University of New Mexico

UNM Digital Repository

History ETDs Electronic Theses and Dissertations

Winter 1-1-1963

The Mesta in New Spain, 1537-1600

Keith Algier

Follow this and additional works at: https://digitalrepositoryunm.edu/hist etds
b Part of the History Commons

Recommended Citation
Algier, Keith. "The Mesta in New Spain, 1537-1600." (1963). https://digitalrepositoryunm.edu/hist_etds/91

This Thesis is brought to you for free and open access by the Electronic Theses and Dissertations at UNM Digital Repository. It has been accepted for

inclusion in History ETDs by an authorized administrator of UNM Digital Repository. For more information, please contact disc@unm.edu.


https://digitalrepository.unm.edu?utm_source=digitalrepository.unm.edu%2Fhist_etds%2F91&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
https://digitalrepository.unm.edu/hist_etds?utm_source=digitalrepository.unm.edu%2Fhist_etds%2F91&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
https://digitalrepository.unm.edu/etds?utm_source=digitalrepository.unm.edu%2Fhist_etds%2F91&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
https://digitalrepository.unm.edu/hist_etds?utm_source=digitalrepository.unm.edu%2Fhist_etds%2F91&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
http://network.bepress.com/hgg/discipline/489?utm_source=digitalrepository.unm.edu%2Fhist_etds%2F91&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
https://digitalrepository.unm.edu/hist_etds/91?utm_source=digitalrepository.unm.edu%2Fhist_etds%2F91&utm_medium=PDF&utm_campaign=PDFCoverPages
mailto:disc@unm.edu

E El: BS“!






THE LIBRARY
UNIVERSITY OF NEW MEXICO

¥ Call No. Accession

Number
378.789 o
Un30at 3 07805
1963
cop.2




IMPORTANT!

Special care should be taken to prevent loss or
damage of this volume. If lost or damaged, it
must be paid for at the current rate of typing.

DATE DUE

_ocr 101983 -
daty’ “TYc g;! W 2w

MAY 18 Reep seo /A
Upm

| o ]I' 1
! n_/ . l\\

B RN

i “'[YM Wi\\é‘ia;

| ,-(n 91

Mty bl T

9‘7%\\)!\1?\&
—%§ﬁ 570



















UNIVERSITY OF NEwW MEXICO LIBRARY

MANUSCRIPT THESES

Unpublished theses submitted for the Master’s and Doctor’s de-
grees and deposited in the University of New Mexico Library are
open for inspection, but are to be used only with due regard to the
rights of the authors. Bibliographical references may be noted, but
passages may be copied only with the permission of the authors, and
proper credit must be given in subsequent written or published
work. Extensive copying or publication of the thesis in whole or in
part requires also the consent of the Dean of the Graduate School
of the University of New Mexico.

This thesis by th Algier
has been used by the following persons, whose signatures attest their

acceptance of the above restrictions.

A Library which borrows this thesis for use by its patrons is
expected to secure the signature of each user.

NAME AND ADDRESS DATE

. F Bot CxdrnA— H-R

.

~
N

J
W






THE MESTA IN NEW SPAIN

1537-1600

By
Keith Algier

A Thesis
Submitted in Partial Pulfillment of the
Requirements for the Degree of

Master of Arts in History

The University of New Mexico.

1963







This thesis, directed and approved by the candidate’s com-
mittee, has been accepted by the Graduate Committee of the
University of New Mexico in partial fulfillment of the require-

ments for the degree of

MASTER OF ARTS

Thesis committee

7 ;Zﬁ/,; sf ..5/7’&1&;;;54
3 ,’) AIRMAN

( ’Z”L Udin E7 N [l Al

7o y Lo
L f - n

({(«{7,‘(‘ at ;( (/ ; (, :LZZ:‘\\\I







TABLE OF CONTENTS

Chapter
INTRODUCTION o ¢ o o o s o o o o ¢ o s 5 s & »

I. OLD WORLD BACKGROUND « ¢« ¢ o o s ¢ o o o &«
II. NEW WORLD BACKGROURD « « ¢ o o ¢« o ¢ o o o &
III. THE INTRODUCTION OF THE MESTA INTO NEW SPAIN

IV. THE EVOLUTION OF THE MESTA DURING
THE SIXTEENTH CENTURY . « ¢ o o &«

SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS . . . .

BIBLIWMPHY - L - L4 - L] - - L » L4 L4 - >







INTRODUCTION

One of man's most consistent patterns of behavior is
the tendency to associate himself with other individuals who
have common interests or needs. Some associations are formed
to provide protection for the individual, others are organ-
ized for the purposes of worship, and still others take more
frivolous forms., Many associations in our own society are
designed to promote the economic self-interest of their num-
bers, and it is with an institution of this type that this
study is concerned.

The monarchs of medieval Castile organized and ac-
tively encouraged the development of an organization called
the Mesta, a body which represented the economnically impor-
tant sheep industry. This action was taken in part to fos-
ter the growth eof the wool export trade upon which Castile
80 heavily depended during the Middle Ages. Perhaps &n even
greater spur for royal patronage was the pressing need by the
crown for a counterpoise to be used against certain elements
in the country which had managed to subvert royal authority
during the centuries of conflict with the Moslems., In any
event, the Mesta did become extremely rich and powerful,
and it was used as an effective instrument of royal con-

solidation of power during the latter part of the fifteenth

ol
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century and the early part of the sixteenth.

After the discovery and conquest of New Spain, the
early colonists rapidly developed their own livestock indus-
try, and historians have been aware for many years that an
organization similar to the Castilian Mesta was introduced
into the newly colonized area. The exact nature of the in-
stitution and its relation to the parent organization has
never been adequately studied, however, and it is the pur-
pose of this paper to trace the development of the Mesta in
New Spain during the sixteenth century and atteapt to relate
it to the Mesta as it existed in Castile at the time of the
conquest.

Most Castilian institutions experienced some degree
of transformation upon being introduced into the colonies.
Some became more vigorous while others were simply not adapt-
able to conditions encountered in the New World. As a re-
sult, many enjoyed a pre-eminence never envisioned for them
in Castile while others atrophied and withered away in the
new eavironment. The prime wotivation for undertaking an
investigation of the Mesta in New Spain was to determine
what effect, if any, the environment of New Spain had on
the formation of the institution and its evolution during

the course of the sixteenth century.

