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Abstract

The Colorado and Mojave Deserts fully entered their historical 
era only as late as the AD 1770s, through the written accounts left 
by Spanish travelers. Reports of earlier visits can be divided into 
three categories: the Factual, the Implausible, and the Problematic. 
However, these categories are not without significant overlaps. 
Archaeologists and ethnohistorians need to take into consideration 
the factual record of early visits in attempting to understand the 
continuities and discontinuities between the region’s prehistory and 
its subsequent ethnohistory and ethnography. They also need to deal 
with continuing public interest in both purely imaginary and more 
problematic accounts alleging additional early visits.

Introduction

The boundary between history and prehistory is a 
moving target across geographical space and through 
time. So, too, are the boundaries between what is 
confidently known, what is plausibly inferred, what is 
speculated, and what is merely imagined or invented. 
The placement of these boundaries is important for 
understanding the character of the societies and cul-
tures that existed on both sides of the divide between 
prehistory and history.

In the California deserts (Figure 1), prehistory was 
definitively left behind in the AD 1770s. During that 
decade, expeditions led by the Franciscan missionary 
Francisco Garcés and the soldier Juan Bautista de 
Anza made documented east-west transects across the 
Colorado and Mojave Deserts (Garcés 1900; Bolton 

1930). All subsequent gaps in the historical record of 
outsiders in the deserts were relatively brief.

Accounts of visits to the region prior to the 1770s can 
be divided into three categories: (1) the Factual, includ-
ing the incursions made under Alarcón, Díaz, Oñate, 
Kino, and several other eighteenth-century Jesuits, 
probing the southern and eastern fringes of the Colo-
rado Desert; (2) the Implausible, including frequently 
asserted but unsubstantiated and unlikely claims for 
pre-Columbian Old World intrusions; and (3) the 
Problematic, including more plausible but unconfirmed 
suggestions of visits on the penumbra of history during 
the late sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries.

The Factual

Europeans entered the southern and eastern edges of 
the Colorado Desert during at least three chronolog-
ically separate episodes prior to the 1770s (Figure 
2). Those intrusions were documented with varying 
degrees of completeness and detail in contemporary 
or near-contemporary records, and they can be briefly 
summarized here.

Alarcón and Díaz, 1540

The first episode involved efforts to support the over-
land expedition from New Spain into the American 
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Southwest and the Great Plains that was led by 
Francisco Vázquez de Coronado. A sea voyage under 
Hernando de Alarcón was intended to link up with and 
resupply Coronado (Figure 3). Alarcón sailed his ships 
to the head of the Gulf of California and then ascend-
ed the Colorado River in small boats (Hammond and 
Rey 1940; Forbes 1965; Elsasser 1979). Although 
questions have been raised as to how far he ascended 
the river, he probably went no farther than the vicinity 
of Yuma (Forbes 1965:88–89). He does not appear 
to have probed west beyond the river valley itself. 
Alarcón’s contemporary account contains an important 

initial picture of the native peoples living in the Colo-
rado delta and their lifeways.

During the same year, a military detachment from 
Sonora under Melchor Díaz went overland to meet 
with Alarcón (Forbes 1958, 1965:89–92). Díaz 
reached the Colorado River after Alarcón had already 
departed, but he found a written message left by the 
latter. On his way back to Sonora, Díaz died in an 
accident, and his travels are known only through 
conflicting second-hand accounts composed two 
decades or more after the expedition by Pedro de 

Figure 1. Locations in the Colorado and 
Mojave Deserts.
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Castañeda, Antonio Tello, Baltazar de Obregón, 
Mota Padilla, and in an anonymous Relación (Forbes 
1965:89). Díaz may not have gone farther north than 
the delta, but according to some interpretations, he 
followed the river as far as Blythe or even the mouth 
of the Bill Williams River (Forbes 1965:92–93). 
He also crossed the river at some point and traveled 
to the west for several days, perhaps into Mexicali 
Valley. Because Díaz’s travels were poorly reported, 
they add little to the picture of aboriginal lifeways in 
the region, but they may have resulted in additional 
exposures of native groups to outside cultures and 
diseases.

