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UL BIE DE-LIS
O THE FRONTIER

The purposes of the French enemy seem to be to penetrate
little by little inland. This country is very suitable for doing
this. THE REPORT OF THE GOVERNOR OF NEW MEXICO,

DON ANTONIO DE VALVERDE COSINO, TO THE
MARQUES DE VALERO, VICEROY OF NEW SPAIN

E’RAY Marcos de Niza and Francisco Vasquez de Coronado were not the
last Europeans to hold aloft a crucifix, wave a sword, and take titular
possession of the immensity of Texas*&’ln the year. 1682, the Frenchman =
René Robert Cavelier, Sieur de La Salle, added greatly to the romantic
folklore of North America by nav1gatmg the Mississippi: from the Ohio
Valley to. its mouth on the Gulf of Mexico. In the process he claimed
ownershlp not only of the mighty river but of all’the lands and territories
within the river’s and its tributaries’ watershed, comprising two-thirds of .
the present continental Unxted States, and .some of Texas. La Salle, un-
aware that Hernando de Soto had already discovered and named the river
the Espiritu Santo, called the country Louisiana, after Louis XIV, and the
river. the Colbert for the French minister, thus covering all bets. The
owever, continued to call the stream Misi:Sipi, or Big River.

lle returned to France] where he was uncomfortable after years in
the woods, to find Versailles already fired by the schemes of a renegade
Spaniard from New Mexico. This man, Pefialosa, had been badly abused
by the Inquisition, and he petitioned Louis XIV for anjexpedition to take
New Spain from the Spanish. However, it was La Salle, French, famous,
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and the greatest explorer that nation ever produced, who received a. royal

btimission to'return to: Louisiana, build a fort at the mouth of the “Col-
bert, d to eStablish a French: ‘empire in-the Southwest, so that “the cause
of God may be advanced” among the Indians and “great conquests may be
made for the glory of the King, by seizures of provinces rich in silver, and
defended only by a few indolent and enervated Spaniards.”

La Salle was far-visioned and indomitable. And the country did lie open;
the 'panlsh had shown little. interest in the lands between' Elorida and the
Rivér of Palms (the French térm foi the Bravo, or Rio Grande) since the
time of Coronado and De Soto. Under the futile Charles II, Spain was
rapidly declining in Europe, and the Puebloan revolt kept it thoroughly
occupied in the west. However, Louis XIV, the richest and grandest mon-

b arch of Europe, was poorly prepared to give La Salle what he needed to
make this dream come true. Almost 1i6:Frenchmen were desirous of seek-
ing fame-and:fortune inthe: gloomy forests:-of the New World, and the
French gentry much preferred to win honors by fighting Spain and Austria :
closer to home. La;Salle received. four ships from the King. But his army ]
consisted of thlrty ‘gentlemen adventurérs” with nothing better to do, three L
friars; three priests, “some- girls seeking husbands,” and. a hundred or so
men dgagged out of taverns; “the scum of the French ports.” With this
command, Sieur de La Salle salledfor America in the summer of 1684. : |
The expedition was ill-fated from e start, but the fault, as always, lay in

. the men themselves and not their stars. ‘

L%‘“{) Robert Cavelier was brave, strong, and capable, thoroughly knowledge- i

' able of the American frontier. But he was also dogmatlc and introspective,

shy and hard to get along with, qualities dangerous in a great leader of
men. His associates thought him cold, arbitrary, and haughty abovehis
station, because unfortunately La Salle was not born into the nobility of o
France. The naval commander of his expedition, De Beaujeu, and many of i
the aristocrats resénted ‘him as a self-made man. From the first, La Salle
could‘not maintain full discipline among his officers—and his rank and file
were men of the worst stamp that could be nnpressed in France.

: La Salle.and Beaujeu: argued most of the way across the Atlantic. At the

)Q(\ French island of Santo Domingo, Beaujeu.disobeyed an order and put_.into :

¢ a;:_dlﬂ?erent port from the one La Salle picked out. It was a bad choice, “an |
evil place and. with' evil fruits,” as Henri Joutel, La Salle’s most loyal :
lieutenant, wrote. “The scum of the French towns” and “local females who
were worse” engaged in “dissipation and vice,” which left many of them
with “loathsome diseases.” Even the aristocrats were not immune; one, the
Marquis de Sablonniére, tottered back on board with a raging case of o
syphilis. When the expedition set sail again, it was riddled with venereal
maladies and troplcal fevers.

