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Re-examining the Black Legend:
Contact Period Demography in
the Rio Grande Valley of New Mexico
WINIFRED CREAMER

One of the widespread assumptions of the Black Legend is that Spanish
explorers were responsible for the precipitous decline in population that
occurred among the indigenous people of the New World because they
spread European diseases to native people who had no resistance to
them. Although we know that decimation occurred in Latin A~erica,

the situation on the northern frontier of New Spain is not as clear cut.
What has been needed is study of demography-population distri

bution and change-during the Protohistoric period from·A.D. 1450 to
1680. This article outlines a strategy for investigating demographic
change among the Puebloan occupants of the northern Rio Grande Val
ley, and presents some initial results of recent research :on this topic.
The work described is part of a multidisciplinary research project with
the goal of identifying the nature of change in Native American society
resulting from Spanish contact and domination.

The Northern Rio Grande Research Project was initiated in 1987 by
Winifred Creamer of Northern Illinois University, and Jonathan Haas of
the Field Museum of Natural History. The discussion of demography
that follows represents the first phase of a long-term, interdisciplinary
study of change in Pueblo society from prehistoric to historic times.
Knowledge of population distribution and change is fundamental to our
understanding of the Protohistoric period, as it forms the basis for dis
cussion of factors that influenced economic, political, and religious sys
tems at the time of European contact and beyond.

At the moment offirst European contact in 1540, the Spaniard Fran
cisco Vazquez de Coronado and a band of followers had entered New
Mexico on a mission of exploration to look for gold and other riches.

Winifred Creamer is assistant professor of anthropology at Northern Illinois Univer
sity.

263



264 NEW MEXICO HISTORICAL REVIEW JULY 1994

Interested in religious conversion of the people, they noted a thriving
population of pueblo Indians living in many towns of hundreds, and
possibly thousands, of people. By 1706, however, only eighteen pueb
los are believed to have remained. I Some of the decline in population
was due to disease, as epidemics of smallpox were reported during the
1600s. Scholars, however, continue to debate the impact of disease, the
decline of population, and when each may have occurred.

The research currently underway examines the population dynam
ics in the northern Rio Grande region prior to and following the arrival
of the Spanish in the sixteenth century. Basic problems being addressed
include: determining the relative size of the population in the northern
Rio Grande in the decades prior to any possible influence from early
European explorers; and the population dynamics during the decades
immediately prior to the first contact with Europeans and in the cen
tury folloWing contact.

In approaching these demographic issues, the northern Rio Grande
region is being examined as a whole in order to have a relatively com
prehensive picture of population growth, migration, and decline. One
specific example from San Marcos Pueblo, located south of Santa Fe,
New Mexico, will also be discussed.

The research area is broadly considered to include the territory be
tween Taos Pueblo on the north, Isleta Pueblo on the south, Jemez
Pueblo on the west and Pecos Pueblo on the east (Fig. I). This area,
approximately 17,000 square kilometers, includes almost all ofthe mod
ern "eastern" Pueblos. It also contains myriad archaeological sites, mak
ing it one of the richest zones of archaeological resources in North
America.

Today, the area is occupied by numerous pueblo communities, which
are commonly grouped by language. The Keresan speaking group in
cludes Cochiti, Santo Domingo, San Felipe, Santa Ana and Zia; the Tewa
speakers include San Juan, Santa Clara, San Ildefonso, Tesuque and
Nambe; the Towa speakers include only Jemez today (and Pecos, his
torically)~ and the Tiwa speakers include Taos and Picuris in the north,
and Sandia and Isleta in the south. 2 Historically, there was also a Tanoan
language group occupying the sites in the Galisteo Basin southeast of
Santa Fe, and the modern village of Hano on the First Mesa at Hopi is
believed to represent the descendants of the Galisteo Basin Tanoans. 3

Although no modern pueblos are located in the northernmost subarea,
referred to as the lower Chama drainage, during the protohistoric pe
riod it was occupied most probably by Tewa speakers. 4

Relations among the Pueblo people ofthe northern Rio Grande have
long been characterized by complex patterns of interaction and com
munication. 5 As observed ethnographically and historically the nature
and extent of these relations dictate a broad regional approach to the
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Fig. 1: The northern Rio Grande research area, showing the location of
the modern pueblos.
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protohistoric period. We know that in the mid-nineteenth century, for
example, the last inhabitants of the Towa-speaking pueblo of Pecos
moved completely across the research area (a total of eighty-five kilo
meters) to take up residence at the Towa pueblo of Jemez. 6 Yet in an
other nineteenth qmtury migration, the remaining Tanoan-speaking
residents of Galisteo Pueblo moved in with their immediate neighbors
in Keresan-speaking Santo Domingo. 7 Thus, neither linguistic affilia
tion nor geographical proximity fully determines the social relationships
and interaction between individual pueblos.