Oñate, 1604–1605

The second episode of Spanish intrusion was an 
overland expedition from New Mexico, led by that 
territory’s first governor, Juan de Oñate. Descending 
the Bill Williams River west to its junction with the 
Colorado River, Oñate followed the latter’s course 
south to the head of the Gulf of California. Several 
documents describe the expedition, most notably a 
detailed contemporaneous report by a participant, the 
Franciscan friar Francisco de Escobar (Hammond and 
Rey 1953:1012–1031; Colahan and Rodríguez 1986; 
see also Laylander 2004a).

Oñate’s party evidently visited points higher up the 
river than any outside travelers prior to Garcés. From 
the mouth of the Bill Williams River, a brief side 
expedition was sent north to meet with the Mojave 
Indians, in an area on the southeast margin of the 
Mojave Desert. At their southern terminus in the 
Colorado’s delta, the travelers appear to have looked 
northwest into the Laguna Macuata (Laguna Salada) 
basin, thinking that it represented a continuation of the 
Gulf of California. However, the 1604–1605 explora-
tion did not extend physically into areas west of the 
Colorado River valley. Concerning the geography and 
peoples that lay in that direction, Escobar reported 
second-hand accounts, embroidered with fantasies 
about a lake of gold and monstrous races that were 
concocted by his native informants, by Escobar him-
self, or through misunderstandings between the two.

Kino and the Jesuits, 1699–1750s

The third set of intrusions began nearly a century 
later, with explorations emanating from the expanding 
Jesuit mission frontiers in Sonora and Baja Califor-
nia (see Laylander 2008). The missionary-explorer 
Eusebio Francisco Kino led several probes north and 
west from Sonora and southern Arizona, reaching the 
area of the Gila River’s junction with the Colorado 

Figure 2. Timeline of factual and 
problematic (italicized) historical-period 
intrusions into the Colorado Desert.
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River in four expeditions between 1699 and 1702, and 
his travels also extended southwest into the Colorado 
delta (Kino 1919). Subsequent Jesuit explorers came 
by sea from Baja California to visit the lands imme-
diately around the Colorado’s mouth. These included 
Juan de Ugarte in 1721 (Ramos 1958) and Ferdinand 
Konščak in 1746 (Lazcano and Pericic 2001). Jakob 
Sedelmayr traveled overland from Sonora to the river 
on four occasions between 1744 and sometime after 
1751, traveling both downstream from the Gila River 
junction into the delta and upstream as far as the Bill 
Williams River (Ives 1939; Sedelmayr 1955). These 

Jesuit expeditions shed additional light on conditions 
in the Colorado River valley but not on the unvisited 
portions of the California deserts that lay farther west. 
Those areas were opened to history by the Franciscans 
and the Spanish military, beginning in the early 1770s.

The Implausible

Claims have been made for additional early outsid-
ers’ intrusions into the California deserts. The visits 
suggested in some of these accounts ranged in time 
from several centuries to several millennia back into 

Figure 3. Imagined portraits of early 
California desert explorers. From upper 
left, clockwise: Hernando de Alarcón 
(Biblioteca Nacional de España), Juan 
de Oñate (Simmons 1991), Eusebio 
Francisco Kino (Statuary Hall in the US 
Capitol Building), and Francisco Garcés 
(Kern County Historical Museum).
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the pre-Columbian past. Such incursions are general-
ly regarded by professional scholars as implausible, 
although they continue to find strong advocates in the 
popular media. 

Barry Fell and the Epigraphers

Very early pre-Columbian links between the Old 
World and North America have been discussed in 
greatest detail in the works of Barry Fell and his 
followers. Late in his academic career, Fell, a re-
spected Harvard zoologist, published three popular 
books: America B.C., Saga America, and Bronze Age 
America (Fell 1976, 1980, 1982). He also co-founded 
the Epigraphic Society in 1974, edited its publication, 
Epigraphic Society Occasional Papers (ESOP), and 
contributed numerous articles to ESOP prior to his 
death in 1994. 

