.  Cabeza de Vaca rejoined the last three living survivors in 1534.  They escaped and slowly made 

their way to Mexico City.   

  

Cabeza de Vaca’s Journal 

 

Cabeza de Vaca and his three fellow survivors from the Narváez expedition escaped from captivity by the 

Karankawa (or Coahuiltecans?) and set off to find Mexico City.  Estevanico, an African slave, was very 

helpful because he communicated with the different Indian tribes they met along the way.  Finally, after 

traveling two thousand miles, the explorers arrived in Mexico City in 1536.  Cabeza de Vaca kept a journal 

of his experiences.  In it, he described many of the American Indian groups he and his fellow explorers 

met.  He also gave a detailed description of the land, plants, and animals of North America.  His journal 

was published in 1542 as The Narrative of Alvar Nunez Cabeza de Vaca.   This was the first account of 

North America written by a European.  As a result of living among native tribes, Cabeza de Vaca became 

an advocate for Indian rights.  His views were so unpopular with the government, he was banished from 

all Spanish colonies in the Americas.  

 

Now that you have read about Cabeza de Vaca’s journal, cover the reading with your hand.  

Write down why you think his journal is important.  (After you write down your conclusion, lift your 

hand, reread the selection and add anything you think you missed.) 
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Comparing Alonso Álvarez de Pineda and Cabeza de Vaca  

 

As you read about the two explorers below, highlight why you think they are important. 

 

Alonso Álvarez de Pineda commanded a Spanish expedition that sailed in 1519 along the coastline of the 

Gulf of Mexico looking for a water route to the Pacific Ocean. In doing so, he was the first to document 

information about Texas. He explored a river, which some think might have been the Rio Grande, but 

there is no definite proof of this. His voyage  did encourage the Spanish to explore the region even though 

they now knew there wasn’t a water route to the Pacific in this vicinity.  

 

Cabeza de Vaca was an early Spanish explorer of Texas. In 1528 Cabeza de Vaca’s ship and three 

others were grounded on an island off the Texas coast. After being enslaved by the Mariame Indians, and 

serving as a merchant and medicine man, de Vaca and other survivors left the area of Galveston Island 

and began searching for Spanish settlements. After reaching the Pacific Coast of Mexico in 1536, he and 

his companions recorded their observations describing the Indians, landforms, flora, and fauna of Texas. 

He was the only Spaniard to live among the coastal Indians of Texas and survive to write about them. In 

the early 1540s Cabeza de Vaca again served the Spanish crown as a governor in what is now Paraguay. 

 

Consider what you highlighted in the paragraphs above, who do you think made the biggest 

contribution to Texas, Pineda or Cabeza de Vaca.  Give a reason for your choice along with 

evidence from the readings above. 

 

 

 

 

 

Spain’s Quest for Gold Continues 

 

As Spain continued to search for gold in America in the early 1500s, the Spanish Viceroy sent Marcos de 

Niza on an expedition.  They were searching for the legendary Seven Cities of Cibola, cities rumored to 

be filled with gold.  Estevanico, the slave who had been so valuable during Cabeza de Vaca’s escape, 

was the expedition’s guide.  As scouts, Estevanico and a few others traveled ahead of the main group.  

When they entered a Zuni village, they frightened the people living there.  Later that night, the Zuni 

Indians attacked and killed Estevanico and the other scouts.  Niza was close enough to the city to see the 

attack.  He believed he had found the Seven Cities of Cibola because the rooftops of the adobe village 

seemed to glisten in the sun like gold.  Rather than entering the village, he returned to Mexico City where 

he mistakenly reported he had found the Seven Cities of Cibola.   

 

You may have heard the saying, “A Picture is Worth a Thousand Words.”  Sometimes it’s 

easier to understand things by visualizing them (making a picture).  Draw a series of pictures, in 

the space below, to describe de Niza’s search for gold and the Seven Cities of Cibola. 
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 Francisco Vasquez de Coronado seeks the Seven Cities of Cibola 

 

Spain continued to be very interested in finding the gold rumored to exist in the Seven Cities of Cibola.  

This time, they sent explorer Francisco Vasquez de Coronado to find it.  Coronado led an expedition of 

300 Spanish soldiers, 1,000 Tlaxcalan Indians, and herds of cattle and horses.  Coronado and his men 

found a Zuni village and attacked.  The Zunis were forced to flee.  Coronado then sent several scouting 

parties all throughout the southwest in search of the Seven Cities.  As they scouted, each group recorded 

information about the land and people they discovered along the way.  Some groups went as far west as 

California.  They were the first Europeans to see the Grand Canyon.  Others travelled north into what is 

now the Texas panhandle, Oklahoma, and Kansas.  They were the first to see Palo Duro Canyon.  None 

of the groups, however, found gold or the legendary cities. 

 

Now that you have read, consider that sometimes unexpected things happened when 

Spanish explorers searched for gold in the new world; some were good and some were bad.  

Review the reading and highlight at least 3 unexpected effects of Spain sending out the explorer 

Coronado to find the Seven Cities of Cibola. 

 

 

Hernando de Soto 

 

De Soto’s journey to explore and find gold for Spain in 1539 had devastating effects on the American 

Indians he encountered.  His expedition began in the east, in present-day Tampa Bay, Florida.  It then 

cut through the southern portion of the United States towards Texas.  He and his 600 soldiers, killed 

Indians along the way.  Many died from the diseases the men unknowingly carried with them from 

Europe.  Native peoples living in America had no resistance to these new diseases.  They became 

infected just by coming in contact with the soldiers, and many died.   After reaching the Mississippi River, 

DeSoto died of fever.  Luis de Moscoso Alvarado took over the expedition as they traveled into present-

day Oklahoma and East Texas.  They explored much of East Texas, possibly traveling as far south as 

Austin, before returning to the Mississippi River and safety.  Again, this expedition ended without finding 

gold.  Just like the others, it was marked as a failure. 

