
Juan Rodríguez Cabrillo: A Voyage of Exploration 
Teacher Packet 

 
Program:  A third through fifth grade program about Juan Rodríguez Cabrillo's voyage of discovery. 
Capacity:  Thirty-five students.  One adult per five students. 

Meeting Location:  Meet at the planter in front of the administration building. 
 
Park Theme to be Interpreted: 
Juan Rodríguez Cabrillo and his crew were the first Europeans to explore and chart the West Coast of 
the United States.  Life aboard his ships in the mid-sixteenth century was not easy, and the expert 
navigators effectively used rudimentary navigational devices. 
 
Objectives:  At the completion of this program, students will be able to: 

1. Explain two reasons why Juan Rodríguez Cabrillo and his crew went on their voyage of 
exploration. 

2.   Describe two conditions that the crew experienced while on their voyage. 
3.  Explain how to use one navigational instrument that was commonly used during the 1500's. 

 
History/Social Science Content Standards for California Grades K-12 

Grade 3:  3.3 Students draw from historical and community resources to organize the sequence 
of local historical events and describe how each period of settlement left its mark on the land. 
1. Research the explorers who visited here, the newcomers who settled here, and the people 

who continue to come to the region, including their cultural and religious traditions and 
contributions. 

Grade 4:  4.2 Students describe the social, political, cultural, and economic life and interactions 
among people of California from the pre-Columbian societies to the Spanish missions and 
Mexican rancho periods. 
2. Identify the early land and sea routes to, and European settlements in, California with a 

focus on the exploration of the North Pacific (e.g., by Captain James Cook, Vitus Bering, 
Juan Cabrillo), noting especially the importance of mountains, deserts, ocean currents, and 
wind patterns. 

3. Describe the Spanish exploration and colonization of California, including the relationships 
among soldiers, missionaries, and Indians (e.g., Juan Crespi, Junipero Serra, Gaspar de 
Portola). 

Grade 5:  5.2 Students trace the routes of early explorers and describe the early explorations 
of the Americas. 
1. Describe the entrepreneurial characteristics of early explorers (e.g., Christopher 

Columbus, Francisco Vásquez de Coronado) and the technological developments that made 
sea exploration by latitude and longitude possible (e.g., compass, sextant, astrolabe, 
seaworthy ships, chronometers, gunpowder). 

2. Explain the aims, obstacles, and accomplishments of the explorers, sponsors, and leaders 
of key European expeditions and the reasons Europeans chose to explore and colonize the 
world (e.g., the Spanish Reconquista, the Protestant Reformation, the Counter Reformation). 

 

Time:  One hour.  10:00am-11:00am or 11:15am-12:15pm 



Introduction: 
Juan Rodríguez Cabrillo was the first European to visit and chart the West Coast of what is now the 
United States.  He carried a commission from King Carlos I of Spain to explore the lands north of 
Mexico.  Accompanying him and his crew were a priest, Indian interpreters, and adequate food 
provisions for use during times that fresh foods were not available.  Cabrillo, an exceptionally skilled 
shipbuilder, built his ships in Guatemala.  The fleet consisted of two sailing caravels, San Salvador and 
Victoria, and a bergantina, San Miguel.  A model of the San Salvador is on display in the Exhibit Room 
of the park. 
 
Finding a shorter route to Asia was the primary goal of the expedition.  Cabrillo also hoped to find 
valuable spices, cities of gold, and a land of beautiful Amazon women.  Instead, he charted the coast and 
found a “closed and very good” harbor that he named “San Miguel,” now known as San Diego Bay.  
Cabrillo began his journey in Navidad, Mexico.  One hundred and three days later, on September 28, 
1542, his ships entered our bay.  Cabrillo probably went ashore at Ballast Point, the location of the 
Naval Submarine Base today.  There he claimed the land for Spain.  Over 60 years later, in 1602, 
Sebastian Vizcaíno changed the name from San Miguel to San Diego. 
 