Fell believed he had discerned pre-Columbian links 
between the Old and New Worlds, based in large 
part on North American rock art but also on findings 
of coins, supposed linguistic borrowings in native 
languages, and interpretations of Old World historical 
texts. Numerous petroglyphs were said to contain 
inscriptions written in various scripts, in Egyptian, 
Phoenician, Greek, Iberian, Chinese, Arabic, Celtic, 
and Scandinavian languages. With such discoveries, 
Fell (1980:258) proclaimed a “revolution in American 
archeology.” Although he elaborated the evidence 
offered in support of his theories in considerable 
detail, in the view of skeptics he failed to examine it 
from a critical perspective, largely ignored contrary 
evidence, and exaggerated the extent of independent 
support given to his views (e.g., Daniel 1977; McKu-
sick 1981).

While Fell’s main North American focus lay in the 
east, he also touched upon supposed evidence for Old 
World visits and colonization in the western United 
States. In Saga America, he specifically addressed 
several sites in California’s Inyo County, on the 

northern margin of the Mojave Desert. Petroglyphs 
at the Swansea Site, near Keeler on the eastern shore 
of Owens Lake, were claimed to contain an inscribed 
text written in the Kufic Arabic script and translated 
as, “When the Ram and the Sun are in conjunction 
(Spring Equinox) then celebrate the Festival of the 
New Year” (Figure 4; Fell 1980:109). Fell and his fol-
lowers claimed that other petroglyphs in the surround-
ing region contained readable inscriptions in Egyptian, 
Greek, Punic, and Celtic scripts. An offshoot of Fell’s 
work, the Equinox Project (2008), focused specifical-
ly on the Inyo petroglyphs and was active at least as 
recently as 2010.

Critics have dismissed the work of Fell and his fol-
lowers as pseudoarchaeology (e.g., McKusick 1980; 
Thomas 1980). While lacking professional acceptance, 
such claims were widely disseminated in his books, 
and they seem to enjoy continuing popular interest. 

Figure 4. Clifford Baldwin’s 1931 drawing of the Swansea 
Site’s “Kufic equinox” petroglyphs, as reproduced in Heizer 
and Baumhoff 1962:358.
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Vikings

Medieval Norse penetration of North America has 
probably attracted more public attention than any of 
the proposals made for earlier (and less plausible) 
discoveries. Settlements in Greenland and Newfound-
land have been substantiated as factual, and it is likely 
that visits to the nearby eastern coasts of the conti-
nental mainland also occurred during the Viking era 
(e.g., McGhee 1984). Various claims for evidence of 
a Norse presence farther west, such as the Kensington 
runestone in Minnesota, have either been definitively 
refuted as hoaxes or have generally met with very 
strong skepticism (e.g., Tompsen 2011; Wahlgren 
1958, 1986).

Some proponents have suggested that Norse voyagers 
were able to reach the continent’s Pacific coast by way 
of a Northwest Passage through the Canadian Arctic 
that might have opened during the Medieval Warm 
Period. Fell also asserted the existence of evidence for 
Viking visits and settlement throughout most of the 
interior of North America, including the Great Basin, 
which would suggest the potential for overland links 
with the Far West as well.

Maritime Viking proposals have been part of a dis-
tinctive genre of southwestern US regional folklore 
concerning “lost ships in the desert.” As discussed 
below, this theme was more extensively developed 
with regard to supposed post-Columbian incursions 
during the sixteenth or seventeenth centuries, but 
claims for sightings of Viking ships are also not 
lacking. The most often-cited example is said to 
have come from Myrtle Botts, librarian and historian 
living in Julian, overlooking the western edge of the 
Colorado Desert. According to one version, in 1933 
Botts and her husband met a prospector who reported 
finding

a ship lodged in the rocky face of Canebrake 
Canyon [on the western margin of the Colorado 

Desert]. The vessel was made of wood, and 
there was a serpentine figure carved into its 
prow. There were also impressions on its 
flanks where shields had been attached—all 
the hallmarks of a Viking craft. Recount-
ing the episode later, Botts said she and her 
husband saw the ship but couldn’t reach it, 
so they vowed to return the following day, 
better prepared for a rugged hike. That wasn’t 
to be, because, several hours later, there was 
a 6.4 magnitude earthquake in the waters off 
Huntington Beach, in Southern California 
[the famed Long Beach earthquake]. Botts 
claimed [this earthquake] dislodged rocks 
that buried her Viking ship, which she never 
saw again [Nazaryan 2017].

