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PREFACE

In describing the conquest and development of New 
Spain, historians commonly divide Spanish society into three 
groups, and recount the efforts of each in building the new 
country. These groups are the religious, the civilian, and 
the military. Although the religious and civilian elements 
of society contributed more to permanent settlement and 
Europeanization of New Spain, the military was essential to 
conquest. It was also essential to the existence of the 
other two groups, for without protection from hostile 
Indians the priest and the settler would not live long.

In New Spain, the major focus of military organi
zation lay in the presidios, garrisons which were 
established to serve as centers of military operations for 
the surrounding area. It is hoped that this study of the 
presidios in Sonora and Arizona will shed some light on the 
manner in which this system functioned, the problems which 
it faced, and the reasons for its successes and its failures 
during the period when Mexico was under Spanish control.
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ABSTRACT

The presidial system was the focus for Spanish 
military operations in New Spain. When Spanish colonizers 
reached present day Sonora and Arizona, they established 
forts to provide protection from the Apache Indians, who 
opposed Spanish expansion into their territory. Between 
1695 and 1776, presidios were built at Pronteras, Pitic, 
Terrenate, Horcasitas, Tubac, Altar, Buenavista and Tucson.

Life in these presidios was difficult and dangerous. 
The Spanish government never successfully solved the prob
lems of supply, supervision of officers, and regulation of 
presidial affairs, so that often the soldiers were at the 
mercy of their immediate superiors. Strained relationships 
with the missionaries and the Indians increased the tension 
of frontier life.

An examination of the major events concerning the 
presidios during the period 1695 to 1810, including the 
Rivera inspection and the resulting regulations of 1729, the 
Pima Revolt of 1751* the Elizondo expedition of 1767, the 
inspection of the Marquis de Rubi and the Reglamento of 
1772, the attempts of Hugo O'Conor and Teodoro de Croix to 
control the Apaches, and the policies of Bernardo de Galvez 
regarding these Indians, reveals the manner in which the

v



presidios functioned as frontier institutions, and the 
reasons for their successes and failures.



CHAPTER 1

INTRODUCTION

The term “presidio11 comes from the Latin word 
praesidium meaning a garrisoned town or fortress.^ In 
establishing the presidial system in New Spain, the 
Spaniards were, in a sense, following a practice which had 
been originated by the Romans centuries ago. As the Roman 
Empire expanded and as foreign colonies developed, it was 
often necessary to erect fortresses along the boundaries to 
protect the colonies from invasion. Because the forts were 
centers of defense, it was customary for camp-followers, 
merchants, and local farmers to move in close to them; and 
soldiers, in those days required to serve long years of 
military duty, brought their families with them and settled

ppermanently, or intermarried with the local population.
In this manner a town, called a praesidium. might grow up 
around the nucleus of the fort. When Spain was a Roman 
colony, this pattern of town development took place, and 
nineteen centuries later it was repeated in New Spain with

1. Frank W. Blackmar, Spanish Institutions of the
Southwest (Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins Press, 1891IT P*192.

2. Ibid.. p. 21.
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2
the establishment of the presidios, built at locations 
deemed necessary to protect missions and settlements from 
hostile Indians. They frequently became the centers of 
towns, some of which continued to exist after the presidio 
itself had fallen into disuse.

The first presidios in New Spain were built to 
defend the highways leading north out of Mexico City. 
Shortly after the conquest of the Aztec capital in 1521, 
the Spaniards began to push northward in search of addi
tional wealth. They were not unopposed in their attempted 
expansion. Bitter resistance from fierce and resourceful 
Indian tribes made the European newcomers battle for every 
advance. The Mixton War of 15^1-1542 dealt a strong blow 
to Spanish plans for pushing on farther north than 
Guadalajara.^ The task of colonization along the northern 
frontier was left primarily to the missionaries and 
ranchers. As they moved northeast from Guadalajara, they 
encountered the Chichimeca Indians, nomadic people who 
lived in the mountains of the province of Guanajuato and 
who warred on the Spaniards. Recognizing the Chichimecas 
as a potential threat to the route between Guadalajara and 
Mexico City, the first viceroy of New Spain, Antonio de 3

3. Philip W. Powell, Soldiers, Indians, and Silver 
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 1952), p. 3»



3
Mendoza (1535-1550) planned a line of presidios as a buffer
against the Indians, but it was not constructed.^- Mendoza's
successors, however, continued to be concerned with the
defense of the highways leading north out of the capital.

/ /At the end of the 1560's, Viceroy Martin Enriquez ordered 
two presidios built, at Ojuelos and Portezuelo, on the 
highway between Mexico City and the silver mining town of 
Zacatecas. Both forts were erected, probably in 1570.^
They were the first two in the presidial system which 
became the focus of Spanish frontier military strategy in 
New Spain.

As Spanish settlement moved north, new presidios 
were built at strategic spots to provide protection for the 
vanguard of the advancing population. Usually this was the 
missionary, who needed protection from his Indian flock 
until it accepted him as a friend. A few settlers would 
follow, and after enduring Indian attack, would petition 
the government for some sort of military aid. This would 
bring about the establishment of a presidio. When the area 
was sufficiently pacified by the soldiers and the padres, 
permanent settlers such as ranchers, miners, merchants, and 
farmers, would migrate to the area. In this manner.

Ibid.. p. 1*..
5. Ibid.. p. llj.3.



colonization of Mexico moved north throughout the sixteenth
century so that by the 1600s it was entering the southern
part of the area which today is the state of Sonora.

It was in Sonora that the Spaniards met the Apache
Indians, the most persistent and difficult resistance to
colonization in New Spain. Apache opposition was to plague
the Spaniards, the Mexicans, and the Anglo-Americans until
the end of the nineteenth century. Where and how the
Apache lived before the middle 1600s is not clearly known.
Previous to this time there was almost a complete lack of
contact between them and the Spaniards. Coronado had
reported after travelling through Southeastern Arizona in
1540 that the area was uninhabited.^ When the Apaches
first appeared in the region is not known, but by the
1650's the people of northeastern Sonora and northwestern

7Chihuahua were undergoing Apache raids. These hostile 
people plagued settlers along the northern frontier of New 
Spain from Tubac to El Paso during the rest of the seven
teenth and all of the eighteenth centuries. Therefore, the 
presidio was of vital importance in providing protection 
for Spanish colonizers and in gaining and controlling new 
territories. A detailed examination of the history of the

6. Edward H. Spicer, Cycles of Conquest (Tucson: 
University of Arizona Press, 19o2), p. 229.

k

7. Ibid., p. 231.



Sonora and Arizona presidios illustrates the manner in which
5

this institution contributed to the development of New 
Spain.



CHAPTER 2

ESTABLISHMENT OF THE PRESIDIAL SYSTEM 
IN SONORA AND ARIZONA

The presidial system as it developed in New Spain 
was not the result of any master plan set down by the 
government# No coherent organized body of law outlining 
the procedure for establishing and maintaining new presidios 
had been issued. The administrative problems of the 
colonial empire were handled by sending petitions to the 
Council of the Indies in Spain where the king through the 
Council would rule on each particular matter. The royal 
will was required to pass on every detail, no matter how 
small. The collected decrees that the Council issued 
formed the body of law under which matters in the New 
World were conducted. This method of legislation was 
extremely inefficient. It made administration a very slow 
process; between the time that a petition was sent from 
Mexico and the arrival of the decision from Spain, over a 
year and sometimes two would elapse. It also prevented 
competent officials in New Spain from taking care of 
decisions which could best be handled by someone on the 
scene.

6



7
Until 1681, the thousands and thousands of decrees 

passed by the Council of the Indies were unorganized, gath
ered together only in chronological order of their 
issuance, and as such were very unwieldy for persons seek
ing to use them as a guide to a particular subject. To 
find the laws pertaining to that subject, one had to go 
through all the decrees year by year. This situation was 
corrected in 1681, with the publication of the Recopilacion 
de laves de los Revnos de las Indies, which organized the 
decree of the Council by subject. An examination of the 
Recopilacion reveals that by 1681 a good deal of legis
lation concerning the presidios had already been passed.

However, these laws could in no way be called an 
outline for the operation of a presidial system. Although 
some applied to all the forts, many of the decrees had been 
passed to settle a specific problem at a specific presidio. 
The Recopilacion listed them under four general headings—  
location and garrisoning of presidios and forts; captains, 
soldiers, and gunners; legal rights of soldiers; and wages 
and expenses.That these laws dealt with every aspect of 
presidio life is evident from an examination of a few of 
them at random. In 1582, Phillip II, that most Catholic 
king, admonished his soldiers to live Christian lives. He

1. Recopilacion de Leyes de los Reynos de las 
Indias (2 vols.; Madrid: Por Ivlian de Paredes, 1661), II,
pp. Ip.-55*



8
also ordered all soldiers, married or not, to live and sleep 
at the presidio with the regular troops. Governors were 
forbidden to interfere with the appointment of chaplains to 
presidial companies in 1628. In 163U & decree ordered that 
governors were not to fill vacated captain*s jobs; rather, 
they were to submit three names to the king who would then 
choose the one he thought best qualified. A law was passed 
in I6I4.3 forbidding the issuance of regular military insig
nia to raulattoes, morenos, and mestizos, despite the fact 
that they were used as soldiers. Every presidio was 
ordered to have a carpenter and a blacksmith, hopefully to 
be drawn from the soldiers already at the fort. Several 
times it was found necessary to command that no royal 
official or minister was to contract directly or indirectly 
to supply provisions, clothes, or other items to presidial 
soldiers instead of paying them their salary. Orders 
concerning location and costs of building a presidio should
be signed by the governor and royal officials of the city

2where the fort was to be located.
These examples, which could be multiplied tenfold, 

give one an idea of the nature of the laws pertaining to 
the presidios which had been passed before l68l when the 
Recopilacion was published. The result of gathering all

2. Ibid.



9
presidial legislation together was a disjointed conglom
eration of unrelated laws. It was apparent that the 
presidial system had developed without the benefit of 
formal guidelines sanctioned by the government. Attempts 
were to be made to correct this situation in the eighteenth 
century.

Meanwhile, the advance of Spanish settlement into 
hostile areas required that military garrisons be built.
By the 1600s, Spaniards were pushing into the northwestern 
corner of New Spain, the area which today comprises the 
Mexican state of Sonora and the southern half of Arizona. 
Missionary work was begun here in 1613, when Padre Pedro 
Mendez, a Jesuit, converted some Indians living north of 
the Mayo river to the Christian faith.^ Thirty years later 
missions had been established in the Sonora river valley 
region and three towns had been founded. By 1670, mission
aries were working along the whole length of the Sonora, 
Moctezuma, and Bavispe rivers among the friendly and docile 
Opata Indians.^" As soon as the padres established them
selves in the area, Spanish settlers moved in. A few 
mining camps had preceded the missionaries on the upper 
Moctezuma river, and small silver, gold and lead mines

3. Bibert Howe Bancroft, History of the North 
Mexican States and Texas (2 vols.; San Francisco: A. L.
Bancroft & Company, 168)4.), I, p. 222.

I*.. Spicer, p. 96.



10
continued to be opened in increasing numbers. Ranchers and 
farmers moved in and began to cultivate the land, and by 
1688 there were reported to be 1,000 Spaniards in Sonora 
and the region below it.^

Not all of the Sonoran Indians welcomed the white 
man as hospitably as did the Opatas. Various degrees of 
hostility were encountered from most of the other native 
tribes, including the Yaquis in southern Sonora, the Seris 
along the west coast, the Pimas in the north, and the 
Apaches, , who attacked Sonora from Arizona and New Mexico.
It was the latter group, especially after the 1680*8, which 
made military protection an absolute necessity along the 
northern frontier.

Until 1693, Sonora had been under the governmental 
jurisdiction of the commandant at San Felipe in Sinaloa, 
the state directly to the south. In that year, it was made 
a separate administrative area under the authority of an 
official called a captain-governor.^ The inhabitants of 
Sonora, fearful that they would now cease to receive 
adequate military support from Sinaloa and annoyed by Apache 
raids, petitioned for some sort of formal military unit for 
their own province. As a result the government formed a 
Compania Volante. or flying company, "for the protection of

Ibid., p. 97•
6. Bancroft, I, p. 255*



11
the Province of Sonora where the transportation of ore from 
the mines has become paralyzed and also for the purpose of 
checking the constant robberies, murders, and ever-present 
seige of the barbarous apostates and the Apaches, Jocomes,

nJanos and Sumas tribes."' These flying companies, so 
called because they were not stationed at one specific 
location but rather traveled about from place to place as 
needed, were frequently employed in sparsely settled areas. 
This particular company was under the command of the 
captain-governor, Don Domingo Jironza, and its headquarters 
were at San Juan Bautista, the capital of the province.
The Comnania carried out vigorous campaigns against the 
Apaches in 1694* 1692, and 1696. The rather limited 
success of these campaigns can be judged by the remarks of 
one of the participants, who reported that in a campaign 
begun on April 16, 1694, and concluded on June 6 of the 
same year, only thirteen enemy Indians were killed and 
seven taken prisoner.®

To implement the work of the flying company, it was 
decided to establish a presidio along the frontier. The 
exact date of its founding is undetermined; it was located 
at the village of Santa Rosa de Corodehuachi, which had

7. Juan Mateo Manje, Luz de Tierra Incognito.
trans. Harry J. Earns (Tucson: Arizona Silhouettes, 1924)*
p. 6.

8. Ibid.. p. 32.
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been founded in the middle of the seventeenth century by

qJesuit missionaries. Officially called El Presidio de las 
Fronteras de las Apaches, it became known popularly simply 
as Fronteras. The soldiers of this garrison acted with 
those of Janos in Chihuahua to the east, and reinforcements 
were sometimes added from other points. Fronteras was the 
first presidio built in Sonora.

The soldiers of the presidio and of the flying
company were seldom allowed to rest. Juan Mateo Manje, a
soldier who came to Sonora with Father Kino and remained in
military service, lists in his diary thirty campaigns in
the seven years from 1693 to 1700, but then adds.

This does not take into account the repeated 
visits made to punish those who were constantly 
raiding . . . nor all the raids the soldiers 
made to explore the frontiers and passages to 
stop the entrance of the common enemy. Nor does 
it consider the trips they made seeking the 
stolen horses and cattle . . . nor the squads of 
soldiers furnished to protect and guard the 
Christian pueblos the enemies attacked. There 
are no memoirs of so many actions in which the 
soldiers took part, but I must say that they 
never stopped a moment. 0

Despite the work of the presidial soldiers and the 
flying company, the depredations of the Apaches in Sonora 
went on with dreary regularity. The major corridor of

9. Francisco R. Almada, Diccionario de Historia. 
Geografia. y Biografia Sonorenses (Chihuahua, Mexico: 
n.dV), p. 2o2.

10. Manje, p. 174



entry for the Indians was the area between the presidios of 
Janos and Fronteras. Increasingly the Indians slipped down 
between these two forts to raid the Sonora river valley. 
Ranches, mines, and villages were destroyed, horses and 
cattle were lost by the hundreds, and the Spanish popula
tion was forced to move south and west. It was apparent 
that more military protection was needed if Sonora was to 
be inhabited in any great numbers.