One sh1p never arrived at all: The St. Frangois was picked off by the

Spamsh navy. All its valuable tools and stores were lost, and worse,_the |

crew gave the expedition away under judici cious Spanish interrogation. o

The King of Spain had issued an edict against all navigation by for-
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eigners in the Gulf of Mexico. La Salle did not dare make too many
landfalls; he sailed directly for what he hoped was Louisiana. But he was
no._zt,;.;‘g»;gggg:‘.ag_'__r}avigator', and he forcedDe;,Beéi'ujeul-'tovbear-too-- far west. The
remaining three- ships made land on the Texas coast at-Matagorda Bay,
e missing the mouth of the «Colbert” by four hundred miles.

%\ Here one-of:the:ships: was wreeked. La Salle, preferring to explore the
: \eountry on foot, mp_-yed;{ml_andd'a_r_vlid built.a 00,d\en_stogkade, surrounding
Six..s _a}l.;log,c_gbins_:and‘one larg arcitas Creek. He hoisted the

is. and called his postzFor! Jéouis. He could not have selected a

“~The coast held plenty of wild game and fish, but it was 1ow;

‘l([ ~¢  marsh “and unhealthy for an already sick and weakened qompagy. Even
g

worse, Garcitas Creek lay in the very heart of Karankawa country, who

'\ were utterly unlike the relatively civilized Caddoans and Natchez Indians
k ( \ of Louisiana.

From the very .ﬁrst._day: there was troﬁblc with the local tribes. La Salle

overawed them at first by ship’s cannon, fired over water, and with musket
shots—the Karankawas were unused to firearms. But the Indians were not
.cowed,..nor. could La Salle make friends with them. There Wwas mutual
“robbery and murder; the Indians skulked about in the marshes, and picked
off several Frenchmen. Some of these were probably_ :(r,itua_lly,;c'annibalizf;_d'
in the mitote: tied to stakes, pieces of their flesh sliced off, roasted, and

-3 \| eaten before their eyes.
z‘\;z'(\(i\ La Salle’ made explorations. He fQungl,!a_‘::xfx_ygr, which he hoped was the
: Mississippi but was only the ‘Br_azosi. Sickness-and -dissension increased in
the company, and La Salle was able to maintain control only with the
harshest and most arbitrary. discipline. With supplies low, in hostile coun-
try, only the highest discipline and self-sacrifice could have saved the ex-
pedition‘ La Salle, with all his great qualities, could not evoke this spirit.
Finally, realizing his situation was desperate, o Tanuary 7, 1687, La Salle
gathered almost all’ the able-bodied men, who were not cager to go, and
s_ga:te,d on a difficult march to reach the Miésiss_iﬁpi, then travel on to find
French outposts in the Illinois country. He left Fort St. Louis under’ the
and of the Sieur Barbier, with the sick and the women and children,
including the Marquis de Sablonniére, who could 1o longer walk. Also left

behind were the poor French girls who had come seeking husbands.
( "On the march, the «scum” of La Salle’s party mutinied; some wanted to
fbstgy behind, others. wanted to become “sqqaw—mcn” with the Indians. La
hi: After fighting, in which several
others escaped, and these eight

Sallg was treacherously shot from ambus
more French were killed, Joutel and seven
miraculously eventually reached the Illinois.country.

Here, the courageous Italian-French captain, Henri de Tonty, who had
been supposed to join with La Salle on the Mississippi, immediately set out
with a party to rescue Fort St. Louis. He searched the Texas coast, but was
unable to find anything. Sorrowfully, he returned north in 1690. Even had

he found Fort St. Louis, he would have been too late.
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. Meanwhile, there had been considerable debate about the French expe-
dition among thg_f‘ifndole_nt and enervated” Spaniards. The Yig_::er‘qy\of New
Spain was aware of La Salle’s invasior éven before the Frenchman reached
Matagorda Bay. A ship Was sent to search the coast, but it was*wrecked.
This, and the continuing troubles in New Mexico, delayed positive action.
111686 a land expedition was despatched, Hugging the coast, this party
found the wreckage of one of La Salle’s ships, but did not go inland in the
area of Garcitas Creek.
n 1688, however, a filthy, bearded Frenchman dressed i s
gered. into ‘a-Spanish presidio “in northern Mexico,, He said he

Henri,-a deserter from La Salle. This arrival—the Spanish were incrediblyd

sensitive toward any foreigners in their territory—galvanized ‘Don: Alonso
de Leén, Governor of Coahuila, into action,;;Formeﬂ'jf;'"hé“ha'd” not discov-
ered any use for Texas, which at this time the Spanish called New Philip-
pines—but this did not mean that His Most Catholic Majesty’s men were
prepared to surrender the country to the Most Christian King without a
fight.

