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Episode 808, Story 3: Face Jug 

 

Eduardo Pagan: Our last case investigates an inscription that may have been left by some of the 

first Europeans to visit the American Southwest. 1538: It’s 17 years since the Aztec capital, what 

is today Mexico City, fell to Hernan Cortes and his Indian allies. Aztec gold has made the Spanish 

empire rich, and rumors of more gold and new civilizations to convert to Catholicism inspire 

Spanish exploration deeper into the American continent. The Spanish viceroy in Mexico City now 

orders a new mission north of the Rio Grande. His choice to lead the expedition: Franciscan friar 

Marcos de Niza. Within the year, de Niza reports back that he has found the legendary golden 

city of Cibola. But de Niza’s reports are never corroborated, and later expeditions find neither gold 

nor the city of Cibola, leaving the friar’s reputation in disgrace for centuries. Now, Aaron Wright 

from Arizona wants to know whether a faded stone inscription near Phoenix means the history 

books have long been wrong about this man of god.  

 

Aaron Wright: A lot of people have called him the ‘liar friar’, or ‘the lying monk,’ I’d really like to 

bring a little bit of credit and recognition to de Niza. 

 

Eduardo: I’m Eduardo Pagan, and I meet Aaron on a trail at South Mountain Park just south of 

Phoenix. What do you know about this? 

 

Aaron: This inscription used to be on private property. It was kept secret until 1933. At what time, 

the city erected these bars to protect it.  

 

Eduardo: Friar Marcos de Niza. Corona todo el Nuevo Mexico a su costa 1539. Which translates 

as, “Friar Marcos de Niza. Crowned all of New Mexico at his labor. 1539”. What do you know 

about Marcos de Niza? 

 

Aaron: De Niza was a Franciscan friar. And, in 1539 he was commissioned by Antonio de 

Mendoza, the Viceroy of New Spain at that time to explore what is now Arizona and New Mexico, 

looking for Cibola.  

 

Eduardo: As a historian of the Southwest, I’m familiar with this story. Cibola was a legend told to 

the Spanish conquistadors that there were seven cities of splendor and riches in the North. De 
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Niza’s clams to have seen Cibola led to a second, larger expedition in 1540, a journey that 

yielded no gold. De Niza was disgraced and branded a liar. Some historians even question if he 

got to present day Arizona, never mind as far west as Phoenix. Why do you think he might have 

come up here?  

 

Aaron: There was a huge gold mine on the west end of the mountains here. So if de Niza is 

actually looking for gold along his travels too, which was one of the conditions that Mendoza 

wanted him to meet, then he may have wanted to mark this landscape for New Spain. 

 

Eduardo: If we could authenticate this to 1539, what might the significance be? 

 

Aaron: I think it’s highly significant, in the sense that de Niza was one of the first explorers in the 

U.S. Southwest. About 60 years before the pilgrims in the East. 

 

Eduardo: Aaron says that if de Niza was here in 1539, he would have been first European to 

reach this part of the United States. 

 

Aaron: And, so it’s not only important for Arizona history, but it’s also important for national 

history.  

 

Eduardo: Well, what can I find out for you then about this inscription? 

 

Aaron: I’d really like to know if this is authentic.  

 

Eduardo: Well, I can tell you, as a native Arizonan, I am fascinated to see what we can find out 

about this inscription. And I’ll be happy to bring the results back to you. 

 

Aaron: Great. Thank you. 

 

Eduardo: I’ve been curious about this inscription for some time. Marcos de Niza is an interesting 

historic figure. There’s not a lot that we know about him. We know that he was born in Nice, 

France, which at the time of his birth was under the control of the Italian House of Savoy. So, his 

name Marco would not have had the ‘s’ at the end, as it is right here. De, which means of, would 
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have been D-I rather than “de”. And, Niza would have been with two z’s rather than one z here. 