* & %

A Manual for Writers of Term Papers, Theses, and

Dissertations by Kate L. Turabian was used as a guide ;n







3
matters of form and style. In the case of Spanish language
sources, Spanish rules for the capitalization of titles of
books and periodicals in the text, as well as in the foot-
notes and bibliography, were followed. Explanatory footnotes
were used only when it was awkward to incorporate pertinent
material into the text.

Primary sources were consulted when available and a
heavy reliance was placed on the minutes of the Mexico City
cabildo. As a result, the study is heavily weighted in fa-
vor of the Mexico City area, but since it was the most impor-~
tant city in the colony and the seat of viceregal authority,
it was concluded that this approach was warranted. Unpub-
.lished materials from the Archivo General de la Nacion in
Mexico City and from the Archivo Historico Nacional in
Madrid which appear in the study were used through the

courtesy of Dr. France V. Scholes.







CHAPTER I

OLD WORLD BACKGROUND

The Mesta was an organization which evolved in Cas-
tile during the Middle Ages to deal with problemns common to
livestock raisers and to meet the threat to an important as-
pect of traditional pastoral practices posed by agricultural
groups in the country. The growth of the institution was
fostered by a monarchy eager to use it as a counterpoise to
elements in Castile which had become too powerful to permit
efficient, centralized government. The crown was also in-
terested in the organization because it provided a convenient
source of income. The reasons for the existence of the Mesta
and the manner in which it developed can be bcit unders tood
in terms of the industry it represented, and the following
brief survey of Castile's livestock industry will provide a
framework within which the organization can be evaluated.

The topography and climate of the Iberian peninsula
are conducive to pastoral activities and militate against
agricultural pursuits. The surface of the area is dominated
by the relatively high and dry Meseta Central, an extensive
topographic feature which is bordered on the north, east,
and west by'néuhfainéui idujoi and Bicb éahybha; ‘The bli-'

' teau, which comprises well over one-half of the peninsula,

4
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has insufficient rainfall to support large scale farming,
and the northern part of the peninsula, although it receives
adequate rainfall, is too mountainous to make it attractive
to agricultural groups.

The turbulent political development of the area
during the Middle Ages also rendered agricultural activity
difficult. The centuries long struggle with the Moors cre-
afed an unstable condition that lent itself much more read-
ily to the mobile life of the semi-nomadic herder than to
the sedentary existence of the farmer.

Medieval Spain, then, was basically a pastoral
country. As in all areas subjeét to seasonal weather varia-
tions, annual migrations were a characteristic feature of
the Castilian livestock industry. Transhumancy is known to
have been widely practiced as early as the period of Visi-
gothic donimt:lon.1 and it seems reasonable to assume that
even the earliest sheep raisers were forced to move their
herds from place to place to meet the exigencies of nature.

The first hint of frost in the northern highlands
set off a flurry of activity on the part of sheep owners in
preparation for the slow march to the warm plains of southern

Castile.? Animals were ceremoniously daubed with red earth

Ljulius Klein, Tg% %gataz A Study in 82§uich kEco~
nomic Hi%totx, 1273~183 nbridge:t arvard University

Press, ' P

iy 3 4 '-3Jean'ﬂippolytc Mari€jol, Ihﬁ Spain of gigggiaaﬂsr {
and Isabella, trans. Benjamin Keen (New Brunswick: utgers

University Press, 1961), p.. 219. .
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to protect their precious wool from the elements, and owners
applied a mark of some sort which would distinguish their
animals from those of all others making the drive. Cows and
swine to be used for milk and meat were rounded up, and equip-
ment and foodstuffs that could not be obtained along the way
were loaded on pack animals. All sheep of common ownership
were gathered into a unit called a cabala under the super-
vision of a mayoral, or chief herder, who divided the animals
into rebafios of 1,000 each.! After last minute instructions
were given to herders, the cabana slowly got under way in a
cacaphony of bleating sheep accompanied by the whistles and
shrill cries of the shepherds.

Many different trails were used during the period of

the reconquista, but by 1500 three main routes had been es~-

tablished. Ledh and Lograno were the departure points for
the ma jority of the flocks, and both}routes cut through the
heart of the high plateau before they dropped off onto the
plains of Andalusia and Bstremadura. The third route orig-
inated at Cuenca, passed through La Mancha, and terminated
in the vicinity of Murcia near the Mediterranean coast.
Flocks setting out from Ledn and Lograno travelled a dis-
tance of approximately 400 miles, while those traversing

the shorter Cuenca route journeyed about half this distance.?

1Klein, op. cit., p. 24,
 2Ibid., p. 19.
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The middle of April marked the inauguration of the
return trip. Inasmuch as the animals had to be sheared at
about this time, a series of shearing sheds were conveniently
iocnted along migration routes to accommodate the returning
flock maltera.l Sheep could, therefore, be clipped at al-
most any point alomg the return trip. By early June the
flocks were again contentedly grazing in northern highland
summer pastures.

Some of the country through which the migrants passed
was under cultivation, and since sheep are notoriously vora-
cious browsers, their passage through these areas had much
the same effect that an invasion of locusts would have had.
The intrusion of the migrants was naturally resented, and a
bitter antagonism developed between pastoral interests and
the agriculturists who lived aleng the migration routes.

Farm owners repeatedly cowplained to the crown about live-
stock depredations to cultivated fields and to town commons .
It did them little good,'howcvcr; bcénu'o the livestock in-
dustry enjoyed the patronage of almost every Castilian mone
arch who ruled during the Middle A;cl.z

Friction was reduced to some extent by the appearance of
the gaﬁan. This device, a right-of -way reserved for the exclu-

sive use of migratory flocks, theoretically not only protected

farmers from the ravages of passing livestock but also ensured

libid., p. 29.
‘ 2Charles E, Chapman, A Higtoiz 85 Spain (New York:
The MacMillan Company, 1938), pp. .
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the free passage of the migrants. Although the term cafada

was generally applied to any route used by transhumantes,

it legally referred to only those passageways adjoining cul-
tivated areas.' Cafadas de hojas were temporary and ill-
defined trails running across those portions of farms which
were temporarily left fallow. This arrangement not only al-
lowed access for the migrants but also operated to provide
fertilization for the fields. In uncultivated areas the
flocks followed any route that suited the fancy of the
mayoral.2

Livestock were permitted to graze and water at any
place on the public domain, and herders were allowed to cut
trees as needed for firewood. The only constraint placed on
the migrants was an obligation to compensate for damage to
farm lands or to local communal pastures caused by their
flocks. By one means or another, however, livestock owners
generally managed to escape nccountability.3

The clash of agricultural interests with migrant
livestock men initially motivated municipalities to devise
ways and means to bar sheep from their jurisdictional limits.
Heavy fines were levied for damage to fields, and high tolls
were exacted from migrant owners for every conceivable rea-
son. Despite extreme punitive measures, sheep continued to

come, and, in fact, increased 28 the livestock industry grew.