As early as 1706, Lt. Manje had suggested that "it 
would be advisable to erect another presidio of forty or 
more soldiers for the defense of this frontier," without 
which, he said, all Sonora faced certain ruin."*"̂  In 1735# 
speaking as a representative of the harassed citizens of 
the province, he asked the government to establish a new 
presidio, and suggested that it be located at the ranch 
called Terrenate, thirty leagues west of Fronteras. The 
request was answered six years later, in 17ljJ-» when the 
viceroy in Mexico City issued a decree concerning the 
Sonoran presidios. He stated that two new presidios should 
be established, one at Pitic (the site of modern Hermosillo), 
and the other between the missions of Guevavi and Soamca.
In addition, Fronteras was to be transferred to the site 11 12

11. Quoted in Jon Kessell, "The Puzzling Presidio, 
San Phelipe de Guevavi, alias Terrenate," New Mexico 
Historical Review. XLI, No. 1 (January, 1966), 23.

12. Ibid.. p. 24-.

13



Manje had recommended, at Terrenate, and the presidio of 
Sinaloa was to be transferred to Buenavista (the southern
most settlement of the Pimas on the Yaqui River).^ The 
viceroy added, however, that if the governor of Sonora did 
not think these sites were the most favorable, he could 
choose others as he felt necessary. This is precisely what 
the governor did. He agreed with the selection of Pitic as 
a good site, and established a fort there. Rather than 
moving the presidio of Sinaloa, he left it alone and only 
stationed a company of men at Buenavista. He put a new 
presidio at Terrenate, rather than near Guevavi, and left 
Fronteras where it was. No presidio was built near Guevavi, 
but the fact that the new fort at Terrenate was called San 
Phelipe de Gracia Real de Guevavi led to much confusion, 
both at the time and later, as to where the place was 
located. It actually was at Terrenate, and remained there 
for more than three decades.

The presidio at Pitic was supposed to provide 
protection from the Yaquis, Seris, and Pimas of the 
surrounding area, all of whom were becoming troublesome. 
That of Terrenate was to defend the newly established 
missions of Pimer^a Alta. The new forts were only in oper
ation for a few years when the governor received orders 13

13. Ibid.. p. 26



from the viceroy in IJkB to deactivate them. The order was 
based on royal instructions to cut down on expenses in Hew 
Spain, and on reports that the presidios were not really 
necessary. The governor vehemently protested this order, 
and even proclaimed his intention to disobey it, stating 
that the removal of the two presidios would immediately 
lead to the ruin of the province. The Spanish miners work
ing at the recently discovered Arizonac silver mine near 
Terrenate would disappear without the protection of the 
presidio there, the governor claimed, and Pitic was vital 
as the only center for defense near the Gerro Prieto, the 
mountain stronghold of the rebellious Seris. Apparently 
his arguments were heeded, because the presidios were not 
extinguished. In 1745* then, there were 183 soldiers in 
Sonora, at Fronteras, Terrenate, and Pitic; and at Buena-

llivista and in the flying company.
Shortly after its founding, it became apparent that 

the site of the presidio of Pitic had not been well chosen. 
In 1745 the viceroy sent a visitor-general, Jos/' Rafael 
Rodriguez Gallardo, to inspect the province of Sonora, and 
one of his primary purposes was to find a more strategic 14

14. Charles Chapman, The Founding of Spanish 
California (New York: MacMillan and Company, 1916), p. 29•

15
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locale for the p r e s i d i o . A f t e r  his inspection, he 
reported that the presidio was being neglected and as a 
result the section of the province surrounding it was 
defenseless. Gallardo recommended that the presidio be 
moved to a site on the San Miguel River near the village of 
Santa Mar^a de Populo. Here there was an abundance of good 
land, some of which was already under cultivation by Seri 
Indians. The garrison was transferred to this site and 
renamed San Miguel de Horcasitas. The lands which the 
Indians had been farming were seized and given to the 
Spanish residents of the presidio and to those settlers who 
desired to move with it. Naturally the Seris protested 
this outright seizure of their land; when they got no 
satisfaction they turned against the Spaniards in their 
wrath. Retreating into the Cerro Prieto mountains to the 
south, they raided Spanish settlements in the area for the 
next twenty years.^ Despite the Indians' increased 
hostility, the garrison thrived at this location, and by 
1763 it was the most populous spot in the area. The town 
that had grown up around the presidio was considered the 15 16

15. Russell C. Ewing, "The Pima Uprising of 1751" 1752" (unpublished Ph.D. dissertation. Dept, of History, 
University of California, 1934-)» P* 52.

16. Spicer, p. 108.
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capital of Sonora and became the residence of the governor
of the province, replacing San Juan Bautista.

Meanwhile in the northern section of Sonora, the
Indians continued to cause trouble. In addition to Apache
raiders, the Spaniards also had to deal with a revolt which
broke out among the Pima Indians of the Altar Valley in
November of 1751. The uprising spread within a few days

/throughout Piraeria Alta; two Jesuit missionaries and about
18one hundred other people were killed. When Governor 

Diego Ortiz Parilla learned of the outbreak, he personally 
led a squadron of men from the presidio at Horcasitas to 
Pimeria Alta to quell the disturbance. Peace was not 
secured until March of 1752 when the Pimas' leader, Luis 
Oacpicagigua, surrendered, but in the preceding four months 
another fifty people had been killed and much property 
d e s t r o y e d . T h e  revolt pointed up the necessity of a 
presidio in the area, because lack of adequate military 
protection was believed one of the major reasons for the 
outbreak. After considering a request for a new garrison 
from Governor Parilla, in January of 1752 the viceroy 17 18 19

17. Elliot Coues (ed.), On the Trail of a Spanish
Pioneer: the Diary and Itinerary of Francisco Garces (New
York: Francis P. Harper, 1900),p. 203.

18. Ewing, p. 123*
19. Ibid.
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ordered the construction of a new presidio in Pimeria Alta,

20with Pari11a in charge of selecting the site.
Within three months Parilla had gathered the fifty

men needed for the new garrison and had stationed them
temporarily at the town of Santa Ana. He then called a
meeting of military officers, missionaries, and others with
experience in northern Piman country to hear their views as
to where the new presidio should be located. The two
favored sites were on the Santa Cruz River and the Altar
River. Not everyone agreed with these choices, however.
The Jesuit priest. Father Jacobo Sedelmayr, wrote in a
letter to the governor that he favored Tucusona, "four or
five leagues beyond San Xavier at Santa Cathalina."
Father Stiger and Father Segesser, both of whom had served
at the mission of San Xavier del Bac, concurred with
Sedelmayr. Segesser wrote:

. . . one should be put in the place of Santa 
Cathaline, or in that nearby named Tucusona since 
both are abundant in water and pasture for the 
remount herds and cattle as well as the popula
tion. With such a garrison the subjugation and 
reduction of the most heathen which embraces the 
Northern and.Eastern part of said Pimeria would 
be achieved. ^ 20 21 22

20. Ibid.. p. 239.
21. Letter of Jacobo Sedelmayr, quoted in Henry F.

Dobyns, Pioneering Christians among the Perishing Indians 
of Tucson (Lima, Peru: Editorial Estudios Andinos, 19&2),
p. 9.

10
22. Letter of Father Segesser, quoted in ibid., p



Despite these recommendations, Parilla finally chose a site 
much farther south. He feared that a presidio at Tucson 
would be too far from the existing forts to get help quickly 
if it were needed; also, it would only furnish protection 
for a few rather isolated settlements. A location to the 
south would be closer to a greater number of villages and 
missions and would be able to maintain good contact with 
Terrenate.

The site Parilla chose was Tubac, on the west bank 
of the Santa Cruz River near a friendly Pima Indian settle
ment. Here the river was a clear running stream of suffi
cient size to furnish irrigation water during most of the 
year, and the surrounding land was fertile enough to support 
a good sized settlement. Besides, Tubac was in the heart of 
the Pima country where any new revolt could be quickly 
detected and dealt with, and the site would be effective in 
preventing Apache raiders from penetrating into Sonora.

The new presidio was built under the direction of 
Captain Tomas Beldarrain. Its official name was San 
Ignacio de Tubac. Under its protection were the nearby 
missions of Guevavi, eighteen miles to the southeast, and 
San Xavier del Bac, thirty miles north, plus the settlement 23

23. Doris W. Bents, "The History of Tubac, 1752- 
194811 (unpublished Master's thesis. Dept, of History, 
University of Arizona, 1949), p. 20.

19



20
/at Tumacacori, Tucubave, Arivaca, San Luis Beltran, and 

other small villages.2^
The Pima Revolt of 1751 was responsible for the 

establishment of another new presidio on the Sonoran fron
tier. It was built at Altar in 1753* under the command of 
Captain Don Bernardo de Urrea. About fifty men were brought 
up from Buenavista to serve at the new fort. After these 
soldiers left Buenavista, the Seris in the vicinity of that 
town became increasingly hostile. The governor submitted a 
petition to the viceroy complaining of the state of affairs 
in the area, and his petition was answered with the creation 
of a new presidio at Buenavista in 176$.

Tubac, however, became the center of activity 
during the 17$0's and 1760*8. By 1757* the population 
including the garrison troops had reached l).ll. In 1760 its
success was further assured with the appointment of the

26capable Juan Bautista de Anza as its captain. During his 
tenure of office the garrison town experienced its most 
brilliant period. The population continued to grow until it 
exceeded $00. Anza exerted every effort to protect the area 
from the Apaches. At the same time the declarations of his

2k* Ibid.. p. 21.
2$. Alfred B. Thomas, Teodoro de Croix and the 

Northern Frontier of New Spain, 1776-17^3 (Norman, Oklahoma: 
University of Oklahoma Press, 191*1)* P« 217•

26. Bents, p. 30.
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soldiers indicate that under his command the Tubac troops
were among the most decently treated on the whole fron
tier.^

Captain Ansa's interests, however, extended beyond 
Tubac. When he learned of Spanish settlements in Upper 
California around Monterey Bay, he became excited and in 
1772 proposed that he be allowed to lead an expedition to 
open a land route between Sonora and Monterey. This expe
dition evolved into a colonizing one destined to settle in 
California under Anza's leadership. With his departure the 
great days of Tubac as a frontier settlement were over.

Anza's departure on the California expedition 
brought to a head demands from priests, friendly Indians and 
settlers living around the mission of San Xavier del Bac and 
its visitas, San Cosme and San Agustin, for better defense 
against the Apaches. A small detachment of men from Tubac 
had been stationed at Bac in 1766, according to Nicol/s de 
LaFora, who passed through the area in that year and later 
wrote:

These mountains continue as a chain four or five 
leagues beyond Tucson pueblo, located twenty-one 
leagues north of Tubac and five from San Xavier 
del Bac which precedes it. Both are inhabited 
by Pimas Altos Indians and administered by a 
Jesuit missionary. Consequently a small detach
ment of soldiers and a corporal from the Tubac 
company are maintained in them. With this very

27. Ibid.. p. 50



22
small force they defend themselves admirably from 
the Gila Apaches, whom they punish occasionally 
because they are the most warlike.2°

Apparently they did not defend themselves well enough to 
satisfy all the residents of the area. The settlers com
plained that the presidio at Tubac was too far south to give
them adequate protection, and the detachment was not strong 

29enough. 7
These people were not alone in wanting a change in 

the defensive set-up. In 1766-67* the Marquis de Rubi had 
inspected the frontier posts of New Spain on a special 
royal assignment, with an eye to moving any presidio that 
was not located in the most advantageous spot. After his 
inspection, Rubi had recommended moving Tubac to the valley 
of Arivaca, seven leagues to the west, in conjunction with 
his general reform of the northern defense l i n e . T h e  
recommended site at Arivaca was reported to be unhealthy, 
however, and Captain Anza’s success in opening a land route 
from Sonora to Upper California made a more northerly post 
desirable to protect the new supply route. In 1775 Hugo 
0*Conor, Commanding Inspector of the Frontier Provinces of 28 29 30

28. Nicolas de LaFora, The Frontiers of New Spain,
1766-1768. trans. Lawrence Kinnaird (Berkeley: The Quivira
Society, 1958), pp. 127-128.

29. Bernice Cosulich, Tucson (Tucson: Arizona
Silhouettes, 1953), P* 59.

30. Thomas, p. 180.



New Spain, personally marked out the future location of the 
Tubac presidio.

I chose and marked out, in the presence of the 
Rev. Father Friar Francisco Garces and Lieutenant 
Don Juan de Carmona, for the new situation of 
said presidio, with the denomination of San 
Agustin de Toixon, the place of this name situ
ated at a distance of eighteen leagues from that 
of Tubac, because the requisite conditions of 
water, pasture, and wood occur, as well as a 
perfect closing of the Apache frontier.

The following year, 1776, a party of thirty-eight
soldiers and about a hundred colonists marched north from
Tubac to establish the new p r e s i d i o . I t  was to be known 

/as San Agustin and was built at the site 0*Conor had 
selected on a low mesa east of the Santa Cruz River.

The establishment of San Agustin brought to seven 
the number of presidios built in Sonora by the Spanish. 
Although troops were often assigned to other towns in the 
province, such as Bavispe and Bacoachi, the seven forts—  
Fronteras, Terrenate, Horcasitas, Tubac, Altar, Buenavista, 
and (Meson— were the primary instruments of defense against 
the Indians who refused to accept Spanish control. Real
izing that the frontier would not advance northward until 
these hostile people were pacified, the Spanish government 31

23

31, Quoted in Henry F. Dobyns, Lance Hoi Contain
ment of the Western Apaches by the Royal Spanish Garrison at 
Tucson (Lima, Peru: Editorial Estudios Andinos, 196h), p.
T'

32. Cosulich, p. 59.



placed its hopes for the solution of this problem in the 
presidial system. As is always the case, hope was not 
enough to bring about the desired result. The problems 
involved in administering the presidios concerned the 
Spanish government almost from the beginning of the system. 
Presidial troops were still trying to bring the Apaches 
under control when the Spanish Bapire crumbled into history 
to be replaced in New Spain by the Republic of Mexico.
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CHAPTER 3

THE PRESIDIO AS A FRONTIER INSTITUTION

The presidios in Sonora and Arizona.were the focus 
for daily living, not only for the soldiers who were sta
tioned at them, but also for many of the settlers who lived 
near their protective walls, as well as for the Indians of 
the surrounding area who were willing to accept Spanish 
civilization. Host of the events that occurred in the lives 
of these people, excepting those of a religious nature, were 
directly or indirectly connected with the presidio. Skir
mishes with hostile Indians involved the presidial troops. 
Social life often centered around the presidial buildings. 
Government of the town was usually under the influence of 
the presidial officers. Connections with the viceregal 
government and through it with the home government in Spain 
were maintained through the dispatches sent to and from the 
presidios. Of course for the soldiers stationed there, the 
presidio was the center of all their activities.

