
N
am

ing C
alifornia

This m
ap, published in the year 1650, show

s C
alifornia as 

an island. This is because European explorers once thought 
that a long sliver of the Pacific O

cean separated C
alifornia 

from
 the m

ainland of N
orth A

m
erica.

In 1510, Spaniard G
arcia O

rdoñez de M
ontalvo w

rote a 

rom
antic novel that described the people w

ho lived in this 
m

ythical land. H
e w

rote: “K
now

 that to the right hand of 
the Indies exists an island called C

alifornia, very near the 
Terrestrial Paradise. It w

as populated by black w
om

en…
 w

ho 
w

ere brave and very strong…
 their arm

s w
ere all of gold…

 
w

ithout there being any m
en am

ong them
. Their island w

as 
the strongest of the W

orld, w
ith its cliffs and rocky shores. A

nd there ruled over that island a queen of m
ajestic proportions, 

w
ho accom

plished great deeds. She w
as valiant and 

courageous and ardent w
ith a brave heart —

 Q
ueen C

alifa.”

In 1539, explorer H
ernándo C

ortés sent navigator Francisco 
de U

lloa north up w
hat is today called the G

ulf of C
alifornia 

(A
lso the Sea of C

ortez). This expedition reached the m
outh 

of the C
olorado R

iver, proving that C
alifornia w

as not an 
island. D

espite this finding, the error continued to appear on 
m

aps until the 1800s.

A
nd w

hile there are no records of anyone actually m
eeting 

Q
ueen C

alifa, the paradise of Spanish im
agination is today 

nam
ed after her —

 C
alifornia, the G

olden State.