Ik1ein, op. cit., p. 18.
21pid., p. 21.

3Maridjol, op. eit., p. 220.
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As a result, many towns began to see the migrants in a dif-
ferent light. They were viewed as an excellent source of
possible income with which to supplement meagre municipal
revenues rather than as a nuisance to be extirpated.

The montazgo was the levy most frequently imposed on
migratory sheep owners by local officials.l This impost was
originally a fee charged by the owners of wooded pasture
lands for access privileges, but it eventually evolved into
a fixed charge levied for permission to enter onto municipal
lands. By the end of the thirteenth century, montazgo was
a term applied to almost every levy made om migratory sheep.

Sheepmen were, by and large, allowed free access to
royal nontcaz until the twelfth century when the crown
started to press for payment of fees for this privilege.

By this time, however, the crown had divested itself of the
ma jority of lands of this type by grants to towns, monas-
teries, and nobles as rewards for services rendered during
the reconquista, As a result, even after the government
started to exercise this prerogative, it realized very lit-
tle revenue therefrou.3 The only other significant tax ap-
plied to migrant stock was the portazgo. This impost was an
agsessment which owners of migrant flocks were required to

pay for the privilege of using royal roads and gates. The

1!bid¢ ¢ Pp. 210"12.

 2The term montes refers to rolling country with
scattered trees.

3K1ein, op. ¢it., p. 168.
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crown, as lord of the realm, should have collected the
portazgo, but the vicissitudes of the reconquista resulted
in an alienation of this privilege, again in favor of towns,
monasteries, and nobles.’
The increase in transhumancy made possible by the
relative stability of a large portion of the peninsula in
the thirteenth century prompted a clarification of the con-
tradictory maze of taxes and exemptions. A code promulgated
in 1253 at the instigation of sheep raisers in Santiago de
Compostela limited the collection of the montazgo to one as-
sessment in any one jurisdiction. The Code of Santiago de
Compostela was not limited in application to flocks from
that area but applied to all migratory flocks. In addition,
the Partidas, a large body of general laws enacted over &
period of time from 1256 through 1263, regulated the grant-
ing of privileges and exemptions. Efforts were made at this
same time to codify the multitudinous local talla.a
In characteristic fashion, the crown comtinued to
grant taxation privileges and exemptions to various entities
under the press of practical considerations at the same time
that it was enacting legislation to remove the very same
evils, The sovereign consequently often found himself in
the position of having to make a decision on contradictory
grants, and he usually found it politically expedient to

assure the complaining party that the offending document

libid,, pp. 164-65.
21bid., p. 179.
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was invalid.! This did not clarify the situation but rather
added fuel to the fire of antipathy already existing between
the migratory flock owners and local interests.

Direct royal taxation of the sheep industry, other
than the seldom collected montazgo and portazgo, was prace
tically non-existent prior to 1270 when the servicio de
ganado was imposed on all migratory livestock. The new tax
was originally collected in the form of an extraordinary
subsidy levied on sheep owners, but it was repeated year
after year until it was eventually accepted as a2 normal tax
1evy.2 By 1300 collection of the tax had been systemized by
the establishment of at least one toll gate on each calada.
The impost was collected on all flocks as they made their
way south, but they were not taxed on the return trip.

In 1343 the crown further centralized taxation
power when it assumed the right te collect all montazgos.
The servicio de ganado and the montazgo were placed under a
single administrative body and coubined under the name of
servicio y montazgo. Several of the more powerful towns
strenuously objected to loss of the montazgo, and in a few
cases the right to collect the tax was tcctortd.s Much of
the income from the servicio y montazgo was pledged to the

Order of Santiago to satisfy obligations previously con-

llbido, PP 171-73.
2Ibid., p. 261.
.. 3Ibides ps 263, .







tracted to that order.1

Centralization of sheep industry taxation was merely
one aspect of an over-all trend toward strong centralized
government which evolved in Castile dutiﬁg the thirteenth
and fourteenth centuries. During the reconquista the Cas-
tilian kings had found it necessary to grant a number of
concessions inimical to the welfare of the crown in order to
garner support for the prolonged warfare with the Moors. As
the Moslems were gradually pushed southward, large tracts of
land became available for settlement, and much of it was
given to various ecclesiastical organizations and to loyal
noblel.2

As stability was restored to the countryside, settle-
ments were established, and the crown subsequently granted
hundreds of townships to the new municipalities. As a re-
sult, towns had become a dominant factor in the political
balance of Castile by the end of the thirteenth century and
were being used by the crown to combat the increased power
of church and nobility.’ The revival of maritime trade that
accompanied the Crusades brought cities in Castile, as else-
where in Europe, additional influence and power, and the
crown was forced to find a new force to counteract the

municipalities.

ibid., p. 263.

2Charles Petrie, Spanish Royal H (Londont
Geoffrey Bles, 1958), p. 1.