Life in these outposts was rugged, dangerous, and 
uncertain, and it took a hardy person to withstand its 
rigors. As might be expected on a frontier, the presidios 
were not constructed with an eye to luxurious living.
Rather they were built to provide the minimum of comforts

25
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but the maximum of safety. The nature of Spanish adminis
tration and the particular circumstances surrounding the 
founding of each fort often resulted in variations from the 
formula prescribed by law.^ A captain supervising the 
construction of a presidio on the edge of civilization did 
not have to concern himself too much with fulfilling the 
letter of the law. However, a fairly similar type of struc
ture emerged in most cases. The usual building material was 
adobe, since most of the Sonora-Arizona area was devoid of 
sufficient timber for building purposes. The site was 
surrounded by a ditch twelve feet wide and six feet deep; 
the earth from this ditch was used by the soldiers to make 
the adobe bricks. From these a wall twelve to fifteen feet 
in height and three feet thick was erected, enclosing a 
square anywhere from 200 to 75)0 feet on a side. This large 
outside wall was solid, with the exception of firing holes 
and one large entry gate which was the only means of ingress 
to the interior. Frequently towers were built at the 
corners to serve as lookout posts and firing platforms. 
Against the wall on the inside were the dwellings and shops 
which faced a large inner courtyard. The latter served as a 
plaza and a military parade ground. ̂  From the roofs of the

1. Blackmar, p. 194*
2. Ibid.
3. Cosulich, p. 59



buildings the soldiers, protected by the outside wall which 
extended higher than the roofs, could fire upon the Indians. 
Presidios usually had a chapel, atore-houses, workshops, and 
stables, as well as quarters for the officers and soldiers 
and houses for the colonists.^ Outside the wall were often 
additional houses, and at a little distance was the king * s 
farm which furnished pasturage for the horses and mules of 
the garrison.

The dwellings and shops within the fort were of the 
crudest construction, usually one-room affairs, with a door 
and perhaps a small window opening on the inner court. The 
roof was mud-plastered ocotillo branches, and the floor was 
dirt. The houses outside the walls were, if anything, even 
rougher. Presidial reports often described the homes of the 
soldiers as jacals— huts.̂  Furniture was extremely sparse, 
and because of a lack of tables and chairs, meals were 
usually served on the floor.^ Hie floor also served for 
sleeping; beds were seldom available.

An examination of several of the individual pre
sidios provides a clearer picture of their physical appear
ance. In 1774* Captain Antonio Bonilla, Adjutant Inspector

4. Blackmar, p. 194♦
5. Odie B. Faulk and Sidney B. Brinckerhoff, 

"Soldiering at the End of the World," The American West, III 
(Summer, 1966), p. 35*

6. Ibid.
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of Presidios, described Terrenate as follows:

The presidio of Terrenate is established on a 
small hill of hard whitish rock which they call 
San Mateo. Its scanty population is divided into 
two quarters (barrios). In the one they call the 
upper quarter are situated the captain's house, 
which although large is rather incommodious and 
in poor repair; the guard post; the extremely 
indecent church; which is not more than the porch 
of the captain's house; the presidio's parade 
ground; and some scattered large huts. In the 
quarter which they designate as below, because it 
is at the foot of the hill, are the rest of the 
houses or huts without the order of streets and 
in the greatest disarray . . .'

The presidio of Tucson, built in 1776-1777, enclosed 
an area roughly 750 feet square. Towers were built at the 
northeast and the southwest corners. The entrance was 
located in the center of the western wall, and consisted of 
massive double gates, five feet in width and eight in 
height, secured by a huge lock and an iron crossbar. The 
interior dwellings were small and dark, mostly windowless, 
with the doors closed by laced ocotillo stems hung on raw- 
hide, or rawhide curtains. The house of the commandant was 
a little more pretentious. Its walls were plastered inside
and out and the floor was paved with unglazed brick. From

8a staff above the main door fluttered the Spanish flag. In 
1779> Adjutant Inspector Roque de Medina examined this fort 
and reported that many of the houses of the soldiers and 7 8

7. Quoted in Kessell, p. 37•
8. Donald ¥. Page, "Tucson, the Old Pueblo," 

Arizona Historical Review. Ill (April, 1930), 38.



citizens had been built outside the walls and were protected 
only by the presidial artillery.^

The presidio of Santa Cruz de Quiburi was roughly 
square, about 300 feet on a side, with a single gate opening 
piercing the adobe wall on the east.^  The wall probably 
reached a height of nine and a half feet. The inside 
dwellings were typical— earthen floors, ocotillo-stem roofs, 
and crude doorways. A block of twelve rooms on the west 
wall served as headquarters for the officers. The church, 
located against the south wall, was a very simple building 
which lacked the esthetic beauty of some of the mission 
churches; however, it did feature plaster on the walls and a 
window. A covered gate house protected the entry to the 
presidio. Two corrals were used, one outside and one inside 
the walls. Despite extensive construction, the presidio 
remained unfinished when it was abandoned in 1780.^

The presidio at Horcasitas included a guard-house 
with an attached jail, and a modest residence for the cap
tain who, if he wanted, could build something more elaborate 
at his own expense. A church was also provided for. This

9. Quoted in Dobyns, Lance Ho!, p. 12.
10. This was the location of Terrenate from 1776 to 

1780, see page 8$.
11. Charles DiPeso, The Sobaipure Indians of the

Upper San Pedro Valley, Southeastern Arizona (Dragoon, 
Arizona: The Amerind Foundation, 1953), PP* 91-126.
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fort was built of adobe with the needed timber from the

12surrounding countryside.
In selecting equipment for the military inhabitants 

of these presidios, the Spanish government drew on both 
tradition and economy, factors which did not always lead to 
the most satisfactory or practical results. When fully out
fitted with the approved equipment, the presidial soldier 
made an excellent cavalryman--but heavy cavalry was not 
suited to fighting the Indians of the Southwest. The great 
weight of the gear wore out horses quickly, which necessi
tated taking many fresh mounts on a campaign. Proper 
emphasis on efficient firearms was lacking, and many 
officers on the frontier relied on the effectiveness of more 
primitive w e a p o n s . I t  is not difficult to imagine how 
uncomfortable the soldier must have been at times, dressed 
as he was in his heavy leather armor and riding across the 
Sonoran desert under a blazing summer sun. Yet the equip
ment that the Spaniards used did make them a formidable 
adversary in the eyes of the lightly equipped Indian.

For offensive maneuvers the soldiers carried a ten- 
foot lance, a short wide-bladed sword, a carbine, and two 12 13

12. Ewing, pp. 53-54«
13. Faulk and Brinckerhoff, Soldiering, p. 11.
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large-caliber pistols.^ The lance was an inexpensive but 
effective weapon in the proper circumstances. Frequently it 
was made at the presidio by local blacksmiths. It was used 
by the soldier while mounted; grasped above the midpoint and 
held out from the body, it could be accurately maneuvered in 
a charge, especially if the enemy were on foot. The short 
sword with a wide blade, called the espada ancha, was used 
in close fighting and on foot to cut through brush. It too, 
like the lance, was often made on the frontier. The espada 
ancha was carried either in a leather scabbard attached to 
the saddle or in a sling carried over the shoulder.^ The 
inclusion of these two weapons in the equipment of the 
frontier soldier probably seemed logical to military leaders 
in Mexico City and Madrid, who thought in terms of the 
traditional Spanish battle tactics of hand-to-hand combat.
In actuality, they were practically useless against an enemy 
who very rarely fought in the open but rather preferred the 
hit-and-run or the ambush.^

Firearms would have been much more effective, but 
unfortunately, due to high cost, shortage of supply, and 
inadequate training in their use, the soldiers neglected * 15 16

llj.. Sidney B. Brinckerhoff and Odie B. Faulk, 
Lancers for the King (Phoenix: Arizona Historical Founda
tion, 19&5>), p. vii.

15. Ibid.. p. 71.
16. Faulk and Brinckerhoff, Soldiering, p. 9*



these weapons. As late as the 1780's, many of the presidios
were using obsolete guns which were very inferior to the
ones their Indian enemies were buying from the French and 

17English. Few of the men were instructed in the use of 
firearms to any degree of proficiency. Since they were 
charged for all powder used in excess of three pounds annu
ally, the soldiers were not interested in target practice. 
Thus the weapon which could have been the most effective 
received little emphasis.

Defensive equipment was also provided. The leather
shield or adarga had been a traditional piece of Spanish
equipment since the days when it had been copied from the
Moors. It was about 20 inches high and 21*. wide, made of
several thicknesses of bullhide stitched together, usually
constructed on the frontier. The adarga was supposed to
deflect arrows and lance thrusts. When going into battle,
the soldier put on a three-quarter length sleeveless coat
made of four to six thicknesses of hide stitched together,

18sometimes quilted. This coat, or cuera, was designed to 
protect him from lances and arrows that got by the adarga. 
It was extremely heavy and uncomfortable, but did provide 
the soldier with some protection. The legs were covered by 
leather leggings and, while riding, by leather skirts 17 18

17. Ibid.. p. 10.
18. Ibid., p. 11.
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attached to the saddle. Some saddles also had leather 
protectors which covered the hindquarters of the horse.
Thus equipped, the Spanish presidial soldier and his mount 
rode out to duty.

Ideally this equipment was at the disposal of each 
soldier, but in reality the case was somewhat different.
The man who had all his gear, with each piece in good condi
tion, was practically non-existent. The Jesuit missionary. 
Father Ignaz Pfefferkorn, in his description of the province 
of Sonora where he served from 1756 to 1767, reported.

The soldier’s war equipment consists of a long 
spear, a musket, a long broad sword, a shield, and 
a thick leathern jerkin. The weapons would be 
formidable if they were kept in good condition and 
if the soldier had a proper knowledge of their 
use. But most of these soldiers are entirely 
without experience. They do not know how to load 
a flintlock. The swords are usually so rusted in 
the scabbard that no one could pull them out, or 
so dull and full of notches that they would hardly 
cut cheese. '

An inspection of the presidio of Tucson, made in March of 
1779 by Don Roque de Medina, reported the following weapons 
in possession of the troop of seventy men: sixteen carbine
rifles, forty-eight lances, twenty-four swords, sixty-six 
four-pound cannon balls, and thirty-eight cueras, of which 
five were useless. In general the arms were in mediocre 19

19. Ignaz Pfefferkorn, Sonora. A Description of the 
Province, trans. Theodore E. Treutlein (Albuquerque: 
University of New Mexico Press, 19lt-9) # p. 291.



condition. Hugo 01 Conor, inspecting the presidio of 
Terrenate in 1715, lists for forty-three soldiers and ten 
Indian auxiliaries forty carbines (all owned by the sol
diers), six pistols (all belonging to the Indians), fifteen 
swords, thirty-nine shields, and forty cueras. 0*Conor
further divides these numbers according to condition— good, 
mediocre, and useless; many items fell into the last two 
categories.The same type of inventory for the forty-
three men of the flying company lists forty-one carbines,

22seven pistols, seven swords and forty cueras. At Tubac in 
the same year, 0‘Conor found fifty-four men, forty-four 
rifles, two pistols, forty-two swords, fifty-three lances 
and shields, and forty-two cueras. H e  also reported that 
the rifles there were in good condition, the cueras in 
mediocre condition, the swords were new, and the lances were 20 21 22

20

20. Don Roque de Medina, Review of San Agustin 
Presidio, deposited in the Archive General de Indies, 
Sevilla. In the Audiencia de Guadalajara 271. (Taken from 
the Bancroft Library Microfilm, Chapman #4271), typescript 
copy in Arizona Pioneers Historical Society Library, p. 3.

21. Revista del Real Presidio de Terrenate 1775* 
Documents of Spanish Presidios, 1731-1783 (Collection S733, 
Arizona Pioneers* Historical Society Library. Xerox copies 
of Chapman Microfilm in Bancroft Library), A.G.N. Guada
lajara 515 (104-6-17), folder 41, p. 9.

22. Revista de la Comp an/a Volante de la Provincia 
de Sonora 1775, Documents of Spanish Presidios, 1731-1783, 
folder 48, P* 34*

23• Revista del Real Presidio de Tubac 1775, Docu
ments of Spanish Presidios, 1731-1783, folder 59, pp. 47-^8.
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useless. ̂  Obviously equipment was in chronic short supply,
and what was available was not in the best condition.

The same situation existed for the heavy presidial
arms. Each fort had been ordered in 1752 as a result of the
Pima revolt to have four cannon, fifty guns and lances for
arming civilians in case of war, and "sufficient" gun- 

2*5 zpowder.  ̂ Nicolas LaFora reported after his inspection with 
the Marquis de Rubi in 1766 that the cannons in the Sonoran 
presidios were in deplorable shape. Two at Tubac were 
entirely useless because of cracks in the breech. The 
majority of the others were rusty, and this, plus the fact
that most of the people did not know how to handle them, had

26caused many accidents.
The poor state of the equipment in the Sonoran pre

sidios was not entirely the fault of careless soldiers. The 
frontier was over a thousand miles from the capital city, 
and the problems involved in sending supplies to the remote 
outposts were immense. The survival of Spanish settlements 
along the northern frontier depended upon keeping the troops 
well-armed, well-provisioned, and well-paid in their iso
lated and vulnerable desert posts. Yet necessity and 
accomplishment were two different things. Although it tried

2i|.. Ibid.
25. Ewing, pp. 2l}5-246.
26. LaFora, p. 109.



throughout the duration of the presidi&l system, the Spanish 
government never succeeded in working out a really satis
factory system of supply.

The biggest problem was graft. At the outset, 
presidial soldiers were paid their rather meager salaries in
either cash or treasury warrants redeemable in Mexico 

27City. They could then shop for the best bargains in the 
goods they needed. By the seventeenth century, however, the 
practice of paying the troops partly in cash and partly in 
supplies had developed. The latter were valued at an 
inflated price, effectively reducing the soldier's pay, and 
the captain would pocket the monies that had been allotted 
to him for the salaries. Although the particulars varied 
from place to place, this method was used by provincial 
governors, company captains, paymasters, and local merchants, 
sometimes independently and sometimes together, to rob the 
soldier.^®

As early as 1581, Philip II found it necessary to
issue a decree stating that no person was to give clothing

29or other merchandise to soldiers in place of pay. When 
Pedro de Rivera made his official inspection of the frontier * 28 29

2?. Max L. Moorehead, "The Private Contract System 
of Presidio Supply in Northern New Spain," Hispanic American 
Historical Review, XLI (February, 1961), 32.