 

After You Read - One Word Summary Strategy 

  

Think about what you just read about the explorer Hernando de Soto.  If you only had ONE 

word to summarize what you just read, what would it be?  Remember to summarize means to 

figure out the MOST IMPORTANT idea in what you just read. Reread the selection on Hernando de 

Soto several times if you need to! 

 

My summary word for the Hernando de Soto reading is: _____________________________ 

 

I chose this word because  
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 The Pueblo Revolt refocuses Spain’s attention 

Spain eventually lost interest in the lands north of present-day Mexico because the explorers did not find 

gold or silver that would bring them wealth.  The Pueblo Revolt in New Mexico brought this land back to 

Spain’s attention.  In the late 1600s, the American Indians led a revolt against Spain.  They drove 2,000 

Spanish colonizers, priests, and Christian Indians out of New Mexico into present-day El Paso.  There, the 

Spanish established the first mission in Texas, naming it Corpus Christi de la Isleta.   

 

              Use the reading above to answer these questions:  

1)   Why did Spain begin to lose interest in the New World? 

 

2)   Where was Corpus Christi de la Isleta established? 

 

3)  What is Corpus Christi de la Isleta?  

  

             Using the readings you have done so far in this content module, determine if the following 

words or statements below are either a cause or an effect of Spanish exploration.  Place the word or 

statement in the correct column.  

  Cause = reasons why Spain send explorers/conquistadors to Texas 

  Effect =   things that happened when they got to Texas)   

 

 Find gold      Spread Christianity 

 Claim new lands     Exchange products and Ideas 

 Conflicts with Native peoples     Death from Diseases  

 Established Corpus Christi de la Isleta   Discover Palo Duro and Grand Canyon  

            Record descriptions of land, plants, and animals of  North America 

   

Cause Effect 

Spain 

Explores 

Texas 
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France makes claims in America 

France, another European country, was also interested in exploring and claiming the American 

mainland.  In the late 1600s French explorer Rene Robert Cavelier, Sieur de La Salle, travelled from 

Canada along the Mississippi River all the way to the Gulf of Mexico.  Upon reaching the Gulf, La Salle 

claimed the Mississippi River, all the rivers that flow to it, and all the land that it touched for France.  He 

named it Louisiana in honor of French King Louis XIV.  La Salle returned to France to get more men 

and permission to establish a fort and trading post at the mouth of the Mississippi.  A few years later, he 

sailed back with three ships to stake the claim.  Unfortunately, they ended up in Matagorda Bay 

because they missed the mouth of the Mississippi River and sailed 400 miles down the Gulf Coast.  

They lost many of their supplies when their supply ship, L’Amiable, wrecked.  LaSalle agreed to let a 

crew of men return to France in the ship Joly because many of his men became discouraged.   

  

La Salle and 180 men remained behind with one ship, the La Belle.  A storm wrecked and sank La 

Belle.  Eventually, La Salle’s crew built Fort Saint Louis despite many obstacles.  They faced attacks 

from the Karankawa Indians, disease, and hunger.   Although La Salle’s group never had a good 

relationship with the Karankawa Indians, they formed trading relationships with the Caddoan tribes in 

East Texas.  Some of La Salle’s men left, preferring to live among the Caddo.   

La Salle and a few men eventually decided to search for the Mississippi River again.  His men became 

so discontented with his leadership, they killed him on the way.  A few of those men found the 

Mississippi River, made it back to Canada, and eventually back to France to share the tale. Shortly after 

La Salle left on his search to find the Mississippi River, the Karankawa raided Fort Saint Louis and killed 

or enslaved the men who remained there.   

 

            After You Read-  Place the events from the reading above in order by numbering the 

following statements 1-9.  The number 1 is the first event that happened and the number 9 is the 

last. 

  

_______ Karankawas raid Fort Saint Louis. 

_______ LaSalle’s crew trade with the Caddo in East Texas. 

_______ La Salle claims the Mississippi River and all of the land it touches for France. 

_______ La Salle and some of his crew remain in Texas while others return to France. 

_______ La Salle sets sail again but gets lost and ends up in Texas in Matagorda Bay. 

_______ La Salle and several crew members look for the Mississippi River. 

_______ La Salle’s crew kill him. 

_______ La Salle travels down the Mississippi River  from Canada to the Gulf of Mexico. 

_______ La Salle’s crew build Fort Saint Louis. 
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              Carefully analyze each image and decide which explorer you have student the image is 

about.  Write the name of the explorer and the country he explored for under each image and 

explain what in the image led you to that answer.  You may refer back to the readings for help.  

 

Here is a list of the six Spanish and French Explorers we have been studying.   

 Alonso Alvarez de Pineda   Francisco Vasquez de Coronado 

 Hernan Cortes     Hernando de Soto 

 Alvar Nunez Cabeza de Vaca  Rene Roert Cavelier Sieur de La Salle 

 

 

 

  

 

1 

2 3 

11



 
              Carefully analyze each image and decide which explorer you have student the image is 

about.  Write the name of the explorer and the country he explored for under each image and 

explain what in the image led you to that answer.  You may refer back to the readings for help.  

 

Here is a list of the six Spanish and French Explorers we have been studying.   

 Alonso Alvarez de Pineda   Francisco Vasquez de Coronado 

 Hernan Cortes     Hernando de Soto 

 Alvar Nunez Cabeza de Vaca  Rene Roert Cavelier Sieur de La Salle 
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