.. . . .3william C. Atkinson, A a;,gg_q o“g sFm.aﬁ. Por-.
tugal (Baltimore: Penguin Books, Inc., y Po .
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By the middle of the thirteenth century, wool had be-
come the decisive element in Castile's exports, and the crown
consequently fostered the growth of the sheep industry. In
this way the central government not only increased its reve-
nues but also gained an ally in its struggle to increase
royal power. Cities, noble houses, and religious institu=-
tions found that the immunities and privileges which they
had traditionally enjoyed were seriously cuibca by the crown
and the powerful sheep intcrcltn.l

A decrease in the power of the Castilian monarchy
was reflected in a general alienation of royal sheep tolls
during the fifteenth century. During the reign of Henry IV
(1454-74), for example, extensive encroachments were made on
royal control of taxation of the sheep industry, and when
Isabella ascended the throne im 1474, the treasury was de-
pleted. One of her first acts was to issue a2 series of de-~
crees reserving to the crown the exclusive right to collect
the servicio y montazgo. Other measures taken by Isabella
included a systematization of toll gates to ensure honest
and efficient collection of the tax. Sheep owners were pro-
tected by a provision limiting the collection of the impost
to once a year and an order that removed 211 toll gates
along the migration routes that did not collect the toil

for the account of the royal traauu:y.z

LOS8 V ¥ 18 Danguero! id
fase de su hegemonia, 1510-15)5¢
@y : » P e

" 2giein, op. git., p. 270.
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A new money raising device was introduced in 1518
when Charles I asked sheepmen for a2 loan of 3,500,000
uaraveg(s--a sum equal to more than half the amount derived
from the servicio y montazgo in that year. The loan was
never repaid, and an additional 30,000,000 saraved{s were
obtained Dy the same wethod during the next thirty ynn.L

wWhen Charles was made Holy Roman Emperor in 1519,
the royal treasury was subjected to new stresses. Tax meas-
ures were vigorously enforced and new financial burdens were
imposed on migrant sheep owners. The crown began to assert
its ancient privilege, heretofore ignored, of collecting the
proceeds from unclaimed strays, and it established new col-
lection points for the servicio y montazgo., Livestock owners
complained but their protests were ignored. In 1549 revenues
from sheep taxes were twice the amount they had been in 1513
despite a slight drop in the number of migrant sheep during
the same petiod.z

Discussion of the Castilian livestock industry has
been limited to sheep up to this point because they consti-
tuted the most important element. There was, nonetheless,
a well organized cattle industry flourishing in the Iberian
Pcnin-ula‘datlng bagk many centuries prior to the discovery

of the New World. Small dairy and beef herds were raised
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in the grassy valleys of the Meseta Central as an adjunct to
manoriil crop agriculture. There were also a2 number of small
farms devoted exclusively to dairy and beef cows. In both
instances, the cattle raised were of a docile, light colored
strain admirably suited to dairy, draft, and beef purpoaen.l

Cattle enterprises more typical of those later found
in New Spain evolved in Castile as a result of the frontier
conditions produced by the centuries of warfare with the
Moors. Life on the fluctuating battle line between Moslem
and Christian was, as indicated previously, hardly conducive
to sedentary occupations, and many farmers were forced to
turn to the more mobile and less demanding business of rais-
ing livestock. As the Moors were pushed south out of the
humid northern highlands and onto the semi-arid lands of the
southern part of the meseta, it was found that cattle were
confortably adaptable to the newly occupied lands. Men who
had spent the greater part of their adult lives engaged in
the bitter but exciting sport of fighting the infidel found
themselves infinitely more at home on the broad expanse of
a cattle range then they did behind a plow.

The reconquistes was also responsible for the evolu~- |
tion of a new breed of cattle in Castile. Loose herding
methods were often practiced in areas subject to constant

attack, and dairy and beef herds were often allowed to roam

- lCharles Julian Bishko, "The Peninsular Background
of Latin American Cattle Ranching," Hispanic American H
torical Review, XXXII (Noveamber, 1952), 4Y4.
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evolved after the reconquista was much larger than any of the
early dairy ranches. Although there were many ranches which
grazed less than 100 cattle, some ranchers had herds number-
ing 1,000 and more.l The wild nature of the animals called
for extensive grazing areas, and this type of operation was
probably the forerunner of the estancia as it developed in
New Spain.

It is traditionally held that most practices asso-
ciated with cattle raising in our own country originmated in
Mexico, but almest all impo?tant aspects of cattle ranch
operations existed in Castile long before the first cow was
turned out to graze in the pasture lands of New Spain. The
use of extensive grazing lands led to the perfection of
long distance grazing techniques which in turn called for
the use of the horse. The roundup and subsequent branding
of calves in the spring as well as the cutting-out of ani-
mals for sale in the fall were both well established Iberian
practices. The problem of rustling was also present in Cas-
tile, and the charters of many towns called for penalties
for cattle thefts and brand ;lterations.z

Even the colorful vaguero attire found its inapira-
tion in the mother country. The typical broad-brimmed and
low-crowned hat, bolero jacket, and tight fitting breeches

were all traditionally part and parcel of Spanish ranch life.

1ibid., p. 501.

21Ibid., p. 508.
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freely over the countryside. In time these animals cross~

bred with the fierce Bos Taurus Ibericus which had roamed the -

peninsula in a wild state for centuriel.l The result was a
hardy and intractable animal unsuited for draft or dairy pur-
poses but valuable for hides and beef. This strain was des-
tined to become the progenitor of the longhorn cattle which
later pupulated the semi-arid areas of Mexico and the United
States.

A multiple pasturage system prevailed in most cattle
raising districts. Many owners grazed their herds on ex~-
tensive municipal pastures under the supervision of town of-
ficials. In other cases, royal pasture lands were given to
towns, to nobles, and to ecclesiastical organizations who
in turn often rented unutilized portions of their grants to
cattle raiserl? There is evidence, however, that large in-
dividual operators were also able to obtain extensive ranges
by usurpation, grant, or purchase. Perdinand III, for ex-
ample, made many grants to cattle men in Andalusia after the
conquest of that area. As a result, the Guadalquivir Valley
became the one area in Spain in which cattle were predomi-
nant over sheep.

Cattle ranches in Spain did not compare in size with

those later established in New Spain, but the type that

livid., p. 499.
21bid., pp. 511-12.

31bid.
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Boots and spurs are also known to have been used by almost
all horsemen in Spain. However, it has not been definitely
established that the lariat was used.