And it’s odd that the Z is backwards. But what really catches my eye as a historian is the 

reference to this area as Nuevo Mexico, which means New Mexico. And in all the colonial 

documents that I’ve ever seen, they refer to this area, as Pimeria Alta, which means Upper Pima 

Land. The Pima being one of the dominant American Indian nations that lived in this area. Well, 

I’ve got some colleagues at Arizona State University who are experts in rock dating, and I think 

they’ll be able to help me with this.  

 

But first, I want to learn more about de Niza’s disputed journey into the American Southwest. In 

1539, the Viceroy of New Spain, Antonio de Mendoza, sends Marcos de Niza, northward to 

investigate this unknown country and to find the “Seven Cities of Cibola”. The legend of Cibola 

often described a series of golden cities inhabited by natives dripping with jewels – decedents of 

a mythical 8th century Spanish shipwreck. Viceroy Mendoza’s instructions to de Niza were 

simple: claim good land for Spain, convert natives to Catholicism, and find gold. In de Niza’s 

account, La Relación, he talks about moving northward from the City of Culiacán. But northward 

could have been in any number of directions.  

 

Here de Niza writes in his report about showing a gold piece to some Indians. “…They took the 

piece of gold and told me that they had vessels of that metal among the people of the valley. And 

that they wore, hanging from their ears and noses, certain round ornaments of gold.” According to 

de Niza, he sends a slave named Esteban, who knew the area, to scout ahead. The closer 

Esteban gets to Cibola, the richer the Indians tell him it is. He sends messages to de Niza urging 

him to hurry. Then an Indian messenger tells de Niza that he believes Esteban has been killed by 

the Cibolans. In spite of this, de Niza continues. “I pursued my journey until within sight of Cibola, 

which is situated on the plain at the skirt of a round hill. It has the appearance of a very beautiful 

town. The city is bigger than the City of Mexico.” Perhaps fearing for his own life, de Niza elects 

not to enter Cibola. Now for de Niza to claim that Cibola was actually bigger than Mexico City, 

Tenochtitlan, the capital of the Aztec empire, is quite an incredible claim. Because de Niza’s 

writings don’t offer any firm geographical descriptions, over the years various historians have tried 

to figure out where de Niza traveled and what golden city he might have seen. Here we have a 

map of what the Salt River Valley would have looked like if Marcos de Niza came up in this area 

in 1539. 
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As you can see, there are hundreds of miles of canals that stretch all throughout the valley. Over 

here is Pima Canyon where the inscription was found. And, up here is where modern day 

Phoenix is, north of the river.  

 

Now Aaron’s theory that de Niza came up through this area is certainly possible, this area would 

have been a very fertile place for him to get fresh water and to restock his supplies, as he went 

on his way to find the cities of Cibola. Reading these accounts, it seems many historians think 

that de Niza traveled far to the east of the Salt River Valley – to a Zuni village called Hawikuh, 

which he thought was Cibola. And some don’t believe his accounts at all. I'm meeting City of 

Phoenix archaeologist Todd Bostwick at South Mountain Park. Hi Todd, I’m Eduardo. 

 

Todd Bostwick: Glad to meet you Eduardo! 

 

Eduardo: Todd's an expert on the Hohokam people and the area where the inscription was found. 

The fertile valley supported that native civilization for centuries before the Spaniard may have 

arrived. The park is full of their stunning rock art.  

 

Todd: Eduardo, over here we have an ancient petro glyph panel that was made by the Hohokam 

culture. People that lived here for thousands of years in the past.  

 

Eduardo: This is fascinating. Todd, what do you know about the origins of the inscription of the 

Marcos de Niza rock that’s just right up the trail? 

 

Todd: Well, the earliest record we have of it being reported is in 1925, when the state historian, 

James McClintock wrote a letter to D.C. museums asking for advice on whether it was authentic. 

 

Eduardo: Well, if de Niza had come up in this direction, what do you think would have drawn him 

to the Salt River Valley? 