28. Ibid.. p. 32.
29. Recopilacion, Libro II, p. 4-6*
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presidios in 1721*., he was specifically ordered to inves
tigate this abuse. At that time the average soldier 
received one-fourth of his salary in exorbitantly priced 
goods, according to the viceroy.

Rivera's findings and his recommendations concerning 
this matter were incorporated into the Reglamento of 1729» 
which established maximum prices for the most commonly used 
supplies, thus preventing inflated valuation. This measure 
seems to have been ignored on the frontier, however, for in 
1759 and in 176%. it was found necessary to draw up ordi
nances to eliminate the practice of paying troops in 
merchandise altogether.^ When the Marquis de Rub^ made his 
inspection in 1766-1768, he found that conditions were 
unchanged. He reported that one governor had amassed over 
8,000 pesos in eight years from provisioning the troops, and 
on some commodities he made a profit of one thousand per

09 /cent.-'' Rubi added that in his opinion the wretched condi
tion of the soldiers was due to the exorbitant prices being 
charged them for low quality goods. According to the audit 30 31 32

30. Moorehead, p. 32.
31. Herbert I. Priestley, Jose de Galvez, Visitor

General of New Spain. 1765-1771 (Berkeley: University of
California Press, 1916), p. 2o8.

32. Moorehead, p. 33•
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of some presidial accounts, the purchasing power of the
soldiers* salaries did not exceed 100 pesos a year.^

Father Pfefferkorn in Sonora was quite sarcastic
about this matter. He condemned the common practice of
having the captain act as merchant for his troops. He
stated that in addition to making a profit on the goods they
used to pay the soldiers, the captains often requested a
larger quantity of supplies from Mexico City than they
needed for the presidio. With the excess, they plied a
trade with Spaniards and settlers surrounding the fort.
Since no set limit on prices existed, the profit was
assured.Pfefferkorn claimed that the captains made a
profit of two-thirds on food, clothing and livestock that
they sold to their men. Because it is extremely profitable,
he said, the position of captain is not conferred on anyone

. . .  who cannot prove his military worth with a 
cash payment of 12- or lit.,000 pesos. He may or may 
not have a knowledge of warfare. Really these 
heroes are more skilled with the measure than they 
are with the sword and they understand better the 
management of the counting-house than they do the 
leading of an expedition.

The Reglamento of 1772, established as a result of 
Rubi*s report, ordered that the captains withdraw completely

33• Hugo 0*Conor, Informs sobre el estado de las 
Provincias Internes del Norte * 1771-177? ̂ Mexico: Editorial
Culture, 1956), p . 3#.

34-• Pfefferkorn, p. 294..
35. Ibid.
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from the purchasing of provisions and. supplies for their 
troops under penalty of removal from office and denial of 
further royal service.Instead, the job was to be handled 
by an elected paymaster who would procure the needed goods 
and sell than at cost plus Z%» This scheme was not satis
factory either; the low profit margin allowed to the pay
masters forced many of them into bankruptcy when Indian 
attack or other calamity caused loss of goods. An 
inspection of the frontier presidios in 1777 by Teodoro de 
Croix revealed that five presidios had paymasters in debt; 
and another, owing to the mismanagement of its paymaster, 
was without horses, saddles, uniforms, muskets, and 
r a t i o n s . C r o i x  also reported that the paymasters often 
spent presidial funds in the gambling houses or brothels of 
the market towns. In order to correct all these abuses, in 
1781 Croix took the first steps towards putting the provi
sioning of troops in private merchant’s hands on a contract 
basis. The object was to eliminate the paymaster system and 
to provide a stimulus to the economy of the interior prov
inces. This system did not improve matters significantly, 
mainly because the contractors were unable to profit

36. Reglamento e, ins true cion para los presidios que 
se han de former en la linea de Frontera de la Bueva Espana 
"(Mexico t Reimpreso en la oficina de la Aguila, 163I*.), P»
3.

37. Moorehead, p. 3k



adequately without charging the troops more than they could 
pay, but it was used until the nineteenth century. Mean
while, the frontier soldier continued to suffer from a short 
supply of low quality, over-priced merchandise.

Officers who used their position for personal gain 
were unfortunately all too commonplace in the frontier 
presidios. The Spanish pattern of primary dependence upon 
relatives to gain advancement seems to have been present on 
the Sonoran frontier, and the result was that incompetent 
men were often placed in responsible positions because of 
their familial connections,^® Because of the remote loca
tion of the presidios in relation to the central command in 
Mexico City, the chances of being seriously reprimanded for 
offenses were slight, and this made the temptation of graft 
hard to resist for many men. Those officers who had been 
sent to the frontier from Spain were usually quite unhappy 
with their assignment. They looked down upon their men as 
contemptible colonials or racial inferiors, and in letters 
and reports they referred to Sonora as al fin del mundo—  
the end of the world.^ For them life on the uncivilized 
frontier must have been intolerable. The opportunity to 
make money during their service seemed to some a justifiable 
consolation. 38 39
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An example of this type of officer was Don Gregorio 
Alvarez Tunon, captain of the garrison at Fronteras from 
1712 until his superiors relieved him of his duties for 
gross abuse of office in 1729. Tunon was bitterly casti
gated by Juan Manje for his greed. According to Manje,
Tunon spent most of the time at his ranches and mines forty 
leagues from the presidio. Here he used soldiers for his 
personal employees while they were in the pay of the royal 
service. When an inspection was made in 1721, he used 
civilians to impersonate missing soldiers so he could con
tinue to collect treasury funds for fifty men. Tunon gave 
clothing intended for his troops to the Indian servants 
working in his mines and left the soldiers short. "All the 
above is in addition to his bad character and audacity," 
said Manje. "By sarcasm, insults, and reproaches he intim
idates them. Because of these and other reasons, nobody 
wifehes to enlist as a s o l d i e r . T u n o n  was eventually 
fined 14,654 pesos for employing soldiers for his personal 
use, and was removed from office.

Conduct like that of Tunon was made possible in part 
by the administrative system of the presidios. Although 
supervision of presidial matters was a large part of the 
duties of provincial and vice-regal officials, the command
ing officer at each fort exercised almost absolute authority

41
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over his men.^ Unlike the regular Spanish army, the troops 
in the Interior Provinces had no regimental or unit affili
ation; they enlisted in a presidial garrison, and this was 
the only group to which they had any loyalty.^ Most of the 
troops were recruited directly from the Provinces, and a man 
became a soldier simply by registering with the captain and 
receiving equipment. Training was very haphazard, and 
depended mostly on the ambitions of the captain for his men.

These men who served as common soldiers, like their 
officers, were not always of the highest caliber. The send
ing of convicted criminals to the presidios to serve in the 
army was a common practice. Most of the troops were 
recruited from the Interior Provinces and as a result many 
of them were mulattoes or mestizos who joined the army 
because it was the best life open to them; some of these men 
were of low character without ambition. The presidial 
soldiers were a hard-bitten lot whose religion did not 
interfere with the pursuit of whatever meager pleasure they 
could find on the frontier. Whenever the opportunity arose 
they swore, gambled, caroused, and drank much like soldiers 
the world over.^ The boredom of the isolated life caused * 42 43

Ip.. Ted Warner, "Frontier Defense," New Mexico 
Historical Review. XLI, no. 1 (January, 1966), 10.

42. Faulk and Brinckerhoff, Soldiering, p. 31.
43. Page, p. 38.



many men to indulge their worst appetites. In their favor 
it must be said that the men were courageous and resourceful 
and some spent many long years in this rugged life. At 
Terrenate in 1775# 0*Conor found six men who had served over 
fifteen years, five who had served over twenty, and one man 
who had put in over thirty years in the royal service.^-

Although they were relatively isolated, the pre
sidios were not the only institutions of civilization on the 
frontier, nor were the soldiers the only people. The 
presidios acted in conjunction with the missions upon the 
native populace of northern New Spain to bring them European 
ways. The presidio served many functions besides that of a 
defense center— it was a center for civilian settlement, it 
was an agency with which the missions had to deal, and it 
was a medium for cultural exchange between Spaniard and 
friendly Indian.

The growth of settlements around the presidios took 
place without much official direction. The law had stated 
that each presidio was entitled to a four-square-league 
grant of land, but little care was taken to locate the land 
or give titles to permanent settlers. In 1773# Viceroy 
Antonio Bucareli gave the presidial commandant authority to 
designate common lands and to give land grants to the

ll4. Re vista de Terrenate, p. 3.



Indians.^ In 1789 a series of instructions was issued with 
royal approval; called the plan of Pi tic, it was applied 
specifically to the town of Pitic hut was ordered to be 
observed throughout the northern provinces for the founda
tion of other towns.^ The plan stated, among other things, 
that as soon as there were thirty settlers in one place it 
was necessary to form a town council which would look after 
the police, the economy, and the food supply of the town.
The natives and the Spaniards were to share equally in all 
rights as citizens. Distribution of lots and cultivatable 
lands was to be based on need. Certificates were to be 
issued to each settler and a register of titles was to be 
kept. Land could be sold after four years occupancy, but 
not to any religious institution. In 1791, an order was 
issued that authorized the distribution of land by presidial 
commandants within a territory of one league in any direc
tion from the center of the presidio, but in no case outside 
this l i m i t T h e  commandant was also to be in charge of 
surveying the grants. * 46 47

45* Blackraar, p. 198.
46. Ibid., p. 199.
47. John Wasson, Compilations of the Laws, Regula

tions, Usages, and Condition of Spain and Mexico Under Which 
Lands were Granted and Held and Missions, Presidios, and 
Pueblos Established and Governed (Tucson, n.d.}, p. 144»
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Although In the nineteenth century some of the pre
sidio towns grew fairly large, Sonora simply did not have 
enough people to make any town very big. At one point, in 
1763, Father Juan Nentvig compiled the following table con
cerning the settlement of Sonora:

45

Mining settlements and Spanish towns, 
including the five Royal Forts, inhabited 
in the 27 th of November 1762 22
Uninhabited, most of them mining settlements 1|.8
Farms and ranches , o ' 2
The same, uninhabited1*' 126atiTff

Although it is hard to believe that in the whole province 
there were only two inhabited ranches, Nentvig is probably 
fairly accurate in his portrayal of a very sparsely settled 
Sonora. The development of real towns had to wait until 
later, but what settlements did exist were often clustered 
around the presidio.

The relationship of church and state, represented on 
the frontier by the mission and the presidio respectively, 
was marked by clashes over jurisdiction and authority and 
different points of view concerning many frontier problems. 
Friction almost invariably-resulted whenever the fathers and 
the military authorities found themselves in close con
tact.^ From the missionary’s standpoint the function of * 49

1|6. Juan Nentvig. Rudo Ensavo (Tucson: Arizona
Silhouettes, 1951 )> P« 144-•

49. Page, p. 37.
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the military was to provide protection for their churches, 
and consequently the padres felt that their authority should 
be supreme. The missionary looked upon the Indian as a 
child of God whose soul was worthy of being saved; on the 
other hand, the soldiers and the nonreligious settlers in 
general were not in sympathy with the missionary's attempts 
to Christianize the Indians. They considered the padres 
useful only insofar as they assisted in the preparation of 
the country for the habitation of Spanish settlers. Mili
tary commanders frequently made demands that the missions be 
secularized; that is, turned over to the secular clergy to 
operate. These demands had the support of the law which 
stated that ten years after its founding a mission was to be 
turned over to the secular clergy and its lands distributed 
to the I n d i a n s . T h i s  was done on the theory that after 
ten years a frontier area should be sufficiently civilized 
to allow the missionary to move on to new lands. The friars 
in turn objected to the behavior or the quality of many of 
the soldiers who were sent from the presidios to serve at 
the missions. Since the presidials were often half-breeds 50

50. Theodore Treutlein, “The Economic Regime of the 
Jesuit Mission in 18th Century Sonora," Pacific Coast 
Historical Review. VIII (September, 1939)# 299.



or jailbirds, the complaints about immoral or insubordinate 
soldiers were probably justifiable.^

Despite their differences, neither the mission nor 
the presidio could perform its own function without the aid 
of the other; it was a ease of mutual dependency. Although 
the impression was that the missionaries objected to the 
presence of soldiers at the churches, the opposite was 
usually the case. Fray Romulo Cartagena, in a report 
written in 1772, said.

It is seen every day that in missions where 
there are no soldiers there is no success . . . .  
Soldiers are necessary to defend the Indians from 
the enemy, and to keep an eye on the mission 
Indians, now to encourage them, now to carry news 
to the nearest presidio in case of trouble.

The missionaries often took care of the spiritual needs of
the soldiers. The presidios were supposed to have regular
chaplains, but this was apparently not the case, for in 1756
Father Pfefferkom re-opened a mission near Altar to

53minister to that garrison. One priest recommended placing 
the spiritual care of all the forts under the missions; he 
pointed out that it cost the government I4.8O pesos a year to 
support the chapels at the forts. He intimates that this 
plan would both save the government money and provide better 51 52 53

51. Herbert E.- Bolton, The Mission as ii Frontier
Institution (El Paso: Academic Reprints, Inc., i960), p. 11

52. Ibid.. p. 34.
53. Pfefferkom, p. 261
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spiritual care for the presidios.^ In addition, the pre
sidio depended on the mission as a supply source of food and 
livestock. In Sonora the Jesuit mission was the dominant 
agricultural institution, a situation which usually held 
true on the frontier. It harvested most of the crops of the 
field and owned most of the livestock and cattle.^ The 
missionaries helped keep the Indians pacified and in line. 
Despite their roughness, the Spanish soldiers in most 
instances had a warm feeling for their religion, and it was 
the priest who baptized them, married them and buried them.

In the case of the presidio and the Indian, the 
degree of cultural exchange and the intimacy of the rela
tionship depended on whether the Indians were friendly or 
hostile. In the case of the Apache, the relationship was 
one of mutual hate, and the Spaniard’s aim was to subjugate 
or exterminate these people. The Timas were more tractable, 
but their revolt in 1751 proved that they were not com
pletely happy with the Spanish invaders and the way of life 
that they demanded. The greatest degree of friendship was 
developed with the Opata Indians of central Sonora. The two 
groups, Spaniards and Opatas, found a common interest in 
their efforts to protect their communities from Apache * *

54* Document by Father Diego Bringas de Manzaneda, 
circa 1797, trans. Thomas S. Higgins (typed copy, Arizona 
Pioneers’ Historical Society, Tucson), p. 16.