There seems to have been 2 limited amount of migra-
tion practiced by cattle owners. Although most cattle drives
involving herds from Andalusia merely meant a move from the
lowlands to neighboring highland areas in the summertime, a
number of ranchers from the southern portion of the Meseta
Central moved their herds south into Andalusia for the win-~
ter. They used the same cafiadas as did sheep owners and
were subject to the same tolls and rcgulntinns.l

In the sixth century, sheep owners of certain Cas-
tilian towns began to hold meetings several times a yca§ to
redistribute stray stock, and this appears to have been the
first organized attempt on the part of livestock owners to
band together for the pnrpe:i of solving their common prob-
lems. Attendance was compulsory for the owners of both mi-
gratory and sedentary sheep bands, and municipal officials
could, therefore, conveniently administer provisions in town
charters relating to the livestock industry. By the end of
the twelfth century, the jurisdiction of the larger cities
often encompassed as many as seventy towns, and attendance
at meetings often ran into the thousands. Voting on matters

coming before the body was in most cases restricted to owners

of fifty or more animals, but no distinction was made between

libid., p. 509.
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the sexes. Women who met ownership qualifications had an
equal vote with male members.1

Although the original purpose of the gatherings ap-
pears to have been to dispose of strays, other matters of
common interest were eventually considered. The brands of
each owner, for example, were recorded by local municipal
officers, and cases involving branding infractions were ad-
judicated.2 Town officials had jurisdiction over migratory
flocks only when they were within municipal boundaries.

There were no codified regulations pertaining to
migrations until the thirteenth century when, in 1273, Al-
fonso XI called all Castilian sheep owners to a meeting for
the purpose of creating a national livestock raisers' asso-
ciation. The new body was known as the Mesta, and it was
granted a charter which, among other things, defined and
attempted to regulate migratory practices.3 It is signifi-
cant that over half of the provisions included in the char-
ter dealt with tax assessment and collcction.‘ The primary
purpose of these measures seems to have been to restrict the
taxation powers of the cities.

Other provisions included arrangements for three
yearly meetings at which strays, or mosteﬂg!. could be re~

turned to their rightful owners. Membership in the organi-

l'l(lein. 02. cit.. pp‘ 9"101.

21bid., pp. 10-11.
31bid., p. 12.
41pbid., p. 176.
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zation was automatic with the payment of servicio y montazgo,
and since all migratory flock owners were subject to payment
of the tax, Mesta membership was theoretically composed of
all migrant flock owners. Dues were assessed on the basis
of the nuamber of sheep owned. Ordinary shepherds were not
members of the organization in the sense that they partici-
pated in deliberations of the body, but they were afforded
protection by the organization in various wayo.l
Castile was divided into four districts for adminis-
trative purposes, and an alcalde de mesta was elected by the
membership of each district to oversee the disposal of strays
and settle disputes between members. This official also ad-
ministered laws enacted to regulate relations between Mesta
members. The membership had the right to appeal decisions
handed down by alcaldes de mesta to the alcalde de apelacidh,
a royal appointee, who held a court of appeals at each Mesta
aesaion.z
As the power and influence of the Mesta increased,
the alcalde de mesta gradually pre-empted from municipal of-
ficials the right to dispose of non-migratory mestefos from

3 This action increased the tension be-

municipal officials.
tween the municipalities and migrant pastoral interests, and

from the time that the Mesta was formed, most municipal and

iIbid., p. S5S.

21pig., 'p. 55.
31bid., p. 13,
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agricultural hostility was diverted from herders and mayor-
ales to Mesta officials,

Another Mesta functionary, even more odious to local
officials, was the gntregador. An itinerant judicial and
administrative officer, the entregador's chief duty was to
keep the canadas open and to restrain farmers from encroach-
ing upon the rights-of-way. He was also charged with seeing
that communal pastures remained unfenced and with protecting
shepherds from abuse at the hands of municipal officiah.l
Almost all contacts between the Mesta and the general pub-
lic were through the entregador, and he consequently Dbecame
the Mesta to most people.

Unfortunately most relations between the entregador
and the public were not of a nature that created good will,
and he was generally considered to be the most thoroughly
detested royal official in Castile. One of the most con-
sistent complaints against the entregadores was the dili-
gence with which they enforced rcgulatibns pdrtaining'te
the enclosure of common pasture lands. Up until the time
of the Catholic Kings, these lands were reserved for the
exclusive use of local flocks. In the first decade of the
sixteenth century, the entregadores, with royal sanction,

began to restrict the fencing of these lands so that migra-

tory flocks could avail themselves of their use. Infractions

lMerriman, op. cit., 1I, 139,
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were punished with heavy fincs.l

This action not only lim-
ited use of town communal pastures by local flocks but also
deprived local magistrates of revenues which they might
otherwise have collected.

Another source of friction was the matter of enforc-
ing regulations relating to caNadas. Inasmuch as they were
used only twice a year, there was a natural tendency for ad-
joining land owners to plant a few rows of wheat or barley
in the rights-of-way. This practice was contrary to law,
and the entregadores continually traversed the sheep trails
for evidence of this type of encroachment.?

The alcalde entregador mayor was an official appointed
by the crown as a reward for loyal service. He had the au-
thority to appoint entregadores but had ne jurisdiction over
their activities. The crown supervised the entregadores un-
til 1500 when the position of president was created. This
position was always filled by the senior member of the Coun-
cil of Castile, and his primary importance to the organiza-
tion was his close association with the crown, His dual
position undoubtedly made him the most influential Castilian
public official, He was responsible for the supervision of
entregadores and sat in judgment at hearings concerned with

charges brought against Mesta officials.? i

IMariefjol, op. cit., p. 220..
2Chapman, op. eit., p. 8l.

.3Mcrtiman..02; cit., II, 138.
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The lower echelon of Mesta officialdom was made up
of officials called gontadores and receptores who handled the
finances of the organization. Most of the Mesta's income was
derived from the sale of strays, but membership dues and
fines levied by the entregadores also contributed to its
financial :tabiuty.1

In 1500 meetings were reduced in number from three
to twe times annually. The summer meeting was normally h&ld
in one of the northern Castilian towns of Soria, Segovia,
Cuenca, or in Lech. When wintering their stock in the south,
the stockmen met in Villanueva de la Serena, Bon Benito,
Surruela, Guadalupe, Talavera, or Montalbah. A quorum con-
sisted of forty members but attendance usually approached
three hundred. Policy matters were set by & council com~
posed of one delegate from each of the four Mesta districts,
but members from each district instructed their respective
delegates how to vote. Although all members had an equal
vote in the preliminary deliberations, the larger sheep
owners tended to dominate the prodeedings as & result of
their greater pro-tigc.z

Cattle owners did not have a national organization
of their own. Some cattlemen, those who found it necessary
to use canadas, were members of the Mesta, but the ma jority

fell under the jurisdiction of the city council of the area

1-l{l.cin,_-emg.gi.'c‘.,. p. 81,
21vid., pp. 49-50.
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in which their cattle grazed. Several Andalusian towns had
local Mestas which operated under the supervision of munic-
ipal councils. Local units were not connected with the
national Mesta in any way.