Generally, over the entire northern Rio Grande region, the Puebloans
were held loosely together by a complex web of linguistic and social
ties. In order to begin to understand patterns of population movement
and change in the protohistoric period, therefore, it is necessary to ap
proach the issue of demography with a broad regional view.

Estimates of contact period population in the Rio Grande Valley
have been derived from documents, ethnography of puebloan groups,
and archaeological data. Each source has value along with some draw
backs.

Though difficult to interpret, actual population figures appear in a
variety of sixteenth century documents. Pedro de Castaneda noted in
1540-41 that pueblos had, "two hundred residents, the largest one con
taining between eight hundred and onethousand.... All these pueblos,
counting those on side trips, total sixty-six, as I have stated. All com
bined must contain about 20,000 men. This can be easily estimated by
the population of the pueblos, for between them there are no villages or
houses, but on the contrary, the land is all uninhabited."s

In 1582, Antonio de Espejo reported, "I there found [in one portion
of the present research area] eleven pueblos. with a great many inhabit
ants, more than 40,000 souls, in my estimation, counting men; women,
and children."9 These two passages illustrate the difficulties of estimat
ing contact period population. Castaneda's estimate yields an average
of 303 "men" per village, while Espejo noted an average of 3,636 "souls"
per village, an order of magnitude of difference. Attempts to adjust popu
lation reports for varying village sizes, or to include women, children
and the elderly, when they may have gone uncounted, yield inconsis
tent results.

Additional difficulties include the fact that while more than sixty
pueblos were identified by early explorers, some villages, such as the
Tewa pueblos north of Santa Fe, were only mentioned by Gaspar Castano
de Sosa and not further reported until don Juan de Onate's settlement
of the area in 1598. Each traveler appears to have noted a different num
ber of villages along similar but varying routes of exploration.
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Typically, researchers have sought compromise in interpreting these
accounts, and conservative population estimates have resulted. Edward
H. Spicer noted there were sixty to seventy villages in the eastern pueb
los region at the time of contact. "No village was large, the largest prob
ably being less than two thousand inhabitants. Most of them were not
over four hundred people."lo What ethnohistoric accounts may provide
is an upper and lower range of population in the northern Rio Grande
region.

Following Spicer, if 80% of villages were assumed to have a maxi
mum of 400 persons, and the remaining 20% with 1,000 inhabitants,
regional population would be approximately 36,400. If Castaneda's to
tal of 20,000 men was multiplied by five to factor in women, children
and elderly family members, a figure of100,000 is obtained. Schroeder's
conclusion that the total pueblo population was around 50,000 in the
late 1500s is based on a similar calculation. II Other data must be exam
ined to evaluate these estimates.

Attempts have been made to reconstruct pueblo family size, and
number of rooms used per family from ethnographic accounts of south
western pueblos. This information has been compiled by several authors
and used to estimate population from room counts at abandoned pueblo
sites. Factored into this equation is an estimate of how many people
lived in a pueblo village at any given time. Harold S. Colton arrived at
an average family size of four to five, based on ethnographic data from
Hopi. 12 His model assumed that there would be two people living in each
ground floor room of a pueblo village. A study of the effects of popula
tion aggregation on roofed space per person also utilized 100% occu
pancy of Pueblos, based on contemporary pueblo population density. 13

In calculating the total population of a particular site, both these studies
assumed that virtually every room of a pueblo would have been occu
pied at any given time. Both use contemporary, or reservation era, popu
lation and site data. Prior to the late-1800s, utilization of villages may
have been less intensive, as more locations were available for settle
ment than after reservation lands were set aside for Puebloan peoples.