The Native American Indians living in this area when Cabrillo arrived were called Kumeyaay.  They 
gathered many plants for food and medicine.  Their most frequently used food were acorns, which were 
shelled, ground, leached and then cooked in baskets.  Cabrillo made friends with the Kumeyaay and 
traded with them for fresh water and other supplies. 
 
The Cabrillo expedition continued northward past Monterey Bay and Point Reyes to the Russian River.  
Storms forced the ships out to sea and the discouraged men returned south to the Channel Islands for the 
winter.  Cabrillo died on these islands on January 3, 1543.  Before his death, he implored his crew to 
continue the northward journey.  The disheartened men, without Cabrillo as their leader, again turned 
north along the coast as far as the Rogue River of Oregon before returning to Mexico. 
 
Most of the records of Cabrillo’s epic voyage have been lost.  Later explorers knew very little about his 
quest.  Other Europeans did not settle the coast that he had explored until many years later in 1769.  
Although his quest was incomplete, the maps told of a land that was inhabited by native peoples.   It 
identified areas where future exploration as well as settlement would be advisable.  Juan Rodríquez 
Cabrillo will forever be remembered for his courageous navigation along unknown waters in ships and 
with instruments that would be crude to us today. 
 
In 1913, President Woodrow Wilson signed a proclamation creating Cabrillo National Monument on the 
half acre of land occupied by the Old Point Loma Lighthouse. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



The Voyage with Cabrillo - The Adventures of a Pajé [pah-héy] (Ship’s Page) 
Date: September 28, 1542 
Place: San Diego harbor 

 
My name is Miguelito and I have been away from my home for three months now.   I am a Pajé for 
Capitán Juan Rodríguez Cabrillo on his ship, the San Salvador.  I was so excited when we first left 
Navidad, and so happy to get away from working every day in the cacao fields.  I worked for Señor 
Cabrillo, just like the rest of my family.  But is this any better? At least at home my mother would cook 
hot food for me.  On this ship I have to eat the same thing every day: dried meat or fish mixed with olive 
oil, maybe some smelly beans or moldy bread that is as hard as a rock.  I miss my family and I want to 
go home.  
 
Most of the time the water tastes so bad that we drink wine.  At each meal we say grace and then pull 
worms out of our food before we begin to eat.  The Capitán says that when we are out at sea, it is too 
dangerous to light a fire on a wooden ship, so we eat things that do not have to be cooked.  Now that we 
are at anchor, we can go ashore and get fresh foods.  Maybe someone will kill a deer.  I want to fish for 
a while.  A good big fish would taste wonderful.  
 
There was a furious storm last night.  If we had been out at sea, the wind and rain would have rocked the 
ship to and fro, getting everyone and everything soaked.  Many of us would have been seasick.  But our 
ships are anchored in a large bay near the little finger of land that guarded the harbor entrance. We are 
protected from the winds here. In the Log, Cabrillo wrote, “….we discovered a port closed and very 
good.”  Even though the weather is stormy, the Capitán will go ashore and do a special claiming 
ceremony today.   He promised to name this place San Miguel. 
 
Capitán Cabrillo is very proud of our little fleet of ships.  I know he is especially proud of the San 
Salvador.  He often stands on the deck of this galleon and looks at the beautiful ship he designed and 
built in Guatemala.  The San Salvador is nearly 100 feet long and 25 feet wide. He was pleased that this 
ship handled well.  It has brought us safely a thousand miles along the coast of California to where no 
other Spaniard has gone before.  
 
When we left New Spain we all hoped to become rich by sailing to China, and perhaps discovering gold.  
We have found friendly people, fresh water and some food.  We have not found much gold or anything 
else of value. And worst of all, this coastline goes mostly north and that does not lead toward Asia.  The 
Capitán says that we need to continue our voyage and map the coast.  Hopefully we will soon reach the 
places where we will trade our trade goods for spices, silks and other things that we can sell when we 
get back to New Spain.  But the men have been telling me this for three months and still we find nothing 
of value!   
 