‘The first quarter of the sixteenth century witnessed
the climax of Mesta development. It became & powerful and
privileged body equal to the task of dealing with its en-
emies along migration routes, and its influence was felt in
other Quarters as well, The increased wealth and prestige
of its membership prompted the crown to enlist its aid in
the struggle to dominate the Cortes, the nobility, and the
municipalitiea.z

It should be apparent from the foregoing discussion
of the Mesta that it was for all intents and purposes a
national 1n-titution.3 Royal control wes exercised through
the president of the Mesta who was slso the chief adviser to
the crown. Although Mesta members enjoyed 2 privileged posi-
tion in Castile, they paid dearly for the roysl patronage
that mede it possible. Livoafock owners not only had to pay
an exorbitant toll to the crown every time they made & ni-
gration, but they were also subject to forced loans when the

king found himself im financial trouble.

xﬂllhke, m.' P 503.
2uerriman, op, cit., II, 140,

 3The crown was identified with the organization to.
the extent that the collective herds of Mesta members were

referred to as 13 ¢abafia real. Carande, op. cit., p. 353.







CHAPTER 1I

NEW WORLD BACKGROUND

The conquest of New Spain was accomplished by a
band of Spanish adventurers who undoubtedly felt very much
at home in their new environment. There are significant
differences between Mexico and the Iberian Peninsula, but
some rather striking similarities made it easy for the new
arrivals to adapt the land to uses very much like those in
existence in the mother country. Aay attempt to describe
the geography of Mexico is complicated by sharp extremes in
its topography, climate, and flora. Torrid lowlands, tem-
perate plateaus, and snow-covered peaks are juxtaposed in
an almost unbelievable panorasma of spectacular beauty.
Vegetative cover tdnga- from spatic‘clunps of cactus and
mesquite to dense tropical forests.

The topography of Mexico, like that of Spain, is
dominated by a large elevated plateau. One of the most mag-
nificent velcanic belts in the world chokes off the south-
ward extension of the plateau with a series of symmetrical
volcanic cones, while in the north it gradually fades off

into the United States. The southern portion of the pla-

teau is the heart of Mexico fdddy as it was during the
R e e
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sixteenth century. This portion of the country, ususlily
referred to as the central plateau, is & diverse land and
is far from level, Lesser ranges and spurs extend out from
the major ranges creating a number of intermont basins and
valleys, and it is in these basins that the livestock in-
dustry first flourished in New Spain.

Although the great longitudinal extension of the
country conditions climate to some extent, it is primarily
influenced by elevation, and this phenomenon is reflected in
traditional geographic classifications. The tierra caliente,
for example, includes areas with elevations ranging from
sea level to 3,000 feet, and is a zone that embraces the
eastern and western coastal areas, the Yucat‘h Peninsula,
the state of Tabasco, and the Isthmus of Tchu‘htcpcc. Tem=
peratures rarely fall below 60° P, and often reach 115° F.1

The term tlerra templada is used to designate that
part of Mexico which has elevations ranging from 3,000 to
5,000 feet. It comprises most of the present day states of
Coahuila, Nuevo Ledn, and San Luis Potos{. It also takes
in a small part of Veracruz plus portions of Guerrero, Ja~
lisco, Sinaloa, and Sonora. The mean annual temperature of
this zone is 75° PF., but there are many variations in the
2

high and low extremes as well as from place to place.

Most of the area that falls within the scope of this paper

377, ‘Mexico," Encyclopaedia Britannica, 22nd ed., XV,
377.

2ppig., p. 379.
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is included in the tierra f;fa zone which encompsasses lands
with elevations ranging from 5,500 to 9,000 feet. The
tierra fr{a, despite its nawe, experiences few extremes of
cold or heat, although slight frosts do occasionally occur
in the higher elevations. The warmest months are April and
May and the coldest are December and January.l

Like Spain, Mexico is essentially an arid country
except for the coastal lowlands areas. The northerm part
of the plateau is extremely dry but it shades off into semi-
aridity at about the latitude of San Luis Potos{. The cen-
tral plateau averages twenty-five inches of rainfall per
year, but almost all of it falls during the summer months.
Consequently the inhabitants of this ares normally think of
seasonal variations in terms of wet end dry.

Topographic and climatic diversity result in an
astonishing variety of plant life. The flora of the arid
northern portion of the plateau is characterized by yucca

trees, mesquite bushes, and hundreds of apccicj of xero~-

phytic lhtubt.a The tierra caliente, on the other hand,
bas an exuberant tropical type of vegetation which in some
places takes the form of impenetrable jungle. The central

plateau contains oak trees and other broad leaf species on

mountain slopes and hillsides, and many valleys in this

lpreston B. James, in Awerica (New York: The
Odysney Press, 1942). Pe 60 ’

3u¢x1co. gg, glt.. p. 331.
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region have an excellent grass cover capable of sustaining
fairly extensive livestock grazing.

Four of the intermont basins of the central plateau
deserve mention. The Basin of Mexico, in which Mexico City
is located, is an irregularly shaped depression thirty miles
long and fifty miles wide with an average elevation of 7,500
feet. The Basin of Puebla lies directly to the southeast.