55* Treutlein, p. 290.



raids* It was to Spanish advantage to keep on friendly 
terms with the Opata, once they learned what determined 
fighters these Indians were against the Apaches. It was to 
Opata advantage to keep the Spaniards well disposed towards 
them in order that Spanish soldiers would be kept in the 
field against the Apache.^ As early as I69I4., the Spaniards 
and the Opatas were cooperating in campaigns against the 
Apaches, and when the Opatas proved themselves extremely 
able fighters, they became a regular part of the fighting 
force. By 1?$6, a band of U*.0 Opata archers were being 
employed to pursue Apaches as far north as the Gila River. 
Prom this date there were also three companies of Opatas 
who reinforced the regular presidial troops. In 1777, 
twenty Opatas were attached to the company at Tucson for 
service against the Seris; there were already Indian scouts 
at the p r e s i d i o . A b o u t  1797, Father Bringas at Tucson 
attributed the subjugation of the Apache, such as it was, to 56 * 58

56. Spicer, p. 101.
57- Ibid.. p. 98.
58. Letter from El Cavallero de Croix to Don Jose 

de Galvez, and accompanying documents deposited in the 
Archivo General de Indies, Sevilla, in the Audiencia de 
Guadalajara 271. Typescript copy of microfilm of letter 
590, taken from the Bancroft Library Microfilm, Chapman 
#4271, in the Arizona Pioneers Historical Society Library, 
p. 3*
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the Opata and Pima troops who were used at Bacoachi,
Bavispe, and Tubac.̂

As allies of the Spaniards, the Opatas were affected
by a great deal of cultural assimilation. Missionary
records indicate much intermarriage of Spanish men with
Indian women, which the government encouraged probably both
to help populate the area and to keep the soldier on the
frontier because of family ties. There were further formal
relationships through the godparent system between Spanish
and Opata f a m i l i e s . W h e n  attached to garrisons as
auxiliaries, Opata men were given Spanish names if they did

61not already have them.
The intermingling of Spaniard and Indian was not 

always beneficial to the Indian. The padres objected 
strenuously to the quartering of troops in the same settle
ment with native neophytes, claiming that the poor example 
set br the soldiers in their moral conduct alienated many 
Indians from the teachings of the fathers. Father Bringas 
complained of the corruption of the Indians who were living 
idly around the presidios. He said they had learned cards, 
swearing, and obscene dances, and were practicing 59 60 61 62

59. Bringas, p. 56.
60. Spicer, p. 99.
61. Dobyns, Lance Hoi, p. 11.
62. Page, p. 37*
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drunkenness and prostitution.^ Apparently the Spaniards 
often took advantage of the friendly natives. The soldiers, 
whose jobs in addition to their military duties included 
erection of buildings, attention to livestock, and culti
vation of the fields, soon learned to employ Indians for 
these menial tasks. The Indian auxiliaries were only paid 
about half what the regular Spanish troops received.
Finally, Father Bringas commented that the horses and cattle 
belonging to the troops and inhabitants of the presidio at 
Tucson caused much damage to the fields and crops of the 
Indians and that their water supply had been greatly 
decreased.

On the other hand, the contact between Spaniard and 
Indian was not always to the advantage of the Spaniard.
From the very beginning the Apaches capitalized on their 
enemy by stealing their horses and copying their gear. In 
1701 Father Kino in Pimeria Alta complained of Apaches making 
off with h o r s e s . I n  the 1760‘s, Father Pfefferkorn 
declared that one of the principal occupations of the 
Sonoran soldiers was care of their horses; they were forced

63. Bringas, p. 64..
64.. Ibid.. p. 56.
65. Ibid.. p. 18.

, 66. Herbert E. Bolton, Kino's Historical Memoir of
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I, p. 267.
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to keep the closest watch, especially at night, to prevent 
the Apaches from taking the animals for their own use.^ 
Tubac and Terrenate both lost over a hundred horses in 1772 
when the Apaches boldly struck at midday. Again in 1774*
130 horses that were to be used for the Anza expedition to

68California were taken from Tubac. The Apaches used the
horses not only for mounts, but for food; horse and mule 
flesh was reported to be preferred by the Apaches to any 
other meat. ̂  They also stole— or copied when they had to—  
the leather armor and riding equipment that the Spaniards 
used. Contrary to popular belief, Indians used saddles 
whenever they could; they did not prefer to ride bareback. 
The Apaches used bridles with Spanish bits, and had iron 
stirrups on their saddles. They also learned to use fire
arms, at times in a much more skillful manner than their 
Spanish enemies.

The government bore the cost of establishing a pre
sidio and was responsible for its maintainance and the 
salaries of its men. In 1728, the average yearly cost for 67 68 69

67. Pfefferkora, p. 294»
68. Bents, pp. 37-38#
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each presidio was 23,100 p e s o s . I n  the 1750‘s, the five 
Sonoran presidios in operation cost the government 107,350 
pesos. In 1771, the figure was 20,66$ pesos for each fort. 
The yearly expense remained fairly stable.

The presidio was a vital institution on the fron
tier; serving numerous functions besides the military one 
for which it had been primarily designed. In judging the 
effectiveness of the presidial system, this fact must be 
kept in mind. Although the presidial system failed some
what in its military objectives, in its broader aspects it 
enjoyed a certain degree of success. 70

70. Henrietta Murphy, "Spanish Presidial Adminis
tration as exemplified by the Inspection of Pedro de 
Rivera, 17214.-1728" (unpublished Ph.D. dissertation. Dept, 
of History, University of Texas, 1938), p. 118.



CHAPTER 4.

HISTORY OF THE SONORAN PRESIDIOS

The presidio system was established in Sonora 
primarily to deal with rebellious natives who resisted Span
ish attempts to invade their territory. In 1694* four 
campaigns were carried out against the Apaches and their 
allies along the frontier by the first flying company in 
Sonora under the command of Domingo Jironza.1 2 After the 
establishment of the fort at Fronteras, offensives were 
frequently launched with varying degrees of success. Taken 
as a whole the campaigns were ineffective, according to the 
statements of some of those persons in Sonora at the time.
In 1703, Father Kino wrote.

Every year . . .  there are regularly many thefts of 
horses, cattle, sheep, and goats, and even murders 
of Christian Indians, Spaniards, soldiers, etc., 
particularly on the frontiers of this province of 
Sonora . . . .  And although for the prevention of 
so many and so grievous injuries there have been 
conceded and provided by his royal Majesty two pre
sidios of fifty soldiers each, that of Janos, and 
the flying company and presidio of this province of 
Sonora, the enemies . . . have been pushing andg 
each year continue to push farther inland . . .

Kino further cites six letters he had received from other
priests and military officials in which they all complained

1. Bancroft, North Mexican State, I, p. 255*
2. Bolton, Kino1s Memoir, p. 25«



about depredations made by the Apaches. Father Kino made a 
special point of defending his beloved Pima Indians from 
blame for any of this mischief.^ Several years earlier, in 
1698, the Pimas had distinguished themselves in battle 
against the Apaches by killing sixty men in the field and 
fatally wounding over a hundred and fifty more with poisoned 
arrows.^ Despite this many Spaniards did not like or trust 
the Pimas and blamed them for some of the havoc being 
wrought.

The well-liked Jironza was replaced in 1701 by 
General Jacinto Saldana, who served as head of Fronteras 
until 1712 when the notorious Captain Gregorio Tunon 
replaced him. Tunon*s neglect of his duties in favor of his 
personal enterprises during his tenure of office resulted in 
more devastation of the province. A visitador (Spanish 
official who visited areas and made official reports to the 
viceroy on what he found), Miguel Almanza, wrote in 172I4. 
that the Apaches had become so bold and their raids so fre
quent that the whole province was threatened with ruin 
unless a more effective means of defense could be put into 
practice.^ In reply the viceroy issued an order stating

3. Ibid.. p. 28.
Ij.. Bancroft, North Mexican States, I, p. 27^.
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that after I72I4. offensive action was forbidden; only defen
sive warfare was allowed.^ This meant that soldiers could 
take no action until the Indians attacked then; they could 
then defend themselves, but no expeditions could be made 
into Apache country. This policy showed a complete lack of 
understanding of the situation; it suited the Indians* hit- 
and-run tactics very well. Protests against the new policy 
were many, as experienced frontiersmen felt that the Indians 
would only attack unprotected spots and then retreat before 
the soldiers arrived to fight.

In the same year, I72I4., a major inspection of all 
frontier presidios was begun. The purpose of this inspec
tion was to find out why the forts were not functioning as 
they should and to seek ways to increase their effective
ness. Viceroy Gasafuerte appointed Pedro de Rivera, then 
governor of Tlascala, as inspector in charge. In his 
instructions he told Rivera to be particularly concerned 
with certain specific problems, including the overcharging 
of soldiers for supplies, the maintainence of padded pay
rolls by corrupt captains, the determination of whether or 
not the presidios were performing their duties, the possi
bility of reducing expenses without, however, sacrificing

6. Spicer, p. 238.
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efficiency; and the possibility of relocating presidios at

7more convenient or strategic sites.1
Rivera visited Sonora in October 1726, spending

8thirty-three days at Fronteras. Here he discovered that 
the corrupt Captain Tunon had left his fifty men leaderless 
and destitute of equipment and supplies. Rivera brought 
fifteen charges against Tunon and removed him from office. 
The inspector had to reform nearly every feature of the 
presidio's operation, including lowering the soldiers'

Qsalaries from 1|.50 to I4.OO pesos a year.
On a broader scale, Rivera's inspection of 1724-1728 

resulted in the first attempt by the Spanish government to 
promulgate a uniform code of regulations for the conduct of 
all matters pertaining to the presidios. The Reglamento of 
1729, issued by Viceroy Casafuerte, was based on the recom
mendations that Pedro de Rivera submitted after his 
inspection tour on the frontier. The Reglamento was the 
guide for presidial affairs for almost fifty years until it 
was revised in 1772.

The Reglamento consisted of an introduction, 196 
regulations, nine supply price lists for the various

7. Murphy, pp. 21-30.
8. Ibid.. p. 117.
9. Ibid., p. 137
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presidios, and a concluding order of enforcement.10 The 
first group of regulations, one of ten sections, specified 
the number of soldiers and their salaries for each fort.
The second section listed the military duties, responsi
bilities, and restrictions of governors and commandants of 
the Interior Provinces. The duties of the garrison captains 
were enumerated in the third section. The fourth dealt with 
presidial chaplains and their functions. Next came a 
section on precedence in rank and the rights and obligations 
of subordinates to their military superiors. The sixth 
section dealt with routine duties and prohibitions within 
the presidio. The proper management of escort service for 
travelers was the subject of the seventh section. The 
eighth dealt with the duties of the governors and comman
dants of the Provinces concerning the peace and security of 
Indian pueblos. The ninth section concerned treatment of 
Indian enemies in time of hostilities.11 The final section 
consisted of one article which stated gravely that the 
author was omitting from this Re gl amen to all rules that were 
not essential, since their inclusion would produce con
fusion; by omitting them greater emphasis was placed on the

12necessary ones. In calling every one of the 196 articles

10. Ibid.. p. 198.
11. Ibid.. pp. 200-211#..
12 Ibid., p. 211#.
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necessary the government was exhibiting its intent to make 
every minute feature of presidial life subject to specific 
regulation.

The Reglamento of 1729, under the broad headings 
listed above, had articles which dealt with specific prob
lems at individual forts. Of concern to Pronteras in 
Sonora was Rivera’s reduction of the total yearly salary of 
the presidio from 23,100 pesos to 20,600 pesos. The 
inspector felt that the lower salary, uncut by compulsory 
discounts and extortionate prices for supplies, was actually 
fairer than the higher figure burdened by these practices. 
The official price lists, one of which was intended for 
Sinaloa and Sonora, were designed to eliminate the over
valuation of supplies by greedy merchants and captains and 
thus make the effective buying power of the lower salaries 
equal to that of the higher figure.

Perhaps if the Reglamento had been consistently 
observed on the frontier, the presidios would have performed 
in a more satisfactory manner. Unfortunately, like many 
royal edicts, it was largely ignored. The laws were 
enforced only in the first years after they were issued; as 
time went on their effectiveness decreased. Profiteers fell 
back into their old ways, captains abused their office, and 
morale lagged. As the presidial forces well knew, and as 13

13. Ibid., p. 102.



the government was learning, it was one thing to issue an 
order and quite another to implement and enforce it.

During the 1730la> the Apaches took advantage of the 
defensive-warfare-only policy to extend the area of their 
raiding in Sonora. They attacked ranches south of Arispe, 
penetrated as far down as Saguaripa in eastern Sonora, and 
threatened Pimerfa Alta in the west.^*" The province was 
dependent for protection on the presidio at Fronteras, aided 
occasionally by the fort at Janos to the east in Nueva 
Vizcaya; in the southern part of the province the people 
drew on the presidio at San Felipe in Sinaloa in time of 
emergency.^ This was not practical, however, for San 
Felipe was short of men and also had to protect its own 
province. Some reinforcement of the military strength in 
Sonora was definitely needed.

When Sonora and Sinaloa were united into one admin
istrative district in 1734# the newly appointed governor, 
Manuel Bernal de Buidobro, made a visit to S o n o r a . T h e  
citizens took this opportunity to present their governor 
with a petition requesting better protection; they specif
ically asked for a new presidio to be built to Pimeria Alta * 16

llj.. Bancroft, North Mexican States, I, p. 520.
15* Spicer, p. 238.
16. Donald Rowland, "The Sonora Frontier of New 

Spain, 1735-1745," New Spain and the Anglo-American West (2 
vols; Los Angeles: privately printed, 1932), I, p# lij.9.
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and for replacement of the missing men from the presidio of 
17 ySan Felipe. 1 Don Augustin de Vildosola, one of those

pleading with the governor, said.
This province is found to be almost exhausted of 
people . . . .  Thus the rich old mines of 
Bacanuchi, San Juan, Nacosari, Basochuca and other 
districts are abandoned . . .  and of which now 
remains the name alone and, like Troy, the site 
and the ashes.10

Vildosola went on to say that he recommended placing the new 
presidio in the vicinity of Terrenate, about fifty miles to 
the west of Fronteras. Don Juan Bautista de Anza the Elder,

TOcommandant of Fronteras, suggested the same site. 7 At this
time, however, the government took no action.

From 1734 until 1741, trouble increased in the
southern part of the province. The Seris and their allies

ywho lived along the coast and on Tiburon Island were hostile
to the Spaniards. In 1737> a group of Fimas who had been
peacefully settled in villages in Pimeria Baja revolted and
fled to the Cerro Prieto, a wild mountain stronghold south

20of modern Hermosillo. A more serious rebellion took place 
three years later among the Yaquis and Mayos in southern 17 18 19 20
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Sonora, a rebellion which took two years to suppress and
which resulted in the destruction of many fields and 

21villages. These events convinced the government that new 
presidios were needed in Sonora, and in l?!*.! forts were 
built at Pitic and Terrenate.

Two new presidios were not adequate for the needs of 
the province. Juan Antonio Balthasar, a Jesuit visitor to 
the province in 171*4-1745, wrote that there were still not 
enough soldiers. “For those who are at present in the pre
sidios of Fronteras and Terrenate . . .  are not sufficient 
to withstand Apache incursions and much less will they
suffice to serve as a protection of the missions and dis- 

22tricts . . . ” Balthasar also complained about Governor
yVildosola (who had replaced Huidobro in 1741), saying that 

he was constantly quarreling with his men and that he tried 
to humiliate the presidio captains and reduce their 
authority.