DggﬁAl_Qgg_o--mfc}Qr_)_cl}qc_l: up the Texas coas ¢ hundred soldiers and
th,e.uindomitablel-milit'érj?” ¢haplain, ] asanet. He crossed the
B,Layo,:.;.,,(.—as‘-t-he »Sp‘anish'»ealled“tbc R\ip__:”Granﬁde), then the Niiéces, ‘the

o, the Medina, and the Guadalupe, all of which he named. In April,
1689, the Spanish reached Fort St. Louis.

The stockade still stood, eery and deserted in the sunlight. Bight small
ship’s guns, still on their carriages, covered the approaches. As the Spanish
cautiously approached, they stumbled over three rotting skeletons outside
the palisade. One was female. Swords drawn, muskets cocked, they went in
through the open, sagging gate. Inside was a scene of utter desolation.

Chests had been -broken open and looted, furniture smashed. Some €X-
pensive, leatherbound books lay mouldering on the ground. Here and there
was a broken gunstock. Crossing himself, Don Alonso ordered Padre
Masanet to say the proper words and burn the place to the ground.

The Governor of Coahuila was diligent. An empty fort did not mean
there were no French in the vicinity, and he began a search among the
Karankawa tribes. In one filthy village he found two Frenchmen, who had
deserted La Salle soon after arrival. They had gone native, smearing them-
selves with stinking fish oil like the Indians for protection against mosqui-
toes. Both men refused to join the Spaniards, and since the Indians were
restive, Don Alonso let them be.

Further away, on the Brazos, De Ledn discovered two more Frenchmen,
this time in a village of the peaceable Caddoan Hasinai. These men told
Don Alonso they had deserted the fort before a “massacre,” after which
they had returned and buried fourteen bodies. The Spaniard had these men
put in irons. ;

In all, two more white boys and one Frenchwoman were found and
rescued by the Spanish. De Leén pieced together a tragic story, from the

youngest Survivors, of the last days of Fort St. Louis.
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After La Salle too the men aud Iett. the settlement was consumed with
despair. Smallpox broke out. With only invalids and women, the Sieur
Barbier realized he must make friends with the Karankawas to survive.
One day, when five Indians approached the fort, Barbier .took .a great,
but he thought necessary, risk. He opened-the gates to them and offered
them hospitality.

As soon as the gates were open, however, a larger party of Indians who
had been concealed in the bushes rushed the fort. The whites had no
chance. Barbier-and ‘Sablonnicre were-hatcheted, all the other men-killed.
The whooping Karankawas carried off the children and many of the young
Frenchwomen, who, to their horror, at.last.found husbands in the New
World. For years the Spanish heard rumors of white women in Indian
villages, but rescued only one.

De Leén destroyed Fort St. Louis so thoroughly that its exact location
remained in dispute until recent years, when the site was rediscovered by
archeologists. A steel'spearhead was found nearby, stamped with the fleur-
de-lis. That was all that remained of the French presence in Texas.

De Leén was still goncerned over the_danger,,of_French;intrusion. In
1690 he returned to East Texas with a larger party. Avoiding the-unhealthy
Karankawa coast, he erected a mission in the pine-wooded Caddo country
along the Trinity River. This was called San Francisco de los Tejas, from
the name the Spanish gave the Hasinai European diseases, however, broke
out among the friéndly “Tejas” and the mission soon failed, which should
have been an ominous warning for future efforts.

No ‘further French threats arose, and in 1692 the Spanish again with-
drew from Texas. But once again, French activity pulled them back, into

the land they really did not want. ak/

The ac'cessiq"h-:o'f'"é Bourbon kiflg to the: Spanish throne. had no effect on
thé bitter rivalry between French and‘Sp_a_rl_iaf_c:l_ﬁsjriffhé West. The Spanish
remained intensely jealous of their ‘fabulous empire, now measured in con-
ti'n'_c'rits.' But Spanish povwer was clearly on the wane, and Spain.was. not
able- to prevent«..»ErenCh seizure and. settlement of the Gulf coast, from
Mobile to the Mississippi. D’Iberville placed the French flag here perma-
nently. In- 1713 the Sieur.de.Cadillac, Governor of the new province of
Louisiana, sent the Canadian St. Denis up the Red River, to-build-a fort.on
“Spanish’’+soil:-France’s-claims o Texas-had-never -been officially: relin-
quished.

Louis Juchereau de St. Denis, a Quebegois, was to become a remarkable
figure in the old Southwest, and a living legend to both the French and
Spanish. Ironically; this Frenchman did more to bring .Spanish':colonization
of Texas than-any Spaniard of the time.

To understand the actions of St. Denis and Cadillac, it is necessary to
understand the ch approach to their Gallic empire of Louisiana. They
were more interested in trade than territory;; they were not much concerned
with converting, incorporating, or pushing the natives off their land. Thus