It is not quitelan large as the Basin of Mexico but its more
dependable rainfall makes it a2 better agricultural area,
Both valleys contain nutritious grasses suitable for
grazing.l

The Basin of Toluca, forty miles west of Mexico City,
has an average elevation of 8,600 feet. Inssmuch as the cen-
ter of the basin is swanpy, settlements are restricted to
the lower slopes of the bordering hills. The largest of the
basins, Guana juato, is situated just northwest of the Basin
of Mexico, and although it was originally settled by silver
miners, it also became an 1-portant'nioék railing cenfcr '
during the latter part of the sixteenth ecntury.z

The men who invaded, conquered, snd settled down in
this delightful new land were of a people who had experienced
centuries of almost incessant struggle and strife. The Span-
ish contest with the Moslems began as soon as the infidel

attempted to extend his domination over the Iberian Penin-

Wames, op, cit.y pp. 655-56.
21bid., p. 657..
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sula in 711 and continued intermittently until the Spanish
recaptured Granada in 1493, If the Castilians and the
Aragonese were not fighting their common enemy, they were
engaged in battle with one another over recently recon~
quered lands. The irregular periods of relative stability
were never long enough in duration nor did they occur fre-
quently enough to soften the steel-like quality of the Span-
ish character which had been forged during the centuries of
internecine warfare, The average sixteenth-century Spaniard
was hard, merciless, bold, enterprising, and arrogant, He
was also extraordinarily well equipped for the seemingly
insuperable task of conquering large portions of two con-
tinents.

Medieval Spain retained chivalric notions long after
they had died out in other parts of Europe. The Spanisrd
was singularly imbued with the concepts of pride and henor,
He was proud of himself as an individual; he was proud of
being the subject of powerful Spanish monarchs. During the
reconquista he felt himself to be part of an elite ameong
the conguered Moors, and this attitude was easily transe~
ferred to the Indians whos he conquered in the New World.

Pride found expression in the veneration of outward
symbols of prestige such as titles, decorations, and gaudy
uniforms. A less happy manifestation of this attitude was
the prevalent disdain for any activity that smacked of

‘manual labor. No self-respecting Spaniard dared put his
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hands to any menial task as this degraded one to the level
of a2 lowly Moor or peasant. As a result, rewards granted
to individual soldiers for outstanding service during the
reconquista were often in the form of titles of nobility.
This honor carried an exemption from any form of physical
labor., The majority of grants of this nature were for the
rank of hidalgo, the lowest title of nobility.l

The men who transformed the social and economic
fabric of a large seguent of present day Latin America in
a few short decades came largely from the provinces of
Estremadura and Andalusia. Since these two areas were two
of the last to be wrested from the Moslems, the termimation
of hostilities found thousands of soldiers set adrift
there.z Some went to Italy to participate in the Italian
adventure of Charles V, but many leoitered around the cities
of southern Spain waiting for something to happen. Reports
of the discovery of a rich new land to the west seemed to
of fer the excitement and adventure for which they were
waiting.

Not all the conquistadores and early immigrants to
New Spain were military men. The new area also attracted

carpenters, shepherds, bvlacksmiths, gamblers, and vagabonds.

lyilliam Lytle Schurz, This E! World: The Civili-
zation of Latin America (New York: » P, Dutton & g

NCaey ; r Po °

| ~ 2Louis Bertrand and Charles Petrie, Ing liistory of
Spain (2nd ed. rev.; New York: The Macmillan Company, 1952),

. P 189. .
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With few exceptions they were nobodies--rootless restless
adventurers of obscure origin.1 A very few were of noble
birth but who had been deﬂied a patrimony by the tyranny of
primogeniture. Despite diverse origins, however, all im-
migrants to New Spain had at least one thing in common.
They were all looking for a land that offered an opportunity
to improve one's economic and social status.

Although practically all of the early immigrants
were of the popular classes, many of them invented titles
of nobility after they arrived in New Spain. Comparing
themselves with the aborigines, they felt that at the very
least they rated the title of hidalgo. With hidalgu{a es=
tablished one could naturally expect better treatment from
royal officials as well as more liberal grants of Indians
and landa.3

The self-styled hidalgos were a difficult leot to
govern. They had been seduced by tales of the fabulous
riches which were to be had in the New World, and diliitiu-
faction set in when they found that conditions were not
nearly so favorable as they had been led to believe. BEven
the soldiers who took an active part in the conquest of

Tenochtitldn were disappointed in the booty which they were

given, After the king's fifth and the officers' share had

iNorman F. uartfh. Los vagabundos en la Nueva Es=
panas Szg}o XVI (Nikico: BdITorIaI Jus., 1957), PD. 3 ;

ZIbid. £l p. 80
31bid. '
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been deducted, the amount left for the common soldiers was
so small that a number of the conquistadores did not bother
to collect what was coming to them.1

Feeling as they did about manual labor, the Spaniards
refused to sustain themselves by their own efforts. Indians
provided sustenance for most of them, and with no need to
work, the immigrant found himself with little to occupy his
time., Gambling, carousing, and fighting comsequently be-
came ma jor diveraionl.z In short the European element that
initially populated New Spain constituted an unstable and
unsettled society. The Spanish mentality was unsuited to
sedentary farm life or to any painful employment that called
for manual labor. Fortunately the newly won country was,
as previously indicated, similar to Spain in many respects.
The vast uncultivated and semi-arid plateau had much the
same appearance as the Meseta Central of Castile. Hcrniﬁ
Cortés remarked in a letter addressed to Charles V that the
lands he had subjugated bore a distinct similarity to those
of Spain in fertility, size, and eli-ato.z It was natural,
then, that a number of the early colonists turned to live-
stock raising.

lgernal pfaz del Castillo, gggagéigg*3£§_5a§=§g¥o
uest of Mexi 7-1521, trans. a » sley

on! George Routledge & Sons, Ltd., 1928), p. 342.

2mart{n, op. git., p. 11.
 3pernande Cortés: His Pive Letters of Relation to
tb% Emperor Charles V, trans. a . Francis Augustus
Ia g t vois.; Cleveland: The Arthur Clark Company,1908),
S+ il et 4 onae bee e LR S i
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The semi-nomadic life of livestock ranching appealed
to their military nature, and it was not tainted with the
stigma of manual iaber. It was an enterprise that required
little more to become established thién a fev.hcad of stock.
Large tracts of grazing lands were readily available, and
Indians could be easily trained as herders. With luck one
could become & sefior de ganado within a few years time.