Administrative problems and continued trouble with 
the coastal Indians prompted the government to send Joss' 
Gallardo on an official visit of inspection to Sonora in 
1748• Apparently Balthasar’s criticisms of Vildosola were 
not without foundation in fact, for Gallardo also * 22

2L Ibid.
22. Peter M. Dunne, Juan Antonio Balthasar. Padre 

Visitador to the Sonora Frontier. 171*4-1745 (Tucson:
Arizona Pioneers Historical Society, 1957), P« 96.



recommended he be removed from office; he was then replaced 
by Don Diego Pari11a.^ The Inspector also ordered the 
relocation of the presidio of Pitic, moving it to 
Horcasitas. He strongly advised that a major campaign be 
carried out against the Seri Indians of southwestern Sonora 
who were causing much havoc in that area. In 1750# follow
ing this recommendation. Governor Barilla led an expedition

/of ever seven hundred men to Tiburon Island in pursuit of
the Seris. He later reported that he had been successful in
extinguishing the Seris and their allies, but in reality he
was greatly exaggerating. He only captured twenty-eight

2kIndians, and the number that he killed is not known. ^ In 
actuality the expedition was a failure.

The weakness of the Spanish military force was not 
lost on Don Luis, the native governor and captain general of
the Pima Indians, who had accompanied the expedition along

2*5 Zwith a detachment of his tribesmen. ^ Luis had been nursing
secret resentments against the Spaniards for some time, and
now he felt emboldened to do something about them. On

/November 20, 1751# Luis held a meeting with his people at 
Saric, a settlement near the source of the Altar River, and 23 24 *

23. Rowland, Elizondo Expedition, p. 2l|..
24. Ibid., p. 25.
2$, Russell C. Ewing, "Investigations Into the 
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plans were made for a general revolt against the Spanish 
overlords. Neither life nor property was to be spared in 
driving all Spanish sympathizers from Pimeria Alta. Lufs 
had the support of the majority of his people, for the plans 
were immediately put into action; and within a week’s time 
the Pimas had laid waste to the larger settlements in 
Western Pimeria Alta and had killed more than a hundred 
p e r s o n s . T h e  property of the victims was either destroyed 
or carried off, and the churches were looted and burned.

By November 23, Governor Parilla had learned of the 
revolt through six letters sent to him from the besieged

pQarea. He reviewed conditions at the frontier presidios
and found that not one of them was up to its full fighting
strength. Terrenate was without a commanding officer and
was missing many of its soldiers, who were away working to
rebuild the pueblo of Bacanuchi which had been devastated.
Fronteras was afflicted with some sort of disease which had
rendered many of its personnel temporarily unfit for
service. Horcasitas was short twenty men who had been sent

pq yto the Sonora Valley on a mission. Luis could hardly have 
chosen a better time to launch his bebellion. 26 27 28 29

26. Ewing, Pima Uprising, p. 73*
27. Ewing, Investigation, p. l^l.
28. Ewing, Pima Uprising, p. 93*
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Parilla ordered what troops were available to 

action. A detachment from Sinaloa was called up and along 
with the men from Horcasitas was sent north. Along the way 
they were joined by the troops who had been in the Sonora 
Valley, and the total force went up to Santa A n a . P a r i l l a
further ordered all the available men from Fronteras to come

/at once to Pimeria Alta, and the troop at Bacanuchi was to
return to Terrenate. The Governor himself then proceeded to
the scene at the head of a detachment. By November 28, only
a week after the revolt had begun, a sizable number of

ZSpanish troops were in Pimeria Alta ready for action.
Headquarters were set up at the mission of San 

Ignacio above Magdalena. Parilla then sent word to the 
Indian rebels that if they would return quietly and peace
fully to their villages he would give them a fair and just 

32peace. The Fimas refused this offer, and the Spaniards 
found it necessary to use force to subjugate the rebels. On 
January $, 1752, a major encounter took place at Arivaca, 
when almost 2,000 Indians under the leadership of Luis 
attacked a small Spanish force. The soldiers killed forty- 
three Indians, including Luis' son, while their casualties 30 31 32

30. Ibid.. p. 97.
31. Ibid.. p. 109.
32. Ibid.. p. 120
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amounted to two slightly wounded men.^ This defeat dealt a
strong blow to the morale of the Indians, and some of them

/began to drift back to their ranchorias. Those who con
tinued the struggle took refuge in the Santa Catalina 
mountains. Again Barilla offered them peace if they would 
agree to return quietly to their villages. Although many
of them did so it was not until the middle of March that the

Z  3J1Spaniards finally succeeded in getting Luis to surrender. "̂ 
The Indian leader was questioned exhaustively as to 

why he had revolted. Barilla in particular had been disil
lusioned at the betrayal of a native in whom he had placed

/a great deal of trust. In a long harangue, Luis placed the 
blame squarely on the missionaries, claiming that they had 
mistreated his people and taken Indian lands for their own.
Barilla seemed quite anxious to believe Luis; he had been

/quarreling bitterly with the Jesuits in Bimeria Alta and had 
disagreed with them over the conduct of the campaign against 
the rebels. During the summer and fall of 17$2, investi
gations were carried out into the causes of the revolt, and 
they revealed the governor's malicious feelings toward the 
missionaries. Juan Balthasar wrote a defense of the padres, 
however, in which he claimed that the governor was trying to 33 34

33. Ibid.. p. 187.
34. Ibid.. p. 22k*



cover up his own errors by shifting blame to the priests.
The charges and counter-charges led the government to con
duct a long and complicated investigation into the whole 
situation which was not officially closed until 1758. ̂  The 
final conclusion as to the cause of the uprising seemed to 
point neither to the missionaries nor the government 
officials, but rather to the Indian*s preference for an 
unrestrained, unregimented way of life over existence as 
Spanish vassals.

The Pima revolt highlighted several important prob
lems in Sonora. One was the need for more military 
establishments. Even before peace had been restored.
Viceroy Revilla Gigeda issued orders for the construction of 
a new presidio in such a locale as would be convenient to 
prevent further uprisings by the Pimas. Two forts were 
built, one at Tubac in 1752, and another at Altar in 1753* 
The revolt and the subsequent quarreling between the civil 
and the religious authorities revealed the depth of the 
disagreements between forces of pacification which should 
have been working together for their common goals. Finally, 
the continued unrest of the Pimas, even after the supposed 
peace, contributed to the depopulation of Piraeria Alta.
Some of the larger settlements at Santa Ana, Guevavi, 35 36

35. Dunne, Balthasar, p. 38,
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Tumacacori, Arivaca, and other locations were either left 
with a tiny group of inhabitants or abandoned completely.

By the 1750fs the Spaniards had built five pre
sidios in Sonora, at Fronteras, Horcasitas, Terrenate,
Tubac, and Altar; yet they could not control their Indian 
enemies. The devastating raids of the Apaches continued in 
the North, the Fimas were restless in the West, and the 
Seria to the south were becoming increasingly hostile. In a 
letter from Tucson dated March 1757, Father Bernard 
Middendorf, the resident missionary, related how he accom
panied an expedition led by Governor Juan Antonio de Mendoza 
(who had replaced Parilla) against rebel Papagos and
Cocomaric-Copas, whom he accuses of having planned to

37destroy the mission of San Xavier. Father Pfefferkorn, in
Sonora from 1756 to 1767, related that the province had been
and still was suffering from "these fierce, heriditary
enemies," the Apaches.^® He was quite pessimistic about the
caliber of the Sonoran military personnel, and gave all the
credit for what little protection the province had to the
Christian Indians who "at times still administer a defeat to 

39 1the Apaches.Pfefferkorn also told of the increasing 37 38 39

37. Bernard Middendorff, "Letter dated from Tucson 
3 March 1757,11 trans. Arthur D. Gardiner, Kiva. XXII (June, 
1957), 3-

38. Pfefferkorn, p. 130.
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difficulties with the Seris in the south, who in 1756 had 
united with a group of still rebellious Fimas. From this 
time on, the padre said, they had pitilessly ravished 
southern Sonora. An unsuccessful campaign had been waged 
against this group in 1758, in which many men and horses 
were killed when the soldiers were ambushed in the Cerro 
Prieto stronghold.^"® Governor Mendoza himself, who led this 
unsuccessful expedition, was killed in 1761 by the Seris 
when he tried to recover some horses they had stolen from 
him. Father Juan Nentvig, in his essay on Sonora written in 
1763, deplores the hostilities of the Seris, saying, "And at 
the present day . . . still they are as fierce as ever and 
will not lend an ear to any word of reconciliation.
Nentvig had even worse things to report about the Apaches,
It was his opinion that if these Indians would become aware 
of their own strength, in less than a year they could ruin 
the entire province*completely.^ Nentvig made some inter
esting suggestions in regard to the problem of controlling 
the Seris and the Apaches. He said that the only remedy for 
the Seris was to get rid of them in a manner so complete 
that not a single one would be left in the land. This he 
proposed to do by deporting every last one of them to some 40 41 42

40. Ibid.. p. 155.
41. Nentvig, p. 83.
42. Ibid.. p. 89.



distant place, "separated from this land by wide seas, wider 
than the Gulf of California, and with variable winds inter
vening."^ As for the Apaches, Nentvig proposed that 
expeditions against them be discontinued as a useless waste 
of time; the Apaches had no towns or villages to serve as 
targets. Rather he favored a policy of watching the fron
tier and attacking the Indians when they entered the 
province, a return to the no-offensive-warfare policy of 
1724.44

The decay of conditions in Sonora, as well as along
the whole northern frontier of New Spain, did not go
unheeded in Madrid. When Charles III came to the throne in
1759, he turned his considerable talents to reforming many
aspects of the Spanish empire, and one of these was the
problem of frontier defense. In 1765, the Bourbon king made
two appointments which were to have a vital influence on
presidial affairs in Sonora. One of these was the appoint- 

y /raent of Jose de Galvez as visitor-general to New Spain with 
authority to institute sweeping reforms in the adminis
trative and financial functions of the viceroyalty.45 The 
other was a commission to the Marquis de Rub^ to inspect all 
presidios in the viceroyalty of New Spain and to recommend 43 * *

43. Ibid.. p. 148.
44• Ibid.. p. 150.
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measures for their improvement, much as Pedro de Rivera had 
done in 172l|.-1728 A 6

Galvez was sent to New Spain primarily to inspect 
and revise that part of the administrative system which 
cared for the royal finances, but his interest in the for
tunes of the northern provinces and the frontier was piqued 
almost from the time of his arrival in Mexico. Following 
royal orders, he met with the viceroy and military officials 
in October 1?6$ to discuss problems of the f r o n t i e r . I t  
was decided to organize a large military expedition which 
would be sent first to Sonora, since it was the region most 
in need of aid, and from there to other troubled areas.
While Galvez was busy raising funds and making other prepa
rations to launch the expedition in 1766, the governor of 
Sonora reported to him frequently of the increasing menace 
of the Seris, who had been joined by other rival bands and 
who had adopted new methods of warfareA®

The forces Galvez gathered in Mexico City for the 
expedition included soldiers from the cavalry and infantry, 
volunteers, enlisted men, and fusiliers. It was to be aug
mented with 200 veterans from the Sonoran presidios, 100 men 
from the flying companies, and 300 Indian auxiliaries making * 48

lj.6. Ibid., p. 2.
^7• Rowland, Elizondo Expedition, p. 71-
48. Ibid.. p. 76.
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a total of over 1,100 men> the largest military force Sonora 
had ever seen.^ In order to allow the expedition to come 
up from the south by sea, a port was specially constructed 
at Guaynras to receive the ships. In command was Domingo 
Elizondo, who arrived in Sonora in the spring of 1768 with 
part of his army after a long overland march from Mexico 
City. The ships carrying the rest of the expedition arrived 
within the next months and by the middle of May the entire 
force was assembled and ready for action.

Headquarters were established at the old site of the 
presidio of Pi tic, with detachments stationed at Guaymas and 
the new presidio at Buenavista. In June offensive measures 
were begun, but the heat of summer prevented the Spaniards 
from using their full strength in the field. What detach
ments did go out met with a singular lack of success; the 
Seris eluded their pursuers rather than standing and fight
ing, and slipped into the Cerro Prieto hideout.^

In August 1768, plans were laid for major offensives 
to take.place during the fall and winter. It was decided 
that a large scale attack using over 600 men should be made 
on the Indians at their main camp in the mountains. The 
date was set for November 23 and 21̂ ; however, when the sol
diers reached the Indian camp, they found that their quarry 49 50

49. Ibid.. p. 91.
50. Priestley, p. 271.
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had been alerted and had quietly slipped away under cover of 
darkness. A few natives were killed, but for a force of 
hundreds of men, such a result was hardly a victory. Unfor
tunately, this was the pattern that most of the Spanish 
offensive maneuvers followed, the Indians were so elusive 
that the only thing the Spaniards achieved in chasing them 
was extreme fatigue. In January, 1769# a force of 300 men 
began a movement northward but were unable to find any 
Indians. In February another attempt was made to trap the 
Seris in the Cerro Prieto, but they slipped away and the 
soldiers surrounded an empty camp.^ Meanwhile, the Indians 
continued their raiding and terrorizing of the hapless 
province.

Joss' de Galvez himself arrived in Sonora in May
1769. Prompted by the failure of the Elizondo expedition
and the wishes of the king, he issued an edict of general
amnesty to all Indians who would surrender during a forty-

92day period in which hostilities would be suspended. • The 
amnesty period was extended several times in the hope that 
it would bring more Indians to the Spanish camp, but the 
number who surrendered was disappointingly small. On July

/ do22, Galvez ordered hostilities resumed. 51 52

51. Ibid.. p. 272.
52. Rowland, Elizondo Expedition, p. 185.

73

53. Ibid.. p. 192



Plans were made for another Invasion of the Cerro 
Prieto in October; this expedition met with the same success 
that the two earlier ones had experienced.^- The officers 
in charge, Elizondo and Juan Pineda (governor of Sonora), 
realized that tactics mist be changed if results were to be 
obtained. At Pitic in November 1769 a council of war 
decided that the method of pequena guerra, or guerilla war
fare, would be u s e d . R a t h e r  than concentrating men into 
one large force, troops would be sent in small detachments 
wherever they were most needed to keep order. The Indians 
were to be kept in constant flight by little groups of 
soldiers who would not let them rest or search for food. 
Cajolery and gifts were to be used to try to induce the 
Indians to lay down their arms.

By spring of 1771 order had been restored to the 
province, and the work of the Elizondo expedition was con
sidered finished. Galvez sent a glowing report to Mexico 
City telling of the success of the campaign which had 
brought Sonora and Sinaloa peaceful tranquility and had left 
the area well defended by the presidial companies and 100

54.. Ibid.. p. 204..
55* Priestley, p. 277.



fusiliers. Both Colonel Elizondo and Governor Pineda were 
recommended for promotion.