We have other responsibilities than just finding places to trade for spices, silk and maybe gold.  We are 
looking for fresh water ports.  This will tell us that we have found rivers emptying into the ocean.   We 
have only found harbors that have salt water.  But surely, finding friendly people is not enough to make 
the trip a success.  Friendly people bring us no money.   When will we have any real success? 
 
 



The end of the story: Miguelito, along with the crews of the three ships, returned to Navidad on April 
14, 1543. The expedition provided a coastal map and a log of the area they visited.  However, they did 
not find a waterway entering the ocean nor gold.  They did not find the Spice Islands, or reach Asian 
waters.  But they did find friendly people and a coastline that had adequate food and water for 
colonization.  They had lost their Capitán, and were discouraged by heavy seas and unpleasant weather.  
This coastline was clearly not what the early maps had pictured.  But the land was under the 
guardianship of Spain.  And one day it would provide them with great wealth.  But not in 1543.   
 
In the years that followed, the Spanish in New Spain learned how to use their resources to provide for 
their families and their people.  New Spain expanded towards the north.  It became a mighty nation and 
eventually separated from Spain.   They called their country Mexico. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Juan Rodríguez Cabrillo: A Voyage of Exploration 
Activity Packet 

 
Let’s Make a Decision!  
Writing: Pretend you are an explorer! 
 
1. Think about the kind of person who would be willing to travel to unknown lands. 
 
2. Look carefully at the following word list.  Choose four characteristics that should help a person 

be a good explorer. 
   Hardworking           Determined  Dare devil 
          Adventurous           Brave   Healthy 
          Fearless           Good leader  Intelligent 

 
3. Choose four words from the list, and place them in order of importance on a piece of paper.  (#1 

is the most important and #4 the least important.)   
 
4. From this list of four characteristics, choose the ones that you have!  Write a paragraph telling 

how these characteristics would make you a good explorer. 
 
 
New Worlds to Conquer   
Role Play 
 
1. Today, our country is in the early stages of space exploration.  We have placed objects on other 

planets and we have visited the moon.  We have made the same kind of first conquest in space 
that Cabrillo made along our coast.  It is the conquest of a New World.  We really do not know 
what life is like in deep space.  Let’s pretend that you are in a space ship, and you contact people 
on another planet.  What would happen? 

 
2. What would be your first question to these people?  Make a list of your questions. 
 
3. Below are some questions that an explorer might ask.  Are these questions fair? 

A.  Are you friendly? 
B.  Can we talk with them? 
C.  Are we safe? 
D.  What do they eat?   
E.  What are their customs? 

Please decide if each question is fair, and give one reason why.  Some questions require more 
information to get a good answer. 

 
4. As a class, create a fictional planet.  Divide the class into two nations.  Ask each other questions, 

and act out the answers.  Think carefully about how you would show the other nation that you 
are friendly, and what friendly really means. 

 



Lower California by Land and Sea 
Art: Recruiting Poster 
 
1. Recruit means to encourage more people to join an army or navy. 
 
2. Sea captains, even in Cabrillo’s time, had to recruit sailors for their journeys. 
 
3. Pretend you are a sea captain and make a poster encouraging people to become members of your 

crew to explore California. 
 
4. Be sure to include a good slogan for your poster.  Maybe something like: 

“Join Cabrillo and Explore New Worlds.” 
 
 
What Would You Be? 
Creative Writing and Art: Shipboard Life 
 
1. Pretend that you lived during the time of Cabrillo and you agreed to join his expedition. 
 
2. What job would you like to do during the voyage? 
 
3. You can choose from: 

1.  Cook 2.  Cabin boy  3.  Sailor 
4.  Soldier 5.  Crossbowman 6.  General helper 

 
4. Write a story about your responsibilities during your voyage. 
 
5. Draw a picture for your story. 
 
 
Traveling with Cabrillo 
Creative Writing: A Letter to Cabrillo 
 
1. Imagine you are the Spanish governor in New Spain.  Write a letter to Cabrillo telling him to 

undertake a voyage along the coast of Alta California. 
 