 

Todd: The same thing that drew Spaniards to everywhere in the Southwest. And that is gold. So if 

he was roaming in this area and he talked to the local Pima Indians, and asked them if they knew 

where there was gold, they likely would have taken him to the South Mountains. We know that 
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there was gold mines in this park at the turn of the century up until the 1940’s. And that gold was 

very high grade. Does this inscription confirm de Niza came this way?  

 

Todd: My intuition is that it’s not authentic. But, being a trained historian, we have to follow the 

scientific method and do systematic research. But I must say, there is some other evidence we 

recently attained from the archive in Seville, Spain that is his signature.   

 

Eduardo: Although the French born de Niza has adopted a Spanish spelling, Todd is not 

convinced. 

 

Todd: You can see here that there are many differences in his actual signature and in the 

inscription. For example, notice the ‘s’ is much bigger and a different style than the ‘s’ in the 

inscription.  And notice the difference in the Z’s. When you’re pecking a rock to create a 

signature, it’s going to be different style than it is when you’re writing with a pen. But nonetheless, 

the differences are quite startling. 

 

Eduardo: Todd says it’s possible, of course, that someone traveling with de Niza carved the 

inscription. Exactly how old is the writing? The city of Phoenix has graciously given permission to 

remove the metal bars and date the inscription. Todd and I meet Ron Dorn, a pioneer in dating 

rock artifacts in the desert Southwest, and welder Scott Terdine. These bars may have been up 

for 80 years, but Scott cuts through them in a few minutes. So tell me a little bit about what you’re 

looking for when you look for a sample. 

 

Ron Dorn: We’re just looking to take a rock chip off…and, I’ll trap the rock chip with some 

masking tape and stick it in the vial and bring it back to the lab. It’s important to leave the image 

so that there’s very little visual disturbance.  

 

Eduardo: While Scott welds the bars back, and Ron takes his samples to his lab, I want to find 

out why some historians believe that de Niza traveled east of our inscription. Hi Jim, I’m Eduardo. 

 

Jim Kendrick: Hi, Jim Kendrick.  
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Eduardo: Jim Kendrick is an archaeologist at El Morro National Park, the site of the Zuni village of 

Hawikuh, thought to be the city of Cibola. He also doubts that the inscription marks a different 

route for de Niza.  

 

Jim: I don’t really understand why they would have traveled so far to the west, into the Phoenix 

area.  

 

Eduardo: But Jim says the account — which suggests that de Niza reached Hawikuh in 1539 — 

is also problematic. He tells me how de Niza’s report energized the Spanish in Mexico City, who 

sent a second expedition North under the command of Francisco de Coronado. De Niza was 

supposed to lead the way to the city of gold. 

 

Jim: Nearly 300 soldiers mustered for the expedition. We know that there were approximately 

1200 Native American warriors that were accompanying the expedition.  

 

Eduardo: But, Jim tells me, de Niza didn’t seem to know, or remember, the route. His 

recollections of food and water along the trail failed to materialize. And when they arrived at the 

Zuni village, there was more disappointment. 

 

Jim: Hawikuh was a large village for this particular area. But it was significantly smaller than 

Mexico City.  

 

Eduardo: Did they find any gold in that village? 

 

Jim: No gold at all.  

 

Eduardo: Nevertheless, they demanded that the Zunis surrender, and accept Spanish rule and 

Catholicism.  

 

Jim: The village of Hawikuh does not submit, and Coronado essentially takes the village by force. 

The Spanish, I’m sure, were furious with Marcos de Niza.  

  

Eduardo: My understanding is he was sent back with the disgraced name of The Lying Monk.  



 

 

7 

 

Jim: We know that Marcos de Niza then left the expedition and headed back to Mexico, to live in 

exile. 

 

Eduardo: Jim believes there is a reason for the Coronado debacle.  

 

Jim: I don’t believe that Marcos de Niza actually made it that far north.  