Despite the Galvez report, the Elizondo campaign was 
in reality not entirely successful. Even as Colonel 
Elizondo and his troops were leaving the province in May 
1771# the Apaches were causing a disturbance on the northern 
frontier.^ In regard to the other rebellious tribes, much 
had been achieved. The records of uprisings and raids made 
by the Seris after the campaign showed that fewer occurred 
than before it.

Supervision of the campaign against the Indians was 
not the only activity of Jos/ de Galvez during his visit to 
Sonora. He had been authorized in 1768 to act with the full 
powers of the viceroy while in Sonora in order to implement 
reforms. Before departing from Mexico City for the northern 
provinces he had submitted to the government a detailed out
line of the changes he proposed to make. The most important 
of these was his plan for the creation of a new adminis
trative unit called the comandancia general. This terri
tory, to be made up of the provinces of Sinaloa, Sonora, 
Nueva Vizcaya, and the Califomias, would be governed auton
omously by a oomandante general whose only obligation to the * 57
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viceroy would be to keep him informed of matters.^® Galvez
felt that this arrangement would give the frontier better
supervision than it was getting from a viceroy who was far

59 /away and occupied with numerous other matters. Galvez 
also proposed realigning the existing forts so that some 
could be eliminated, thereby reducing expenses. In their 
place he wanted to establish frontier towns peopled with 
armed colonists who could act as a provincial militia. He 
wanted to select or establish a town in Sonora which could 
serve as the seat of government for the new comandancia. 
Galvez* proposals were approved by the government, and he 
was instructed to put them into effect while in Sonora.

Unfortunately during much of the time that the 
visitador was in Sonora, he was too ill to function effec
tively. Some of the time he was delirious and v?ry close to 
death. At one point he declared that he would subdue the 
Seri rebels by bringing in 600 apes from Guatemala which he
would put into uniform and send into the Gerro Prieto.

>Before he fell ill, however, Galvez issued a decree pro
viding that his commissioners were to go out and establish 
the new military towns. "When he returned to Mexico City in 
June 1770 he had apparently recovered and was in sound mind. 58 59
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At the same time that Elizondo and Galvez were 

occupied with the Seris, the Marquis de Rubi was carrying 
out the assignment that Charles III had given him in New 
Spain. He had been ordered to inspect the frontier presid- 
ial system and to make recommendations for its improvement 
based on the results of his inspection. Rubi’s instructions 
placed special emphasis on Sonora and the possibility of 
finding more strategic locations for the presidios there. 
They also stressed devising means to halt the constant
Indian attacks on towns, ranches, and haciendas.

/Rubi was accompanied on his tour by a Captain of the 
Spanish Royal Engineers, Nicol/s de Lafora, who had been 
ordered along for the purpose of mapping and describing 
accurately the regions visited. Lafora kept a day-by-day 
account of the trip, which provides a detailed description 
of the presidios visited.

Rubi and his party left Mexico City in April, 1766, 
and arrived at the frontier a month later. The inspector 
had a routine which he followed at all the presidios he 
visited. Immediately upon arrival, he looked at the garri
son and the horses. Then he took statements from the men 
concerning irregularities in pay, prices of supplies, and 
improper duties. An audit of the books of the presidial 
commander followed. Next came inspection of equipment and

61. Kinnaird, p. 5«
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weapons, and then Rub^would order abuses corrected and 
reforms implemented. When he felt that affairs were in 
order, he would move on to the next fort.

The inspector and his retinue reached Sonora in 
November 176? and made their first stop at Pronteras• 
According to Lafora, there were 479 persons living there, 
including the military personnel. At a distance of one 
league to the east of the fort, there was a high and rugged 
hill from which the Indians spied on the presidio and from 
which they could even see into its interior. The party 
remained at Pronteras until early December, when it left for 
Terrenate. At this presidio they found a population of 300 
persons, including the company and 19 settlers able to use 
arms. Lafora complained about the location of this fort, 
stating that the climate was unhealthy, the water bad, and 
farm lands scarce. He suggested that it might be good to 
move the presidio north into the San Pedro valley. Tubac 
was the next fort inspected by Rub/. Not too much was said 
about Tubac except that two of its four-pound cannons were 
totally useless. At the presidio of Altar, Lafora reported 
that there were twenty-five families and ten armed men in 
addition to the soldiers. The party then turned south, 
travelling to the presidio of Horcasitas, which served as 
the residence of the governor of Sonora. In addition to the 
soldiers there were sixty civilians and various Indian



families, all very poor. In March, Rubi concluded his work
in the Sonoran presidios with a visit to Buenavista, where

62sixty families of Lower Fima Indians were living.
Lafora did not confine himself to a strict account 

of the journey. To his diary he appended a critique of the 
frontier defense system. In it he blasted the inefficiency 
of the officers, the inadequate training of the soldiers, 
their lack of strategy against the Apaches, and the absence 
of discipline and morale. He proposed that the only effec
tive method of fighting these Indians would, be a continuous
offensive war carried on in their territory by small detach-

6 3ments of troops. J
Rub^ himself made a lengthy report on his inspection 

after returning to Mexico City in February 1768. In it he 
reviewed conditions at the individual presidios and made his 
general recommendations for improving the system of frontier
defense. He had much to say concerning the Sonoran pre-

✓sidios. Rubi felt that the location of Fronteras was poor; 
it was too far west of Janos to cooperate effectively with 
that presidio. He recommended that it be moved to the 
valley of San Bernardino.^ In agreement with Lafora, he 
too suggested that Terrenate be moved north, into the San 62 63 64
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Pedro Valley where the environment was more suitable to 
habitation. Rublf had a good deal of praise for conditions 
at Tubac, where Captain Anza was doing a splendid job. 
Because of his efficiency, the presidio had attracted a 
large number of settlers, so many in fact that Raibl believed 
they could protect themselves. He felt the garrison should 
be moved to a new location southwest of the existing one.^ 
After visiting Altar, he suggested that it be moved further 
west nearer the Jesuit mission of Caborca. Finally, he 
recommended the extinguishing of the presidios at Horcasitas 
and Buenavista, feeling that they were not needed at their 
present locations.

/These moves were to be made as part of Rubi’s over
all design for re-aligning the frontier presidios into a 
cordon of defense stretching from the Gulf of Mexico to the 
Gulf of California. He was trying to establish the 
strongest barrier with the very limited forces available, 
and he felt this could best be done by placing the forts in 
a line with approximately forty leagues between them. In 
addition to this, Rubi made other suggestions for reforms 
concerning personnel, supplies, and other presidial matters. 
He deplored the system whereby the men were not paid in 
money but in goods. He felt that regulations concerning

65. Ibid.. p. 23.
66. Ibid., p. 39.
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enlistment were needed and pension should he given to sol
diers after long and loyal service. Presidial equipment 
should be improved, and horses maintained. New uniforms 
suitable to the climate should be issued.

/ yThe result of the work of Jose de Galvez and the 
/Marquis de Rubi was the issuance in 1772 of the Reglamento 

_e instruccion para Los Presidios qua se han de Former en la 
linea de Frontera de la Nueva Banana to replace that of 
1729. Like its predecessor, the Reglamento dealt with all 
aspects of presidio life. The first section, titles one 
through eleven, dealt with pay, equipment, supplies, mili
tary procedures, and treatment of Indian enemies. The 
twelfth enumerated the functions of the newly-created 
officer, the commandant-inspector. Title thirteen covered 
the duties of officers and chaplains, and the fourteenth 
established an official called the paymaster, who was to 
procure needed goods and sell them at cost plus two percent. 
Following these was a separate section titled "Instructions 
for the new location of presidios" which was practically a 
repetition of Rubi*s suggestions. A concluding paragraph

68stated the king’s orders that the regulations be observed. 67 68
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Unfortunately for the frontier, the Reglamento of 

1772, like that of 1729, brought few meaningful changes to 
the presidial system. Many of the regulations went 
unobserved by the officers. Without proper training or 
inspired leadership, the troops, in large part, were not 
even aware of their specified duties. They received no 
formal training in most cases; as soon as they enlisted they 
were pressed into active service. Indolent and corrupt 
officers did not change their ways because of orders issued 
thousands of miles away.^

One important administrative change was effected by 
the Reglamento. This was the creation of a new adminis
trative unit called the Interior Provinces, to include Nueva 
Vizcaya, Sonora, Sinaloa, the Califomias. New Mexico, 
Coabuila, Texas, Nueva Leon, and Nueva Santander. The area 
was to be governed by a commandant-inspector who would 
function directly under the viceroy. To this important post 
the king appointed Colonel Hugo 0*Conor, an Irish mercenary, 
and assigned him the task of moving the presidios to the new 
sites recommended by the Reglamento, as well as the job of 
maintaining order along the frontier.o*Conor undertook 
his assignment with vigor and courage. In the spring of 
17711 he delegated Antonio Bonilla to review the presidios in 69 70
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Sonora in connection with their proposed m o v e s . A f t e r  
making a careful reconnaissance of the sites that Rubi' had 
recommended for the location of the Sonoran presidios, 
Bonilla reported to his superior. He felt that because of 
Mthe news of the fortunate discovery made by Captain Don 
Juan Bautista de Anza of a route overland to northern 
California . . . today the line of presidios which the 
royal instructions prescribes for Sonora is not advantageous 
as it was in the year of *67. Instead Bonilla proposed 
the following moves: Altar to the valley of El Escomae,
eight or nine leagues to the southwest; Tuhac to the valley 
of El Quiburi, instead of to Arivac; Terrenate to the 
valley of San Pedro instead of Las Nutrias, and Fronteras to 
San Bernardino, where Rubi had s u g g e s t e d . 0*Conor asked 
the governor of Sonora, Don Francisco Crespo, to comment on 
Bonilla's report, which he did after reconnoitering the 
frontier. Crespo substantially approved of the recommen
dations made by Bonillas.

0*Conor himself came to Sonora in the summer of 1775 
and made an inspection of the presidios in the province. He 71 72 73
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concerned himself not only with plans for moving the forts 
but with every detail of their affairs. His inspection was 
incredibly complete. It listed, among other things, the 
number of shirts, shoes, hats, boots, and so on, owned by 
each man and also denoted the condition of same— good, 
medium, or useless. At Terrenate, O'Conor found a partic
ularly unpleasant situation. In 177k* the garrison had 
revolted against its captain, Jos^ de Vildosola, because he 
and the paymaster were working together to make an unfair 
profit on sales of supplies to the presidial troops.^ As 
a result, Vildosola had been suspended from office. His 
successor. Captain Tovar, was hardly a good choice, for he 
was addicted to drunkenness and kept a public shop. 0*Conor 
recommended his replacement but Tovar was permanently 
removed when he was killed in an Indian fight.' ̂

After his inspection. O'Conor made yet another set 
of suggestions for the new location of the presidial line 
in his report to the viceroy of August 29# 1775» He.felt 
that Altar should go to the site recommended by Rubi, that 
Tubac should go to Tucson, and that Terrenate should move 
to the valley of Qaiburi near Santa Cruz. Pronteras should 
be moved to San Bernardino as ordered. 0*Conor further 
proposed the establishment of two new presidios, to be * 75
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located on the Gila and Colorado Rivers in order to protect
the new route to California and to advance the frontier.
These would be manned by the personnel from Horcasitas and
Buenavista; these two forts would then be discontinued. In
their place the Sonoran flying company would patrol the
southern area of the province which they had previously 

76guarded.' The viceroy approved 0*Conor’s proposals and
ordered the presidios moved with the exception of Horcasitas
and Buenavista, which were to remain where they were for the
time being. In 1776 Tubac was transferred to Tucson, and

/ /was named the Presidio of San Agustin del Tuquison.
Fronteras was moved to its new site in the valley of San 
Bernardino, and Terrenate moved to Quiburi, where it became 
known as the presidio of Santa Cruz, formerly of Terrenate.??

The Apaches, meanwhile, were either unaware of or 
indifferent to Spain's attempts to shore up her frontier 
defenses. They continued their attacks incessantly. In

85
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November, 1772, they stole 257 head of horses from Terrenate,Q
killing one soldier. The following February they struck
at Tubac, killing a soldier and stealing 100 horses. They
repeated this performance in 177k at Tubac, and in Hay of
that year they besieged Fronteras and stole the entire
presidial herd of 300 horses. Later in 177^ they killed
fourteen soldiers from Fronteras. Father Bartholome Xlmeno,
resident missionary at Tumacacori wrote in 1773 of the havoc

/being wrought by the Apaches in Pimeria Alta. He stated
that if they were not contained the missions along the fron-

79tier would be totally wiped out. In Nueva Vizcaya from 
1771 to 1776 the Indians killed and plundered at such a pace 
that over 100 ranches and settlements were left depopu- 
lated.78 * 80

86

These events and others like them led Hugo 0*Conor 
to engage in major campaigns against the Apaches along the 
entire frontier in 1775 and early 1776. Sonora’s contri
bution to these offensives was 295 men from the six 
presidios and the flying companies and 100 loyal Opatas, 
part of a force of over 1,200 men that O ’Conor mustered for
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80. Bernardo de Galvez, Instructions for Governing 

the Interior Provinces of New Spain, 1766, trans. Donald B. 
Worcester (Berkeley: The Quivira Society, 1951), P* 10.



Onthe war on the Apaches. The first major action which took 
place between August 20 and September 1, 177$, was a Spanish 
success. Fifteen defeats were inflicted on the Apaches, 138 
Indians were killed, over 100 captured, and almost 2,000 
animals were recovered.®** In October 1776 0•Conor reported 
to the viceroy that that month he had killed twenty-seven 
Indians and taken eighteen prisoners. The commanders of 
detachments in Sonora and Bueva Vizcaya were enjoying 
similar success. Another severe blow was administered to 
the Apaches by the Comanche Indians, who exterminated 
several hundred of them as they were fleeing from their 
Spanish pursuers.®^ These years of rugged duty on the fron
tier broke 0*Conor's health, and in 1776 he petitioned the 
government for a less strenuous appointment. For his good 
services, he was rewarded with the governorship cf 
Guatemala.

Despite 0 'Conor's successes, frontier conditions 
remained critical. The Council of the Indies finally recog
nized that the viceregal system could not give adequate 
supervision to the problems which arose so many miles from 
the capital on remote borders. Even the most efficient of 
the viceroys had neither the time nor the experience to
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handle the problems of distant borderlands. Moreover, the 
Spanish advance into California and the recent acquisition 
of the Louisiana territory from France gave the Interior 
Provinces new importance. It was decided to separate the 
Interior Provinces completely from the viceroyalty of New 
Spain, and to place the separated area under the authority 
of a single military government to be known as the 
Comandancy-General of the Interior Provinces of New Spain.^ 
This had been suggested by Jos/ de Galvez in 1768, but the 
Reglamento of 1772, although it created the post of 
commandant-inspector and put him in charge of the Interior 
Provinces, did not authorize an autonomous administrative 
area. Now the Council employed Galvez* plan.