The Botts story has often been repeated on the web 
(e.g., Anonymous n.d.a; Bluhm n.d.; Grasson n.d.a; 
Wilhelm n.d.). This and other arguments for a Viking 
presence in the Colorado Desert have been discussed 
in greatest detail by a prolific writer on fringe spiri-
tual subjects calling himself The Wanderling (n.d.), 
whose extensive autobiographical writings online also 
include accounts of meetings with the Botts and multi-
ple proposed scenarios for Viking contacts.

The Problematic

A third category of claims for European intrusions into 
the California deserts concerns essentially undocu-
mented post-Columbian visitors. These proposals are 
also properly regarded as dubious. However, given 
Old World travelers’ known presence in other parts 
of western North America during this period, some of 
the claims are at least more plausible than the claims 
for pre-Columbian visits, and therefore they are more 
problematic for archaeologists and historians. The 
evidence offered comes in particular from local folk 
traditions and rock art, but proponents have also been 
able to suggest connections with the historical docu-
mentary record.
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Sightings of Maritime Remains

The most widely heralded evidence for an undocu-
mented post-Columbian visit to the California desert 
concerns the remains of the infamous “Lost Ship of 
the Desert.” Published claims for the lost ship initial-
ly began to appear in 1870, and they have continued 
ever since. The legend has not only been repeated in 
numerous newspaper articles and nonfiction books 
but also in novels, poems, comic books, a mural, 
films, and radio and television programs. An article in 
Wikipedia listed 95 accounts or passing references in 
various media (Anonymous n.d.a).

The ship was frequently described as the remains of 
a Spanish galleon that had become stranded and was 
abandoned in the Salton Basin, where it was subse-
quently sighted by travelers. However, those travelers 
usually were forced to admit they had been unsuc-
cessful in their attempts to revisit the wreck, whether 
they attributed this to their uncertain memories about 
its exact location, its subsequent looting, or its burial 
under shifting sand dunes, accumulating mud, or the 
rising waters of the Salton Sea after 1905. Frequently 
mentioned in the accounts are an abandoned shipboard 
treasure of gold, pearls, and/or gemstones.

The presence of the ship is sometimes linked to a fic-
titious late-period extension of the Gulf of California 
into the Salton Basin. More plausibly, it is associated 
with Lake Cahuilla, the large freshwater lake that 
intermittently filled the basin as late as the seven-
teenth century (Laylander 1997). When filled by the 
waters of the Colorado River, Lake Cahuilla would 
have overflowed to the delta and the Gulf by way of 
the Hardy River. At such times, it might have been 
possible for a shallow-draft ship to sail up the Hardy 
River and into the lake. Additionally, another large 
lake within the delta, in the low-lying, shallow La-
guna Macuata basin in northeastern Baja California, 
may have arisen and become accessible intermittently 
when it received water from the meandering Colorado 

River or possibly from the Gulf itself (Laylander et 
al. 2016).

The account of a journalist, Albert S. Evans (1870, 
1873), is representative of the Lost Ship genre, and it 
may have been the original published source for the 
story. Writing in 1870, Evans remembered walking 
west toward San Bernardino across the northern part 
of the Salton Basin in 1863. On the playa “far out in 
the centre of the ghostly sea, where foot of man hath 
never trod, lay what appeared in the dim distance the 
wreck of a gallant ship, which might have gone down 
there centuries ago, when the bold Spanish adven-
turers ... were pushing their way to the northwest” 
(Evans 1870:90).

Other accounts of the ship involved either accidental 
discoveries like Evans’s or organized hunts for its trea-
sures. Some early expeditions were apparently scams 
run by gold prospectors such as Charley Clusker 
seeking to elicit grubstakes from the gullible (Weight 
1977). Further efforts by enthusiasts to locate ship 
remains have continued down to at least as recently 
as 2019 (Scharkey 2019). None have been able to 
demonstrate the elusive proof of the ship’s existence, 
at least in the judgment of skeptical critics.