A combination of ethnographic and archaeological data has also been
used to calculate family size. By comparing the volume of serving ves
sels with cooking vessels, Christy G. Turner and Laurel Lofgren con
cluded that pueblo family size was around five individuals. 14 Population
·was then estimated for Puebloan villages based on occupancy of all
rooms. As noted above, this may yield higher total population estimates
than warranted.

Archaeological research on the protohistoric period in the northern
Rio Grande region has been carried out for more than a century. At the
vanguard of the early research was Adolf E. Bandelier, who visited and
recorded information about many sites in the research area. After col-
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lecting historic tales from the Indians, reading documents, and visiting
archaeological sites, Bandelier concluded that though their numbers had
diminished over the centuries, little had changed in the way of life of
the Pueblo people of the Rio Grande Valley. 15

Early in the twentieth century, Nels C. Nelson of the American
Museum of Natural History conducted several expeditions into the
northern Rio Grande region, including major excavations at seven of
the eight protohistoric pueblos in the Galisteo Basin. '6 Nelson relied on
the reports of the Coronado expedition to conclude that Indian villages
had been abandoned as a result of warfare even before the arrival of
Europeans. Following up on Nelson's work, Alfred V. Kidder super
vised the excavation of approximately 80% of the pueblo and mission
at Pecos between 1915 and 1929. Kidder concluded that population de
cline among Pueblo people occurred steadily during the historic period,
with the last native people abandoning Pecos in 1838. 17

.

By far the most extensive regional research in the northern Rio
Grande occurred between the 1920s and the 1950s. During this period,
Harold P. Mera, under the auspices of the Laboratory of Anthropology,
generated plan maps for most of the protohistoric sites in New Mexico.
One of his primary aims was to address changes in prehistoric and
proto historic demography. To augment site maps, Mera also conducted
a series of studies of the ceramics of the northern Rio Grande aimed at
clarifying the temporal span of the region's pottery types, and identify
ing production centers, by associating ceramics with tree-ring dates that
had been collected previously in the region. IS Mera believed that by de
termining the latest pottery type present at a site, the date of aban
donment could be determined within about twenty-five years. He
attempted to record as many sites as possible in the northern Rio Grande
Valley, making maps and surface collections at each. By compiling his
data on pottery types, Mera felt he was showing the regional distribu
tion of population movement and change for the entire protohistoric
period.

At the time, Mera's work did not receive the publicity and discus
sion it probably deserved. Today, we recognize that it is important to
know what portion of a site was inhabited before population is esti
mated. It is also clear that surface collections do not always accurately
represent subsurface deposits, and that a single tree-ring date from an
excavated context where no other material was recorded cannot rea
sonably be applied to the latest ceramics collected on the site surface.

During the post-World War Two era, the emphasis shifted away from
regional studies such as Mera's, and demography was approached
through ethnohistoric research. Few of the large protohistoric sites were
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excavated. 19 The basic questions ofwhere native people lived before and
throughout the period of European contact, and whether there was sig
nificant population decline, remained unanswered.

Within the northern Rio Grande region there is ongoing controversy
over the magnitude of demographic and social change associated with
the initial period of contact between the Spanish and the Native Ameri
cans. 20 One view long maintained in the literature is that precipitous
population declines were primarily due to European diseases, and oc
curred only after the arrival of the Spanish. As a consequence, the soci
ety of the Pueblo people as observed and recorded during the late
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries was thought to accurately re
flect the characteristics of native society prior to contact. 21 This view
stressed social, political, and religious continuity between the history
and prehistory of the Pueblo Indians.

Alternative interpretations have arisen recently, however, in which
it is postulated that European diseases may have preceded the arrival of
the Spanish and resulted in a substantial drop in the population prior to
the period of actual contact. 22 If there was an early and largely unre
corded population decline in the Pueblo area, then the picture of Pueblo
society derived from turn-of-the-century ethnography may be inaccu
rate. Precontact patterns of social and political organization might have
been the product of larger groups interacting across the entire region,
not the independent and isolated pueblos depicted by ethnography.23

For a study of demographic dynamics to be successful, we need a
measure of population size for the research area, and an indication of
whether population was increasing or decreasing over time. One prob
lem with earlier attempts to study demography has been the tendency
to use archaeologically derived numbers and locations of sites to assess
various ethnohistoric accounts of native villages. 24 At the same time,
ethnohistoric accounts have been used by archaeologists to identify and
name sites. 25 Neither method yields the needed data. What both these
approaches lack is an effort to determine the archaeological correlates
of total site population, and to collect data that indicates population
change.