2. Include three orders (responsibilities) that must be carried out on this voyage.  The first order is 

that he must make maps of his travels. 
 
3. Official seals were used to show that the letter was an important document.  Usually any person 

of importance had his own seal.  Draw an official seal and place it at the bottom of your letter. 
 
 
 
 
 



Cabrillo’s Voyage 
Creative Writing: Class Activity 
 
Cabrillo was chosen to chart the route for the trade ships between New Spain and the Orient.  He 
explored lands no other European explorer had ever seen. 
As a class, write a story about Cabrillo’s adventure. 
 
1. Prepare a storyboard using a large piece of paper and a colored marker.  Place this story starter 

on the top of the paper: “Today, I have discovered a land that no other European has ever 
explored.” 

 
2. Instruct each child to read the story and then add a sentence.  Every child needs to participate.  

Emphasize that the sentence should add to the story line. 
 
3. Read the completed story to the class. 
 
 
Exploring New Worlds 
Research and Art: The Spice Trade 
 
1. The Europeans learned to use spices grown in Asia.  These spices add flavor to foods. 
 
2. Look up the following spices in the dictionary or encyclopedia: Nutmeg, Cloves, Saffron, 

Cinnamon, Ginger, Mace and Pepper. 
 
3. On a sheet of paper, glue samples of each spice.  Label each spice. 
   
4. Under each spice sample write how it is used.  Use cookbooks to find recipes that  use the spice.  
List the names of some of the foods that use each spice. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Make a Clock Compass 
Science: Experimentation 
 
Materials: One sheet of notebook paper 

Straight pins 
Compass 
Ruler 
Scissors 
Cardboard, 12" x 12" 
Pencil 
Clock 

 
Procedure: 
1. Cut a 6" diameter circle from the paper. 
2. Write the numbers on the paper circle as they appear on the clock. 
3. Lay the paper circle in the center of the cardboard. 
4. Stick a straight pin vertically in the center of the paper circle. 
5. Place the cardboard on an outside surface in direct sunlight. 
6. Turn the paper circle until the shadow of the pin falls on the correct time.  Do not use daylight 

savings time. 
 
Results: 
North will be halfway between the shadow and the number 12 on your paper clock.  (Use the compass to 
check the accuracy of your clock compass.) 
 
Why? 
This compass is most accurate March 21 and September 23 when the sun rises directly in the east and 
sets directly in the west.  On these dates, the shadow of the pin approaches due north as noon nears.  At 
other times of the year, the clock compass loses accuracy, but the general direction of north can be 
found. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Spanish Influence in Our Language 
Vocabulary 
  
There are many reminders of our Spanish heritage.  One reminder is the many Spanish words we use in 
the English language. 
 
Here is a list of Spanish words.  Some are common and some may be new to you.  Try to match each 
word to its meaning.  Write the correct Spanish word on the line. 
 
1. A thin, flat bread  _______________________________ adobe 

2. A cattle roundup  _______________________________ corral 

3. A town square   _______________________________      enchilada 

4. A celebration   _______________________________ fiesta 

5. A cowboy   _______________________________ patio 

6. A house   _______________________________ piñata 

7. Sun-dried brick  _______________________________ plaza 

8. A courtyard   _______________________________ casa 

9. A nap after lunch  _______________________________ rancho 

10. A food made with  

meat or cheese   _______________________________ rodeo 

11. Something filled with candy, 

hung at parties, broken by  

swinging a stick  _______________________________      sombrero 

12. A fenced yard for horses 

and cattle   _______________________________ siesta 

13. A ranch   _______________________________ tortilla 

14. A hat    _______________________________         vaquero 
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