Since the aborigines had no sheep or cattle that the
early colonists could appropriate, the erstwhile livestock
rancher had to look elsewhere for animals with which teo
start his herd. A lively pastoral industry had evolved on
the islands of Espahola and Cuba prior to the conquest of
New Spain, but island officials viewed the establishment
of a livestock industry on the mainland as a threat to their
own economic well being. In an effort to preserve their
monopoly, both islands placed an embargo on any animal that
could be used for breeding putpoaes.‘

The restriction apydrcntly was not strictly enfcrccd
because & few hogs and cattle were brought into New Spain
in the years immediately following the fall of Tenochtitldn,
Swine multiplied rapidly and became the chief source of meat
for the colonists during the first few decades of coloniza~

tion, It was found that pigs thrived on maize, which was

lHubert Howe Bancroft, §1E£!£!T§§!!f§%§§ (6 vols.;
San Prancisco: A, L. Bancroft O.y - s 1K, 133.
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1 Cattle fared less

available as tribute from the Indians.
well during the early years, not multiplying as rapidly as
hogs nor being smuggled out of Espalola and Cuba in such
large numbers. Consequently the former were utilized al-
most exclusively as draft amimals, and the inhabitants

of New Spain were forced to rely on pork for their meat
supply.

The aforementioned embargo was in the form of a regu-
lation requiring an export license for livestock which could
be used for breeding purposes. Wheﬁ residents of New Spain
applied for licenses to ship horses, cows, pigs, or sheep
from the islands, permission was almost invariably denied.
Mexico City officials, resenting this attitude, dispatched
a representative to Spain in 1525 to lodge a protest at
court. As a result, a royal cadula was issued on November
24, 1525, which enjoined Eapiﬁola officials from taking any
action which might impede the exportation of livestock frou
the islands to New Spain.

With this barrier removed sheep, cattle, and horses
were freely imported to provide the nucleus for the important
livestock industry which later developed in New Spain., All
types of stock subsequently multiplied at an astomnishing

lprancois Chevalier, La formacidn de los grandes
latifundios en México, ttanu.-KETEET;“IT:TE??:‘T“#%SSTEEas
agricolas e industriales de México," Vol. VII, num. 1
México: Taller Gr‘ficn Popular. 1936). p. 71.

3Actas de cabzldo de la ciudad de Mc'ico (100 voln ;
_Mexxcoz Ignacio Bejarano, . ; . I
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rate. As early as 1535 the Mataloingo area in the Toluca
valley, for exaaple, was the site of sixty estancias which
reportedly contained about 150,000 head of horses and
cattle.} Sheep increased even nére rapidly. There were
more than 200,000 sheep and lambs in the immediate vicinity
of Quer‘%aro in 13792 and approximately 200,000 sheep and
100,000 cattle in a thirty-aile square area centering around
the town of San Juan del Rio by the same date.” It bas been
¢stimated by one authority that there were approximately
3,000,000 sheep and 1,288,000 cattle in New Spain by the
year 1620;4

Livestock raising was not restricted to the high
plateau country. The Caribbean Gulf coastal lowland areas
of Veracruz and Pdnuco were also pastoral centers, but the
ranches in this region were on & much samaller scale than
those of the highland areas. Nevertheless English corsairs,
travellers, and immigrants frequently commented on the herds

of stock seen grazing in coastal pasture lands,®

lvasco de Pugs, }

2Chevalier, Ops cit., p. 79.

: Jpichard J. Morrisey, "The Northward Expansion of oy
Cattle Ranching in New 8glini81530-1660-" Agricultural
118,

History, XXV (July. 1951

Ao ibigon ol
v‘vcrnity of c-lilocniu;

36; B 7 o8 ABge L
Press, 1951). Thcso flgur-s were taken from a graph f:ein;
‘the title page of this volume.

SCbevalicr, op. eit., p. 78.
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The price structure of beef in Mexico City clearly
reflects the growth of the cattle industry. In 1532 the
current price of an arrelgel'ef beef was 70 maravedis. Six
years later the value had dropped to 17 nntavcdfi. and the

4 2o the

warket continued to a low of 4 maravedis in 1541,
short span of nine years the price of beef therefore de-
creased by almost 2,000%.

The question of the utilization of such vast numbers
of sheep and cattle is not easily answered, but it is clear
that meat was the one cheap food available to Europeans in
New Spain. The average meat consumption in Mexico City was
ten times that of any comparably sized city in Castile. In
1574, 16,000 beeves and 120,000 gheep were slaughtered in '
New Spain's principal city.3 Thig is still a small per=-
centage of the total number raised apnually, however, and
@ definitive explanation must be sought elsewhere.

Indian depredations and attacks by wild animale ac~
counted for a fairly large number of animals killed éaéh
year, but far more important was the slasughter of cattle to
meet the heavy demand for hides both from domestic mine
operators and from Buropean importers. The high value of

hides is suggested by the fact that in 1575 a hide was
worth almost one-half the value of a steer on the hGOf.‘

lone arrelde is equivalent of 4.04 pounds.
: JChqvqlict._gga git., pp. 70-7L, 76-77.

Sibid.s Ps 87.

41bid.
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The disproportionate worth of hides led many estancia owners
to slaughter thousands of cows for their hides and prompted
rustling on & rather large scal..l High BEuropean demand
for cow hides is reflected in export figures which show
that 74,350 hides were shipped from New Spain to Seville
in 1387 and 150,000 in 1598.2

As indicated above, there were many more sheep than
cattle in New Spain. Sheep were primarily valusble for
their wool, and an isdigenous woolen ®mill industry developed
in the Mexico City and Puebla areas. By 1371 there were
eighty obgag!g3 operating in the country, and by the end of
the century this number had increased to 120. Because of
the importance of wool to the economy of the mother country,
there were no exports of this commodity to Spain, but some
woolen products made in New Spain were sold in Quatemsla
and Peru. The home market, however, absorbed by far the
largest share of woolen production due to an ever increasing
demand for woolen garments and blanketa by the Indian
povulntion.‘
f The rapid multiplication of stock naturally affected

Upig.
QM¢. Pe 88.

30&::,}0. utilized Indian lsborers, often under &
system of debt peonage, who were subjected to scandalous
working conditions. Various ordinances were passed through-
out the celenial period which were designed to ameliorate

the plight of the obraje workers, but little real progress
was made in this direction. :

dcnevalier, log, ¢it.
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the price of live animals as well as the price of slaughtered
beef or mutton. On March 5, 1528 Hernando Alonso purchased
forty yearling calves and 190 lambs for 1,730 pesos from

Herndn Cortés.}

Lambs at this time were selling for 4 pesos
per head,2 and the yearlings therefore cost Alonso 25 pesos
each., By the middle of the century, yearling calves could
be purchased for 2 pesos per head.>
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