In assessing total population ofthe northern Rio Grande region three
variables must be considered. These include: one, the number of sites
in the region; two, the date of occupation and abandonment of each
site; and three, the number of rooms at each site that were in use at any
given time.

Determining the number of sites depends on how the region and
the research area are defined. The northern Rio Grande region is bounded
by the extent of the contemporary pueblos, though other limits could
have been selected. The results of past systematic archaeological sur
veys shape our expectations for site density in specific areas. 26
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One of the advantages of working on the protohistoric period in
this region is that the large sites have long been known and recorded,
although it has been more than twenty years since a protohistoric pe
riod pueblo of more than about 200 rooms has been discovered.

We also know from both ethnohistoric and archaeological data that
almost the entire population resided in these large sites during this pe
riod. 27 Consequently, the population dynamics of the known large sites
should accurately reflect the population dynamics of the region as a
whole.

Once the pattern and extent of settlement is established, it is neces
sary to determine dates of occupancy and abandonment, and to iden
tify sites that were occupied contemporaneously. For the purposes of
the present project, exact dates of abandonment are of as great interest
as dates of initial occupation.

Efforts to establish precise dates of occupation and abandonment
have not yielded adequate results to date in the northern Rio Grande.
Large sites are suggested to have been established in the mid-to-Iate
1300s based on tree ring dates, surface ceramics, and some excavation. 28

Many tree-ring dates were obtained during the period when the tech
nique was being developed, and samples were collected without any
indication of their context within the site. That is, samples of roof beams
were taken without associated pottery or other materials. 29 To establish
contemporaneity of occupations, tree-ring samples must be obtained
along with extensive provenience data, and from multiple proveniences
within individual sites. 30

Other dating methods, such as archaeomagnetic dating and obsid
ian hydration, may be of use in situations where tree-ring samples have
not been successfully collected. When tree-ring samples are available,
however, they provide the kind of temporal resolution that is needed to
assess whether sites were abandoned as a direct result of Spanish con
tact.

In addition to an understanding of site location and date of occupa
tion, an indication of site size is needed. Archaeologists have tradition
ally used the number of ground floor rooms to estimate the size of Pueblo
villages. 31 Recent studies of site occupancy suggest that a count of all
ground floor rooms at a site may greatly overestimate population be
cause fewer than half the rooms at a site may have been in use at any
given time. J2 Sampling for tree-ring dating, or to collect ceramics for
relative dating, should be done across all roomblocks of a site, to ad
dress the question of when individual roomblocks were in use. To de
termine the proportion of a site in use, a combination of surface and
subsurface testing in each roomblock of a site can be employed to es
tablish ternporal variability across roomblocks.
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The same categories of data needed to assess regional population
can be employed to study population change. While there are indica
tions from tree-ring dates and surface ceramics that some sites were
utilized over a period of 300 or more years, there is also evidence that
pueblo villages were not fully occupied at all times. 33 Assessment of
population growth and decline, therefore, relies on our ability to iden
tify contemporaneous occupations and to determine the portion of a
site that was occupied at any specific time.

Analysis of the date of occupation and abandonment· of specific
roomblocks requires that more dates are obtained per site. Fred Plog's
suggestion that obtaining fifteen dates per phase would yield appropri
ate understanding of site occupancy shows how much more intensive
efforts at site dating need to be made. 34 Detailed chronometric and rela
tive dates derived from ceramics could then be compared among locali
ties on a regional scale. Presently available dates for sites in the northern
Rio Grande are likely to be masking variability in site utilization, espe
cially when only one or a few dates have been obtained for large
protohistoric villages.

With more comprehensive dates for protohistoric sites on a regional
level, it would be possible to distinguish population increase and de
cline from population movement. More precise dates would distinguish
variability in site occupation by identifying sites used continuously from
those used on several separate occasions, and from those with a short
occupation span.

The Northern Rio Grande Research Project is a long term research
project designed to study the impact of European contact on the Pueblo
people of northern New Mexico. An initial goal is an assessment of to
tal population and demographic change among the Rio Grande pueblos
at the time of contact.