Rock Art

An unusual petroglyph in Pinto Canyon (Figure 5), 
on the western edge of the Colorado Desert near the 
US-Mexico border, has been claimed to represent a 
masted ship (e.g., Grasson n.d.b). Various suggestions 
have been made as to the identity of the ship, not 
excluding as a Viking vessel (The Wanderling n.d.). 
Ray Ashley, president of the San Diego Maritime 
Museum, suggested in a video, “We believe that this 
may be a depiction of Cabrillo’s expedition” (Anon-
ymous n.d.b; see also Anonymous 2018). A group of 
experts—described on a webpage as “a crack team of 
archaeologists, historians, historic site managers, and 
photographers”—is said to have speculated that the 
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ship depicted in the rock carvings could be from the 
expeditions of Francisco Ulloa in 1539 to the head 
of the Gulf of California or from those on the Pacific 
coast by Juan Rodríguez Cabrillo in 1542 or Sebastian 
Vizcaino in 1602 (Marcos n.d.). 

More pertinent in the present context is a claim that the 
petroglyph may represent one of the ships of Thomas 
Cavendish, a successful English privateer who had 
intercepted the Manila galleon Santa Ana at Cabo San 
Lucas in 1587 (Grasson n.d.b). According to this spec-
ulation, one of Cavendish’s vessels, the Content, broke 
off from Cavendish’s command, sailed up the Gulf of 
California, and entered Laguna Macuata. The northern 
extreme of that lake would have put the ship only a few 
miles from Pinto Canyon, where it was memorialized.

Despite the confidence of some of the interpretation’s 
proponents, the identity of the Pinto Canyon petro-
glyph as representing a ship is far from established 
or self-evident. Even if the petroglyph is accepted as 
showing a ship, it is debatable whether it would be 

more likely to reflect a ship’s presence in the Colorado 
Desert, in Laguna Macuata or Lake Cahuilla, rather 
than on the Pacific or Gulf coast.

Native American Oral Traditions

The existence of collective Native American memories 
of early outsiders’ presence in the California deserts 
has also been claimed. One such story was told by the 
Cahuilla Indians of Coachella Valley in the northern 
Salton Basin. According to a telling,

people living in the mountains saw a great 
boat with “white wings” sail up the waterway 
to Indio. The people could see many ropes 
hanging from the masts and sailors working 
on board. The ship did not attempt to land, 
but it did anchor in deep water overnight. 
At that time the fires from Cahuilla encamp-
ments dotted the shoreline and the boat sailed 
south the following day [Mount 1979:18].

Kristin Scharkey, features editor of the Palm Springs 
Desert Sun, examined lost ship accounts in some 
detail, in part with the assistance of José Antonio 
Múñoz, a local Cucapá (Scharkey 2019). She reported 
recent accounts of oral traditions, including “a rumor 
among some locals in Laguna Salada,” which said 
that the English privateer Francis Drake’s expedition 
sailed into the Gulf of California in 1579. “In Cucapa 
oral tradition, ‘invaders’ or pirates entered Laguna 
Salada before the Spanish surveying missions—Cuca-
pa ancestors killed the ship’s captain and buried the re-
mains” (Scharkey personal communication, 2019; see 
also Scharkey 2019). This account might more plausi-
bly be credited to one of Cavendish’s ships rather than 
to the better-known Drake. The latter, with the Golden 
Hinde, his lone ship during the California portion of 
his voyage, survived to return safely to England.

The authenticity of such memories is open to ques-
tion. Any oral traditions about local Vikings, going 

Figure 5. Drawing of the Pinto Canyon “ship” petroglyph, 
from various online photographs (e.g., Anonymous 2012; 
Marcos n.d.).
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back 900–1,000 years, would have to be considered 
implausible, given the limited chronological range of 
such traditions in Native California (Laylander 2005, 
2006). On the other hand, vague accounts of Lake 
Cahuilla’s final stand in the seventeenth century were 
evidently remembered by some local native groups 
across two or three centuries (Laylander 2004b). This 
suggests that collective memories of a similar age con-
cerning a “ship in the desert” might conceivably also 
have been maintained. However, the presence of such 
a ship would likely have been a less memorable event 
than the vast lake’s dramatic appearances and disap-
pearances. Moreover, early ethnographic accounts, as 
distinct from more recent rumors, do not attest to any 
such native tradition of maritime visitors.

