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…the territory of Carlos, a province of Indians, which in 

their language signifies a fierce people, they are so-

called for being brave and skillful, as in truth they are. 

They are masters of a large district of country, as far as 

a town they call Guacata, on the Lake of Mayaimi, which 

is called Mayaimi because it is very large. Around it are 

many little villages… On this lake, which lies in the 

midst of the country, are many towns, of thirty or forty 

inhabitants each; and as many more places there are in 

which people are not so numerous. They have bread of 

roots, which is their common food the greater part of the 

time; and because of the lake, which rises in some 

seasons so high that the roots cannot be reached in 

consequence of the water, they are for some time without 

eating this bread. Fish is plenty and very good. There is 

another root, like the truffle over here, which as sweet; 

and there are other different roots of many kinds; but 

when there is hunting, either deer or birds, they prefer to 

eat meat or fowl. I will also mention, that in the rivers of 

fresh water are infinite quantities of eels, very savory, 

and enormous trout. The eels are nearly the size of a 

man, thick as the thigh, and some of them are smaller. 

The Indians also eat lagartos (alligators) and snakes, 

and animals like rats, which live in the lake, fresh-water 

tortoises, and many more disgusting reptiles which, if we 

were to continue enumerating, we should never be 

through. 
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Document Analysis: Fontaneda’s 1575 Memoir  
 
	  
Grades 3-5 
 
Student Target: LACC.3.RI.1.1, LACC.3.W.1.1, LACC.3.W.4.10, LACC.4.RI.1.1, LACC.4.RI.2.4, 
LACC.4.W.1.1, LACC.4.W.2.4, LACC.4.W.4.10, LACC.5.RI.2.4, LACC.5.L.3.4, LACC.5.W.2.4, 
LACC.5.W.4.10. 
SS.3.A.1.1, SS.4.A.1.1, SS.4.A.1.2, SS.A.2.1, SS.5.A.1.1. 
 
Materials: 
Teacher: Worksheet, passage from Fontaneda’s Memoir, map of Florida, computer with Internet access, to 
read more of the memoir online. 
Student: Pen/pencil, copies of worksheet, copies of passage from Fontaneda’s Memoir, map of Florida, 
extra sheets of paper (if needed), computer with Internet access. 
 
Warm-up: 
In this lesson, students analyze written documents. Students will gain an understanding of a particular event 
through a thorough analysis of the primary source. They will draw upon their critical thinking skills to 
complete this activity. 
 
Primary Source vs. Secondary Sources 
When you know what the difference between a primary source and a secondary source all sorts of fun 
information comes alive. 
 
A primary source is an original work, which may also be a reproduction of an original of a person who 
lived at the time the source was written. The primary source was recorded at the time of an historical event 
and may tell you the author’s ideas and thoughts of what occurred such as an eyewitness’s account of being 
held captive by the Calusa Indians in the 1500s. This is firsthand information that talks about people, 
events, topics, or places in history. Examples of firsthand or primary sources include newspaper articles, 
photographs, letters, and diaries. When you read firsthand accounts and use them to write your own story, 
you are creating a secondary source. 
 
A secondary source is a secondhand account about places, topics, events, and people that is based on a 
writer’s research or information. These secondhand sources are accounts or interpretations of historical 
events created by someone without firsthand experience. 
 
Remember, when you use primary sources or eyewitness accounts to write your story, book, or film, you 
are creating a second‐hand or secondary source. 
 
Use the map of Florida to point out where the different Florida Native American tribes were living in the 
16th century. 
 
Vocabulary: 
Consequence: a result or effect of an action or condition. 
Truffle: An edible fungi, chiefly of the genus Tuber, that grow underground on or near the roots of trees 
and are valued as a delicacy. 
Eel: voracious snakelike marine or freshwater fishes with smooth slimy usually scaleless skin and having a 
continuous vertical fin but no ventral fins. 
Enumerating: To count off or name one by one; list. 
Tribute: A gift, payment, declaration, or other acknowledgment of gratitude, respect, or admiration, 
payment in money or other valuables made by one ruler or nation to another in acknowledgment of 
submission or as the price of protection or security. 
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Lesson: 
Review the Written Document Analysis Worksheet and the primary source to be used for the exercise. 
Explain that students will read a section of the memoir written by Hernando de Escalante Fontaneda in 
1575.  The section is about the Native Americans who lived around Lake Okeechobee. Explain who 
Hernando de Escalante Fontaneda was. 
 
As students read the passage, have them circle on the map the ancient name of Lake Okeechobee, and the 
tribes mentioned by Fontaneda. 
 
Hernando de Escalante Fontaneda (c. 1536 – after 1575) was a Spanish shipwreck survivor who was a 
captive of the Calusa Indians of Florida for 17 years. His memoir, written in 1575, is one of the most 
valuable contemporary accounts of Native American life from the 16th century. 