Beginning in 1987, a complete bibliography of sources on the ar
chaeology, ethnography, and history of the research area was compiled
to determine the number of protohistoric sites. 3s A comprehensive list
was generated including the known large sites occupied roughly between
1450 and 1680. Castaneda's comment that most pueblo people lived in
large villages is supported by archaeological surveys within the region.
As mentioned above, these have shown that by the middle of the fif
teenth century, the vast majority of residents of the northern Rio Grande
had moved into large, permanent villages with anywhere from 300 to
3000 rooms. Within the research area, sixty-six sites having 300 or more
rooms were identified, distributed among three subareas that have been
distinguished based on differences in ceramic types.

Initial field reconnaissance was conducted at a sample of twelve sites
in 1987, in order to begin to identify patterns of variability between the
different subregions. The Jemez Mountains subregion is characterized
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by the presence of Jemez Black on White ceramics. The lower Chama
region is the area in which Biscuit Ware and related ceramic types domi
nate, and the area south of the Santa Fe River, including the Galisteo
Basin, is characterized by Rio Grande Glaze painted ceramics.

At each site, outline maps were made using a laser transit, and con
trolled samples of ceramics and lithics were collected. The field recon
naissance not only demonstrated broad subregional differences in both
ceramics and lithics, but also revealed that there are distinct differences
in the surface assemblages associated with separate roomblocks or clus
ters of roomblocks. These findings implied that study of demographic
change might be approached by using surface ceramics to study the
abandonment sequence of the different roomblocks on sites in the dif
ferent subregions of the research area.

Having determined the total number of protohistoric pueblo villages
located in the research area, field research plans were to obtain more
precise dates of site occupation and abandonment that are a necessary
part of estimating population. Field reconnaissance at a sample of sites
was undertaken in 1987. At every site visited, trash deposits were iden
tified, with abundant potentially dateable pieces of charcoal (for radio
carbon and tree-ring analysis) and obsidian.

During field research in 1988 trash deposits were tested with a soil
auger and ranged in thickness from one to four meters, A series of test
pits were excavated in trash middens at a sample of thirteen sites repre
senting each of the subregions within the research area. Five one-by
two meter test pits were excavated in separate trash midden areas at
each site. The controlled excavation of test pits in such deposits pro
vided samples expected to establish relative sequences of early-to-Iate
ceramics when the analysis is complete.

At the end of the 1988 field season, extensive charcoal samples were
submitted for dating by the University of Arizona's Laboratory of
Tree-Ring Research. The tree-ring dates obtained were combined with
other dates from Protohistoric sites in the research area. 36

With the combination of tree-ring and firm historic data, some dates
are available for twenty-nine of the sixty-six protohistoric sites identi
fied. These can be divided into three groups. Seven of the dated sites
are known to have been occupied historically by the construction of a
mission chapel at the site. Seven others can be dated to the period fol
lowing European contact in 1540 based on a combination of tree-ring
dates and the presence of some historic artifacts.

The few tree-ring dates from the remaining fifteen sites do not re
flect occupation after 1450. However, we do not know exactly when
these localities may have been abandoned. Nine of these are located in
the northern subarea of the research area, and five others are located in
the south portion of the research area. Only one is located in the west-



WINIFRED CREAMER 273

ern sector, the Jemez Mountains. Overall, tree-ring data suggest a range
of dates for site occupation in the Rio Grande Valley. These data are not
sufficient, however, to make inferences about possible changes in Pueblo
population associated with European contact.

To develop some idea of occupation and abandonment at individual
sites, test excavations were carried out in 1990 at San Marcos Pueblo,
in the Galisteo Basin south of Santa Fe, New Mexico (Fig. 2). The site
includes over 2,000 rooms in forty roomblocks arranged in a rectilinear
pattern. The site is located in San Marcos Arroyo, adjacent to two
springs. The goal of the testing was to obtain samples of ceramics and
other artifacts from the latest periods of occupation in each roomblock.
Our expectation was that the ceramics collected would provide a means
of determining the relative dates of occupation and abandonment of
the different roomblocks, so we would know which roomblocks were
contemporaneous and the abandonment sequence of all the different
roomblocks at the site. In addition, comparison of the surface and sub
surface collections obtained will give us an indication of whether the
relative date of roomblock abandonment can be determined from sur
face materials alone.