Historical Records: Ascensión, 1602

The maritime explorer Sebastián Vizcaíno traveled 
on the western coast of the Californias in 1602–1603. 
Over the following three decades, Antonio de la As-
censión, a Carmelite friar who took part in Vizcaíno’s 
expedition, produced several reports describing the 
expedition’s events and advocating the importance 
of further Spanish exploration and settlement in the 
region (Mathes 1965, 1971; Wagner 1929). 

Observations made during the subsequent Oñate 
expedition of 1604–1605 had suggested a northward 
extension of the Gulf of California beyond the Colorado 
River’s mouth, contrary to the earlier reports of Ulloa 
and Alarcón. Ascensión played a key role in propagat-
ing the widely accepted seventeenth-century carto-
graphic misconception of the Californias as an island. 
One historian has argued that Ascensión was considered 
a “professional cosmographer and, therefore, a trust-
worthy person to believe” (Mathes 2002:82). Another 
scholar has dismissed Ascensión as “an impressionable 
simpleton turned crackpot” (Polk 1991:275). 

According to an account written by Ascensión in 1620, 
the natives who were encountered at San Diego Bay 

in 1602 had painted themselves white, black, and blue 
with material that the explorers took to be silver ore:

the Indians told us by signs that from similar 
stones a people living inland, of form and fig-
ure like our Spaniards, bearded, and wearing 
collars and breeches, and other fine garments 
like ours, secured silver in abundance, and 
that they had a name for it in their own lan-
guage....

The people of whom the Indians told us 
might have been foreigners, Hollanders or 
English, who had made their voyage by the 
Strait of Anian [connecting Europe with the 
Gulf of California through the fabled North-
west Passage] and might have settled on the 
other coast of this land, facing the Mediter-
ranean Sea of California. Since the realm is 
narrow ... it may be that the other sea is near 
that place; for the Indians offered to guide 
and take us to the place where they say the 
people are settled [Bolton 1916:117–118].

This claim did not appear in the initial reports made 
by Ascensión or Vizcaíno. It might possibly have 
been a misunderstood reference to the distant Spanish 
presence in New Mexico, as Herbert Eugene Bolton 
(1916:117) suggested, but that seems unlikely. Among 
other considerations, the New Mexico colony was 
more than 1,000 km distant from San Diego, and 
Spanish silver mining in New Mexico still lay more 
than a century in the future (Christiansen 1974). It 
could not have referred to Oñate’s presence on the 
Colorado River, which had not yet occurred in 1602. 
Ascensión’s claim, nearly two decades after his visit 
to San Diego, may have been based on delusion or 
it may have been invented in support of a proposed 
imperial policy. The presence of intrusive Dutch or 
English pirate-miners would have served to bolster the 
friar’s arguments for the necessity of further Spanish 
exploration and colonization in the Californias. No 
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archaeological evidence to support such a presence in 
the Colorado Desert has been reported.

Historical Records: Cardona and Iturbe, 1615–1616

During the seventeenth century, Spanish voyages 
explored the Gulf of California to exploit the region’s 
resources. The major focus of Spanish activity during 
that period was pearl fishing, which equaled or sur-
passed other concerns with geographical exploration, 
the security of maritime trade routes, the potential for 
frontier settlement, or the propagation of Christianity. 
Royal licenses were granted to prospective commer-
cial developers, with the crown to receive a substantial 
share of the proceeds. The Spanish Empire’s system of 
licensing such voyages and requiring documentation 
from them has preserved fairly extensive records (e.g., 
Mathes 1970), although the records are inevitably 
incomplete.