 

Eduardo: Does that mean he may have wandered west to the area of our inscription, instead? 

Back in Phoenix, rock dating expert Ron Dorn has arranged for his colleague, Niccole Cerveny, to 

begin testing our samples. 

 

Niccole Cerveny: This is a scanning electron microprobe. It’s one of the easiest and fastest ways 

for us to tell if there’s lead in the sample at all. 

 

Eduardo: Niccole explains that this test measures lead from 20th century car exhaust that’s been 

absorbed by the surface of the rock. If she finds lead in the inscription, that means it was carved 

in the 20th century. 

  

Niccole: We’re going to run a chemical spectral analysis to find out if this sample, in fact, does 

contain lead.  

 

Eduardo: It will take Niccole several days to prepare all the data for analysis. And when the tests 

are finished, Ron suggests we meet at the inscription to explain the results. 

 

Ron: And I can show you right here what we found. The lead analysis reveals that the very 

surface-most layer is contaminated, with lead, from 20th century automobiles. Then, if you 

examine the lead concentrations underneath the surface-most layer, it drops back to almost no 

lead whatsoever. So that suggests that the engraving is older than the 20th century automobile 

use, in the region. 
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Eduardo: Older? Older than the 20th century. Aaron’s inscription is at least 100 years old.  But to 

see if it’s nearly 500 years old, Ron tested the rock surface for one more thing. Okay. Now you 

took a second test. 

 

Ron: Yes. The second test is actually the colors that you see here.  

 

Eduardo: Ron explains how a wetter climate in the Southwest hundreds of years ago had left its 

mark on the rock strata.  

 

Ron: The layering in the rock coating gives us an indication of time.  

 

Eduardo: That wetter period included the 16th century, and was known as the Little Ice Age. If de 

Niza made the inscription, evidence of this wetter climate will show up in Ron’s data. 

 

Ron: And the key is actually examining what it would look like. That was the clincher. 

 

Eduardo: Now that I've got the answer, it's time to get back to Aaron. 

 

Aaron: Hi Eduardo. Nice to see you again. 

 

Eduardo:  Well, Aaron, I have to tell you that I think it’s entirely plausible that de Niza could have 

come up through the Salt River Valley. Because I think you’re absolutely right, this was an area of 

fresh water and food that he could have replenished himself. 

 

Aaron: Wow. 

 

Eduardo: Then I tell Aaron about Ron Dorn’s test to see if the inscription had been made as long 

ago as the 16th century. We conducted a lead analysis to see if there is scientific evidence that 

this inscription dates back to the Little Ice age. 

 

Ron: What we see is the engraved material only being above this black layer, of orange and 

reddish color. There’s no indication, in any of the four samples in the engravings, that this Little 

Ice Age signature is present. 
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Eduardo: While scientists differ widely on the dates of the Little Ice Age, many place its end 

around 1850. So in other words, this inscription was made either at the end of the 19th century or 

at the very beginning of the 20th century. 

 

Ron: Exactly. 

 

Eduardo: We cannot find any corroborating evidence that this inscription actually dates to the 

early 1600’s. And, in fact, the evidence seemed to suggest that it dates to either the late 19th 

century or early 20th century. 

 

Aaron: Wow. It’s very perplexing, in the sense of, someone would go through so much trouble. 

 

Eduardo: That is a curiosity. I wish I had an answer to that.  

 

Aaron: I had my hopes up that it would be authentic. But if de Niza had used inscriptions to mark 

his travels, we would probably had a few more. I don’t want to consider him a liar yet. We’ll have 

to look elsewhere for de Niza’s elusive route.  

 

Eduardo: After sending de Niza back in disgrace, Coronado continued his search for gold, riding 

as far north as present day Kansas. Finally, after three years of exploration, Coronado returned to 

Mexico. He had sunk much of his own fortune into the expedition, but he never found any gold.  

 