A detailed analysis of the excavated collections is continuing. Analy
sis of the surface collections by Patricia L. Hamlen suggests that even
though the site is very large, only certain clusters of roomblocks were
occupied at any given time (Fig. 2).37 For example, our observations
suggest that the roomblock closest to the springs in San Marcos Arroyo
was abandoned in the fourteenth century, as only Glaze A decorated
ceramics were obtained. This substantiates the report by Eric K. Reed
that his excavations in that same roomblock yielded only Glaze A deco
rated ceramics, while his surface collections on another roomblock
yielded Glaze A, B, and C fragments. 38

Across the remainder of the roomblocks tested, it appears that clus
ters of three or four roomblocks were in use sequentially at different
times, based on the ceramics recorded to date. One roomblock yielded
a large quantity oflate glaze wares (Types E and F). Unlike the adjacent
roomblocks, occupation remains in that one roomblock were very near
the surface, declining in quantity by twenty centimeters below the
present ground surface. This roomblock is near the seventeenth century
mission chapel. Other roomblocks had predominantly Glazes A and B,
Glaze C, or Glaze C and D.

With a total of forty-one roomblocks numbered by Nelson, arranged
in three or more groups, total site population at any given time appears.
to have been far lower than the more than 2,000 ground floor rooms
might suggest. 39
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The 1990 testing at San Marcos Pueblo suggested that groups of
roomblocks may have been occupied at one time, not all the roomblocks
at the site. These observations are supported by the ethnohistoric ac
count of Castaneda that only one section of the pueblo Ximena was
occupied in 1540. 40 In 1590, the chronicle of the Castafio de Sosa expe
dition noted during a battle at Pecos Pueblo: "For our greater protec
tion, Castalio and the maese de campo went to an unoccupied section
of the pueblo," from which the soldiers attacked. 41

A preliminary assessment of population change among the north
ern Rio Grande Pueblos during the first decades of initial European con
tact can be made from the data discussed. Of the sixty-six sites identified
in the research area, nearly half may have been abandoned by early in
the sixteenth century.

Tree-ring data, while very incomplete for the region, shows clus
ters of protohistoric villages occupied in 1450 that do not appear to have
persisted until 1540. Factors involved in this shift toward fewer settle-'
ments may include internecine warfare, disease, environmental stress,
and social changes including initial European contacts. These are ad
dressed by the continuing research of the Northern Rio Grande Research
Project.

Information from tree-ring dating is not detailed enough from most
places to determine when exactly specific sites or even portions of sites
were abandoned. However, the data from San Marcos indicate that the
number of roomblocks at each locality that were in use at any given
time appears to be much smaller than has been previously estimated
from surface ceramics.

More detailed dating of sites would contribute to our knowledge of
the sequence of site occupation and would confirm the conclusions
reached on site occupation and abandonment based on the materials
available. Improved site dating is our greatest need.

While the overall number of sites may have decreased, individual
pueblo villages may not have had the high population that has been at
tributed to tbem during the Protohistoric period. Even a substantial de
crease in numbers of sites could represent aggregation of the population
rather than decimation. It is possible that at times many roomblocks at
a site were in use, though this may not have been the norm.

Places such as San Marcos Pueblo may represent repeated utiliza
tion of a locality over time, rather than growth of a village from small to
very large. Tqtal regional population may therefore have been smaller
than has been estimated in previous studies and population may have
been stable over a long period. Repeated use of a site because of favor
able resources, rather than large occupations of long duration, implies
there may have been a greater degree of mobility among the site's in
habitants than is known from recent ethnography. During the
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Protohistoric period, growth in number of sites and roomblocks at each
site could be evidence of increased mobility of family or other social
segments. Population mobility is a hallmark ofAnasazi settlement in
many regions of the American southwest and may have been an ongo
ing strategy for the Pueblo people of the Rio Grande Valley.42

The present discussion addresses only the first of many questions
that can be asked about a period of upheaval. Additional research will
be needed to examine some of the possible causes of demographic
change in northern New Mexico, including disease, warfare, environ
mental depletion, and other conditions.

The Black Legend seems to have imputed greater direct destruction
of Pueblo population than seems warranted by the present research. The
most serious effects did not come from the unthinking brutality of indi
vidual explorers or diseases they transmitted to the pueblo people, but
from the profound social changes that those explorers instituted, be
lieving they were doing good.
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