Expeditions generally focused on the central and south-
ern portions of the Gulf, where pearl oysters (Pinctada 
sp.) and native harvesting of pearls were known to 
occur (Fujita 2001). Nonetheless, some went farther 
north. During the seventeenth century, following Oñate 
and Escobar, the Gulf was believed to continue farther 
north through a strait, ultimately making California an 
island. At times during this century, an outflow channel 
from a full stand of Lake Cahuilla into the bed of the 
present Hardy River might have made it possible for a 
shallow-draft ship to enter the Salton Basin.

Among the earliest of the pearl-fishing ventures in the 
Gulf were trips made under the direction of Nicolás de 
Cardona and Juan de Iturbe in 1615–1616. A detailed 
modern retelling of what happened to Iturbe, offered 
in support of a “lost ship” claim, proposes to discuss 
the background and early phases of the expedition, 
and then continues:

For a week the men continued sailing until 
their ship entered a large shallow estuary. The 

men saw ducks, cat tails, and other features 
which they associated with freshwater. 
Gradually the route became narrower and 
narrower and then opened into what [Iturbe] 
described as a calm “inland sea”.... The men 
sailed or rowed along the eastern edge of that 
sea and then continued up the (now Colora-
do) river until they reached the 34th degree of 
latitude. The Spanish sailors had reached the 
area where the City of Blythe exists today.

It was here that Captain Iturbe turned his 
ship around. They sailed back down the 
river and into the calm inland sea. But in the 
weeks since their arrival the water level had 
fallen. This might have occurred if the river 
had been flooding when they arrived, and 
then had receded by the time they returned. 
Now the men’s exit to the Sea of Cortez was 
blocked by a miles-long sand bar. They were 
trapped. In desperation the men sailed around 
the inland sea for three more days until they 
finally grounded their vessel on a sandy 
shore. The crew gathered as much of their 
precious cargo [of pearls] as they could then 
set off on foot.

Most of the crew survived the long and 
miserable trek south to the Jesuit Mission 
at Guaymas. A few months later they were 
transported back to Acapulco on a Spanish 
galleon. Iturbe was unable to raise the money 
necessary to return to his ship, and so the ma-
jority of his precious cargo was left forever 
on the sandy shore of that great inland sea 
and would eventually be covered by drifting 
sand [Marcos n.d.].

This thrilling narrative would be of considerable histor-
ical interest, were it not for the fact that it apparently 
represents only a modern writer’s pure imagination, 
lacking any documentary basis. Other popular versions 
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ern portions of the Gulf, where pearl oysters (Pinctada 
sp.) and native harvesting of pearls were known to 
occur (Fujita 2001). Nonetheless, some went farther 
north. During the seventeenth century, following Oñate 
and Escobar, the Gulf was believed to continue farther 
north through a strait, ultimately making California an 
island. At times during this century, an outflow channel 
from a full stand of Lake Cahuilla into the bed of the 
present Hardy River might have made it possible for a 
shallow-draft ship to enter the Salton Basin.

Among the earliest of the pearl-fishing ventures in the 
Gulf were trips made under the direction of Nicolás de 
Cardona and Juan de Iturbe in 1615–1616. A detailed 
modern retelling of what happened to Iturbe, offered 
in support of a “lost ship” claim, proposes to discuss 
the background and early phases of the expedition, 
and then continues:

For a week the men continued sailing until 
their ship entered a large shallow estuary. The 

men saw ducks, cat tails, and other features 
which they associated with freshwater. 
Gradually the route became narrower and 
narrower and then opened into what [Iturbe] 
described as a calm “inland sea”.... The men 
sailed or rowed along the eastern edge of that 
sea and then continued up the (now Colora-
do) river until they reached the 34th degree of 
latitude. The Spanish sailors had reached the 
area where the City of Blythe exists today.

It was here that Captain Iturbe turned his 
ship around. They sailed back down the 
river and into the calm inland sea. But in the 
weeks since their arrival the water level had 
fallen. This might have occurred if the river 
had been flooding when they arrived, and 
then had receded by the time they returned. 
Now the men’s exit to the Sea of Cortez was 
blocked by a miles-long sand bar. They were 
trapped. In desperation the men sailed around 
the inland sea for three more days until they 
finally grounded their vessel on a sandy 
shore. The crew gathered as much of their 
precious cargo [of pearls] as they could then 
set off on foot.