About 1549, when thirteen-year-old Fontaneda and his brother were sailing to Spain, to study in 
Salamanca, their ship wrecked on the coast of Florida, possibly during a hurricane. The crew and 
passengers were rescued by the Calusa, who enslaved them and eventually sacrificed everyone except 
Fontaneda, who spared. He spent the next 17 years living with the Calusa and other tribes, learning at least 
four languages and travelling throughout Florida. Around 1566 Fontaneda was rescued from his captivity 
by Pedro Menéndez de Avilés, Florida's first Spanish governor and founder of St. Augustine, who 
bargained for his freedom from King Carlos. He served as an interpreter and guide for Menéndez on a 
number of missions for the next several years, and returned to Spain in 1569 to reclaim his parents' property 
from the Crown. In 1575 he wrote his memoir, which proved valuable to historians of the day such as 
Antonio de Herrera y Tordesillas, and remains so today. 
 
Students will be divided into groups to learn about the account of Hernando d’Escalente Fontaneda. 
Distribute copies of the section of Fontaneda’s Memoir and of the Written Document Analysis Worksheet.  
 
Have students read and evaluate the passage using the worksheet. You can also assist by guiding the 
activity using prompt questions. 
 
Ask students: 
To identify the date(s) of the document, the audience for whom it was written, and what evidence helps to 
identify why it was written. What does the account tell us about the Indians? What does the account not tell 
us about the Indians? 
 
Reflection: 
After the lesson has been completed, have students write about what they learned from the 
document. This can be done individually or in small groups. 
 
Assessment: 
Once the students are finished. Have them share their answers for the worksheet and the reflection. 
 
Enrichment: 
To learn more about the Native Americans who lived around Lake Okeechobee, visit the Richard and Pat 
Johnson Palm Beach County History Museum to see the special exhibit, The People of the Water: The 
Belle Glade Culture. 
 
To read more of Fontaneda’s Memoir, visit http://www.keyshistory.org/Fontenada.html or 
http://babel.hathitrust.org/cgi/pt?id=mdp.39015017647234;view=1up;seq=11.	  
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Account	  of	  Fontaneda	  (written	  in	  1575)	  
	  
In his Memoir, Fontaneda talks about Lake Okeechobee and the people living there. His 
description of the lake area is one of the earliest on record. 
 

…the territory of Carlos, a province of Indians, which in their 
language signifies a fierce people, they are so-called for being 
brave and skillful, as in truth they are. They are masters of a 
large district of country, as far as a town they call Guacata, on 
the Lake of Mayaimi, which is called Mayaimi because it is very 
large. Around it are many little villages… On this lake, which 
lies in the midst of the country, are many towns, of thirty or forty 
inhabitants each; and as many more places there are in which 
people are not so numerous. They have bread of roots, which is 
their common food the greater part of the time; and because of 
the lake, which rises in some seasons so high that the roots 
cannot be reached in consequence of the water, they are for 
some time without eating this bread. Fish is plenty and very 
good. There is another root, like the truffle over here, which as 
sweet; and there are other different roots of many kinds; but 
when there is hunting, either deer or birds, they prefer to eat 
meat or fowl. I will also mention, that in the rivers of fresh water 
are infinite quantities of eels, very savory, and enormous trout. 
The eels are nearly the size of a man, thick as the thigh, and 
some of them are smaller. The Indians also eat lagartos 
(alligators) and snakes, and animals like rats, which live in the 
lake, fresh-water tortoises, and many more disgusting reptiles 
which, if we were to continue enumerating, we should never be 
through. 
 
These Indians occupy a very rocky and a very marshy country. 
They have no product of mines, or thing that we have in this part 
of the world. The men go naked, and the women in a shawl made 
of a kind of palm-leaf, split and woven. They are subject's of 
Carlos, and pay him tribute of all the things I have before 
mentioned, food and roots, the skins of deer, and other articles. 
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Document Analysis Worksheet 
 
TYPE OF DOCUMENT (Check one): 
___ Newspaper  
___ Letter  
___ Patent  
___ Memorandum 

    ___ Map 
___ Telegram  
___ Press release  
___ Report 

    ___ Advertisement  
___ Congressional record  
___ Census report  
___ Other 

UNIQUE PHYSICAL QUALITIES OF THE DOCUMENT (Check one or more): 
___ Interesting letterhead 
___ Handwritten 
___ Typed 
___ Seals 

    ___ Notations 
___ "RECEIVED" stamp 
___ Other 

DATE(S) OF DOCUMENT:________________________________________________ 
 
AUTHOR (OR CREATOR) OF THE DOCUMENT:  
_______________________________________________________________________ 
 
POSITION (TITLE): ______________________________________________________ 
 
FOR WHAT AUDIENCE WAS THE DOCUMENT WRITTEN? 
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
DOCUMENT INFORMATION (There are many possible ways to answer A-E.)   A. List 
three things the author said that you think are important: 
________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________ 
 
B. Why do you think this document was written? ________________________________ 
_______________________________________________________________________ 
_______________________________________________________________________ 
 
C. What evidence in the document helps you know why it was written? Quote from the 
document. _______________________________________________________________ 
________________________________________________________________________ 
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
D. List two things the document tells you about life in the United States at the time it was 
written: _________________________________________________________________ 
________________________________________________________________________ 
________________________________________________________________________ 
 
E. Write a question to the author that is left unanswered by the document: ____________ 
________________________________________________________________________ 
 

Worksheet designed and developed by the Education Staff  
National Archives and Records Administration, Washington, DC 20408  

http://www.archives.gov	  
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Map of Florida 
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