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CONQUEST OR COMMERCE:
THE CABALLO ORDINANCE OF 1526

ROSS HASSIG

THE RECORDS OF THE MEXICO CITY cabildo provide useful and
interesting information concerning the early-colonial government
of the city and of New Spain, including insights into the concerns
of the early Spaniards, their view of their position, and their
perspective on the growth of the region. On January 12, 1526,
slightly less than four and a half years after the fap of Tenoch­
titian, the cabildo of Mexico City passed an ordinance requiring
that anyone owning a mule must also own a horse. I Although the
language of this peculiar law is clear, its significance and the pur­
pose for which it was established are not.

Jose Matesanz~ has suggested that this ordinance reflected the
. early Spanish preoccupation with war rather than with economic
concerns because it mandated an increase in horses (instruments
of war) over mules (instruments of commerce). If this interpreta­
tion is correct, it indicates that the Spanish view of their position
in New Spain bears further examination. At a minimum, this con­
tention indicates a major economic reorientation resulting from
the new emphasis on horses over mules. I suggest, however, that
the purpose of the act was economic rather than military and
reflected an early and sustained concern for commerce that can
only be understood by examining the role of draft animals in New
Spain.

Beasts of burden were absent in pre-Columbian Mexico, and the
few that entered in the early years of colonization assumed great
importance. Mules were the preferred pack animals because they
were surefooted, resistent to disease and heat, lived long lives,3 and
could subsist on maize and coarser fodder than horses. 4 On the
surface, then, official requirements that the number of mules be
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equal to that of horses can be construed as favoring a noncommer­
cial interpretation, such as Matesanz proposed.

But if the colonial stress was, in fact, on commerce, we are faced
with an apparent paradox in which the action of the cabildo
emphasized the increase of the less utilitarian horses over the more
utilitarian mules. However, a closer examination of the situation
yields a more understandable picture.

During New Spain's early years, both livestock numbers and
production were low. 5 Although it was Spanish crown policy to
encourage stock raising in the New World, livestock raising
centered in the Indies and did not succeed very well in New
Spain. 6 Thus, both the demand and price for animals in New
Spain were high. 7 The real reason the cabildo focused on horses
rather than on mules lies in breeding practices. Mules are sterile
hybrids, the result of mating donkeys with horses. 8 Thus, the 1526
ordinance was, in fact, aimed at increasing the number of mules,
not directly but indirectly, by increasing the parent stock. That
there was no complementary ordinance aimed at building up the
donkey population underscores the relative complexity of mule
breeding. Mules are not simply the product of horse/donkey mix­
ture. A mule results from breeding a male donkey Oack) with a
female horse (mare).9 The offspring of the reverse combination-a
male horse (stallion) and a female donkey Oennet)-is a hinny, and
lacks the desired characteristics of the mule, most notably size. 10

This asymmetrical gene cross demands, then, three separate
breeding operations. Mares and stallions must be separately main­
tained to produce mares, and jacks and jennets must be separately
maintained to produce jacks. Then, jacks and mares can be bred
toiproduce mules. The organization of mule production is, there­
fore, neither a simple nor haphazard affair.

The bottleneck in mule production is the horse population. A
relatively small number of donkeys is sufficient to sustain mule
breeding since a single jack is capable of inseminating many
mares. Mares, however, normally foal a single mule. Conse­
quently, any attempt to increase mule population must aim not at
donkeys, which are needed in only small numbers, but at horses.

Thus, the 1526 ordinance was not emphasizing war and con­
quest over commerce, but the opposite. The official concern for
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numbers of horses reflects a widely-recognized fact of stockbreed­
ing-horse population dictates mule production. Despite the
recency of the conquest and the ongoing subjugation of peripheral
areas for four and a half years, the ordinance indicates that offi­
cials were concerned with commerce, not war.
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