Most of the crew survived the long and 
miserable trek south to the Jesuit Mission 
at Guaymas. A few months later they were 
transported back to Acapulco on a Spanish 
galleon. Iturbe was unable to raise the money 
necessary to return to his ship, and so the ma-
jority of his precious cargo was left forever 
on the sandy shore of that great inland sea 
and would eventually be covered by drifting 
sand [Marcos n.d.].

This thrilling narrative would be of considerable histor-
ical interest, were it not for the fact that it apparently 
represents only a modern writer’s pure imagination, 
lacking any documentary basis. Other popular versions 
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of the story of Iturbe’s lost ship are similar, although 
usually without the side trip up the Colorado River.

Contemporary documentation pertinent to the voyages 
of Cardona and Iturbe does exist (Mathes 1970; Cardo-
na 1974). Most notable is a summary report prepared 
in 1632 by Cardona himself. According to this account, 
he sailed up the Gulf of California in 1615. He repeat-
edly claimed in his report that he had gone beyond 34 
degrees of north latitude (Cardona 1974:93–98, 104), 
a number that was later transferred to Iturbe’s voyage 
by the latter’s modern champions. This would have put 
Cardona or Iturbe at the northern limit of Lake Cahuilla, 
or alternatively, as the above narrative suggests, up the 
Colorado River just beyond Blythe. However, Cardona 
also thought that the mouth of the Colorado River lay 
at 35 degrees of north latitude, rather than its actual lat-
itude of less than 32 degrees. Early Spanish navigators 
habitually calculated latitudes as being higher than they 
actually were (Ives 1975). Cardona insisted that his ob-
servations confirmed the continuation of the Gulf to the 
north, not as leading to a freshwater lake or inland sea. 
The modern historian Miguel León-Portilla (1989:93–
94) dismissed Cardona’s report as a “fantasía.”

When Cardona’s efforts were demanded elsewhere 
to address a threat from Dutch pirates, his associate 
Iturbe continued the search for pearls in the Gulf, 
returning to Acapulco in late 1616 (Cardona 1974:16–
17). There is no indication in the records that Iturbe’s 
voyage had taken him beyond the limit of the Gulf 
of California, up rivers or into a freshwater lake. The 
eighteenth-century Jesuit historians of the Californias 
gave no support to the idea that Iturbe had traveled 
substantially farther north than 30 degrees (Venegas 
1759(1):180–181, 1979(4):25; Clavigero 1937:134).

Conclusions

“It’s a slippery road from aspirin to crack.”—PC 
Joseph Penhale, “Doc Martin” TV program (season 3, 
episode 1, Sept. 24, 2007)

Professional archaeologists and historians live on the 
slippery slopes that descend from factual pasts to im-
plausible myths. Many in the general public and even 
in parts of academia dwell lower down on those same 
slopes. Unfortunately, clearly defined plateaus on the 
slopes are often lacking. 

The question of outside visitors to the California des-
erts prior to 1770 illustrates the problem. The standard 
for reaching verdicts in archaeology and history is 
not “proof beyond a reasonable doubt” but only “a 
preponderance of the evidence,” with a little pruning 
through the use of Occam’s razor. Even according to 
this fairly liberal standard, the arguments offered for 
the existence of pre-Columbian visitors or for addi-
tional sixteenth- and seventeenth-century visits fall 
short, at least by a present accounting. However, there 
are still aspects of the factual story of pre-1770 visits 
by outsiders to the California deserts that merit further 
archaeological and historical exploration.

Is it worthwhile for professional archaeologists to 
devote any attention to dubious popular claims or to 
pseudoarchaeology? What are the responsibilities of 
the profession as experts and educators within the 
larger culture? Having an “open mind” and being 
willing to “challenge received opinions” are clearly 
desirable traits, but at least equally valuable is a habit 
of properly documenting and critically assessing new 
proposals. The experience of recent years in US pop-
ular culture, politics, and epidemiology suggests the 
importance of archaeologists doing all that they can to 
promote wider habits of fact-based and reason-based 
discourse, both in academia and among the general 
public, and to help guide them upslope from the im-
plausible and the problematic toward the factual.
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