The man in charge of this new area was the 
commander-general, who was to devote all his attention to 
warfare, leaving non-military matters in the hands of the 
proper civil authority. To this vital post, Charles III 
appointed Don Teodoro de Croix, a native of France who had 
joined the Spanish army at age seventeen. Croix was the 
veteran of many engagements; he had been in New Spain from 
1766 to 1770, was familiar with conditions there; and had 
proven his loyalty, courage, and a b i l i t y . H e  was an 
excellent choice for the difficult job of maintaining * 85

Sit-. Thomas, Croix, p. 17.
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Spanish control on the frontier. In his instructions to 
Croix, Charles III stated that "Your first objective and 
care must be directed toward the defense, stimulation, and
extension of the enormous territories included in the

86district of your command.11 More specifically, Croix was 
instructed to utilize the militia to aid in pacifying the 
country and to establish order and discipline in the various 
companies. The king emphasized the importance of founding 
well-organized settlements along the frontier and near the 
presidios. Finally, he insisted on strict observance of the 
Reglamento of 1772.^7

Croix arrived in the New World in December, 1776.
He remained in Mexico City for eight months, familiarizing
himself with frontier conditions, organizing his staff, and
working out plans for defense. During this time, he
received a stream of reports from the frontier lamenting
the deplorable conditions there. In January, 1777, Governor
Crespo of Sonora wrote that the Fimas and Seris were
committing outrages and he feared that they might ally them-

88selves with the Apaches. Juan Bautista de Anza, appointed 
commander of the armed forces in Sonora after his return 
from California, reported new attacks, murders, and losses

86. Thomas, Croix, p. 19.
87. Ibid.
88. Ibid.. p. 21.



90
of livestock at the hands of the Seris and the Fimas. He
also forwarded to Croix a letter which said that the troops
at San Bernardino, the location to which Fronteras had been
moved, were in bad shape--most of the men had neither
horses nor ammunition, and that they were without support 

89and miserable. In a private letter written from Tucson in 
November, 1777# the authors said that they were living in 
continual expectation of their total destruction.^0 
Clearly, the new commandant-general had a formidable task 
ahead of him.

Croix left Mexico City for the frontier on August 4*
During his journey north he received news from Anza of a
rebellion among the Seris and the usually loyal Opatas,
begun because 0*Conor had failed to pay them for their
services in his campaign of 1775 against the Apaches. The
Indians were also unhappy with the burdens imposed on them

91by the priests. Croix ordered Anza to take retaliatory 
measures against the Seris and to pay the Opatas any money 
owed them at once.

In 1778, Croix held a general council of war in 
Chihuahua. The council, which included the military leaders 
from all the provinces, established a basic Indian policy 89 *

89. Ibid.. p. 26.
' 90. Cosulich, p. 58.
91. Thomas, Croix, p. 27*
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for the northern frontier. It adopted fifteen specific
objectives within its general program. These objectives
included the following points: that an alliance of the
Indians of the North (Comanches, Kiowas, Utes, and others)
with the Spanish against the Apaches should be sought and
that the average frontier presidial force of only fifty-six
men was not able to attend to its duties and still provide

92protection for its district. Every precaution had to be 
taken to prevent an alliance between Apaches and other 
tribes of the area. For the whole frontier, Croix wanted to 
bring in an additional 200 men to augment the existing 
forces and to make possible a strong offensive war. These 
plans were abandoned, however, when in February, 1779, an 
order was issued by the King which directed Croix to avoid 
open war and to try to win the Indians to royal allegiance 
by persuasion. Croix was further disappointed when he 
learned that Spain had declared war on England in June 1779 • 
The 2,000 requested men were needed elsewhere, and Croix's 
general plans had to be revised.

Meanwhile, Croix had dispatched Adjutant Inspector 
Don Roque de Medina to Sonora to review conditions in the 
presidios there. Medina visited Tucson, Altar, Horcasitas, 92 *

92. Oak ah L. Jones, Jr., Pueblo Warriors and
Spanish Conquest (Norman, Oklahoma! University of Oklahoma 
Press, 1966), p. 151.
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and Fronteras, and filed rather complete reports with Croix 
concerning the forts. At Tucson, he found seventy-seven 
men, of whom fifty-nine were effective fighting men. Medina 
lists eight men who were considered useless; he reported 
"tired and old," "maimed," "asthmatic," and "bad figure" as 
r e a s o n s . M e d i n a  was rather critical of the rations given 
the men, "only three almudea of corn or wheat each eight 
days, no beans nor meat . . . ^  The weapons at Tucson were 
in mediocre condition, with many of the rifles in very bad 
shape.

Tihen he arrived in Sonora in November of 1779, Croix
found the province in a state of despair. Anza had great
difficulty in putting down the Seris after their rebellion

i
in 1776, and they were suspected of having allied themselves 
with the Apaches in the north. Part of the difficulty 
seemed to be due to the fact that several of the presidios 
which had been moved by 0*Conor in accordance with the 
Marquis de Rubjf's plan were not functioning effectively at 
their new locations. Tucson was too isolated to provide 
good defense against Seris or Fimas, nor could it give aid 
to Terrenate, or Santa Cruz as it was now known. Tucson had 
undergone an attack in 1779 by a force of Apaches estimated * 95

9lf. Letter from Croix to Jose' de Galvez, December 
23, 1780 (AGI Guadalajara 271, no. 590), typed copy in 
Arizona Pioneers1 Historical Society, p. 23.
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at 350 by the post commander.^ Santa Cruz had suffered 
continuous hostilities at the hands of the Chiricahua 
Apaches, with heavy losses of raen.^ Pronteras in its new 
location was exposed to attack on all sides and could not 
easily reach its neighboring presidios in the line. The 
location did not attract settlers, either, while the consid
erable number who had been present at the fertile locale of

98the old fort were left defenseless. In order to remedy 
the situation, Croix organized a new presidial line for 
Sonora.

First, he transferred the presidio of Fronteras from 
San Bernardino back to its original site. Concerning this 
fort, Croix said, “It served in the valley of San Bernardino 
only to increase the number of the king’s vassals who might 
be victims of the cruelty of the Apache. Next, he 
ordered the presidio of Terrenate to be officially 
established at Las Nutrias, about two leagues east of the 
old site. The move to Quiburi had been a disaster; two 
captains and eighty men had perished at the hands of the 
Apaches, and the Indians had attacked the new fort almost 
without letup, preventing the men from taking the offensive. 96 * 98 99
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Actually when Croix issued his order for the transference, 
the troops were already occupying provisional barracks at 
Las Nutrias, where they had gone in 1 7 6 0 . The presidio 
remained here until 1787, at which time it moved again to 
the abandoned mission village of Soamoa, where it remained 
into the Mexican period. Croix also established a new 
presidio at Bavispe, manned entirely by Opata Indians. He 
re-established the presidio at Pi tic, which had been trans
ferred to Horcasitas in 17lt-8, and he proposed establishing 
a new presidio at La Estancia de Buenavista, about half way 
between Las Nutrias and Tucson.101 By 1781, then, there 
were eight presidios operating in Sonora— at Tucson, 
Fronteras, Bavispe, and Las Nutrias on the frontier, and at 
Altar, San Carlos de Buenavista, Pitic, and Horcasitas in 
the interior of the province.

Croix had other ideas for strengtheming frontier 
defenses in addition to re-locating the presidios. He was 
concerned with the tremendous losses of livestock, partic
ularly horses, to the Indians who swept down on the pastured 
herds and often managed to stampede the entire lot, leaving 
the soldiers helpless to pursue them. It was very difficult 
to get new animals because of the distance to the ranges

100. Kessell, New Mexico Historical Review, XLI,
1, p. 38.

101. Thomas, Croix, p. 208.
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where the horses were obtained; sometimes a force would be

102useless for six months while waiting for new mounts.
Croix suggested that stables should be built to keep the 
horses enclosed and safe. He also deplored the use of six 
horses and two mules per man on campaigns. A large number 
of animals traveling with an expedition made it almost 
impossible to surprise the enemy. Furthermore, a heavily 
supplied and equipped force was unwieldy. The commandant- 
general criticized the practice of sending out a soldier 
loaded down with a bulky leather coat, a gun, a sword, a 
lance, food, and camping supplies. Pointing out that a gun 
was superior to arrows, Croix recommended imitating the 
lightly equipped and fast-moving Indians. This would make 
campaign forces more flexible and surprise raids could be 
employed successfully.^-0̂

The omnipresent problem of graft in the supply 
system also drew Croix*s attention. The paymaster system 
which had been established by the Reglamento of 1772 was 
being abused. During the three to six months each year that 
the paymaster was absent from the presidio gathering pro
visions or collecting appropriations, the supplies at the 
fort and the records became disordered. Frequently the man 
left in charge while the paymaster was gone was dishonest.

102. Ibid., p. 56*
103. Brinckerhoff and Faulk, Lancers, p. 85*



To correct this situation Croix wanted to have an auxiliary 
paymaster appointed who would always remain at the presidios 
to oversee the supplies. He also wanted strict checks made 
on the provisions brought in against the lists of the needs 
of the fort that had previously been drawn np.^*1

In an attempt to extend Spanish control further 
northward and to protect the land route from Sonora to 
California, Croix established two small settlements at the 
junction of the Gila and Colorado Rivers. He sent twenty- 
two military men to protect these settlements, and gave them 
careful instructions for maintaining good relations with the 
Yuma Indians of the area. Unfortunately, the officers 
failed to follow their orders, and the Yumas rose up and 
massacred the settlements. Consequently, the projected 
extension of the frontier was abandoned.

Croix's proposals were all good ones--not terribly 
costly, fairly easy to put into effect, and certainly an 
improvement over the existing conditions. The slow machin
ery of Spanish administration, however, prevented the 
reforms from being implemented. The Council of the Indies 
took up Croix's suggestions in 1782, but before it had 
completed its study of them, Croix was transferred to Peru. 
Again the reality of putting theory into practice proved too

96
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difficult; the inertia of habit did not yield to the force 
of change, and the reforms were not effected.

This is not to say that the commandant-general 
accomplished nothing. He added a total of 648 men to the 
presidial companies.in Sonora. He re-organized the pre- 
si dial line and established two new forts a La Estancia de 
Buenavista and at Bavispe. He improved administration and 
increased the efficiency of the northern defenses.

Prom 1783, when Croix left, to 1786, the Interior 
Provinces were subjected to several administrative changes 
in an attempt to govern them more efficiently. Jurisdiction 
over the area was returned to the viceroy in Mexico City, to 
whom the commander-general was responsible. Croix had 
observed during his term that the task of directing military 
operations in as vast an area as the Interior Provinces was 
too much for one man, and he had recommended dividing it 
into two areas, an eastern and a western s e c t i o n . T h i s  
was done with the creation of the Provincias del Oriente 
(Texas, Coahuila, Nuevo Leon, and Nuevo Santander), and the

105. An interesting sidelight of Croix1a stay in 
Sonora was the statistics he submitted in a report of 
October 30, 1781, for the population of the province:

MEN WOMEN BOYS GIRLS TOTAL
6,231 6,052 4,495 4,263 21,041These figures probably include the Christian population 

only, unconverted Indians excluded. Chapman, p. 470.
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Provincias del Ponlente (Kueva Vizcaya, New Mexico, Sonora, 
and California.)

In 1785, a new viceroy took office. He was Bernardo 
de Galvez, nephew of Jose de Galvez. He had extensive 
experience dealing with the Indians on the frontier, having 
served in Neuva Vizcaya, Sonora, and C h i h u a h u a . T h i s  
experience influenced the instructions he issued in 1786 to 
Jacobo TJgarte y Loyola, the commander general of the 
Provincias del Ponlente for settling the Indian problem. 
Galvez' policy was applied on the northern frontier for the 
next twenty-five years and represents a major change in 
Spanish-Indian relations.

Galvez1 plan was not completely new, but drew upon
the experience of many former administrators, including
Croix. In general it involved two major phases— swift,
vigorous war which would apply strong military pressure and
force the Indians to sue for peace, and the destruction of
the cultural core of Indian organization by introducing them

XO0to Spanish food, drink, weapons, and customs. In this 
manner, they could be brought to depend on the Spanish for 
provision of these articles, and with increased dependency, 
hostilities would be unwise.

107. Park, p. 3̂ .0.
108. Worcester, Galvez, p. 23.



Galvez was aware that the Indian raids could only be 
ended by making raiding unnecessary for them. To this end 
the viceroy ordered that when they sued for peace, the 
Apaches were to be encouraged to settle near the presidios. 
Here they would be given rations of food, supplied with 
liquor and indulged in their weakness for personal adorn
ment. They were even to be given firearms, although of an 
inferior quality, to discourage the use of the bow and 
arrow. Although the cost of maintaining these 
establecimientos de paz would be considerable, Galvez felt 
that it would be cheaper in the long run than waging con
tinuous war and suffering the economic depredations of 
Indian raids.

In the years immediately following the issuance of 
Galvez' orders, things were made especially uncomfortable
for the Apaches. In early 1788, Captain Manual de Echeagaray

/of Santa Cruz led a 186-man force all the way to the Rio 
Grande where they fought a large force of Apaches.^ 9  
Another large expedition, 200 men under Captain Pablo Romero 
of Tucson, went out in the summer of 1788, and killed or 
captured I4.9 Apaches. Echeagaray led smother force of over 
l+OO men on a very successful campaign in the fall during 
which 55 Apaches were made peaceful a l l i e s . B y  1790,

109. Dobyns, Lance Hoi. p. 39.
110. Ibid.. p. 41.
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the principal Gileno groups had agreed to settle near the 
Spanish presidios. Seven thousand pesos were designated as 
the annual expense to support and feed the Apaches in 
Sonora, who had settled at Bacoachi, Fronteras, Santa Cruz, 
and T u c s o n . T h e y  were to be fed, given liquor and 
inferior quality weapons, and seme horses.

The success of Galvez* policy in Sonora is evident
from the increased ranching, mining, and mission activity in
that province during the next twenty years. A military
expedition in 1794-> under the command of Captain Jose' de
Zuniga of Tucson, failed to sight one Indian on a twenty-
two day march. Another expedition in 1795# again under
Zuniga, traveled from Sonora to Santa Fe, New Mexico,
through the center of Apache country, and was not once

112seriously molested by the Indians. The lovely mission of 
San Xavier del Bac near Tucson, begun in 1783* was completed 
in the 1790's, apparently without interruption. The mission 
at Tumacacori, south of Tubac, was begun in 1802 and con
struction continued into the 1820*s.^^ Both of these sites 
had been under repeated Apache attack in years past.
Reports by the presidio commander at Tucson in I8OI4.

111. Park, p. 34-2.
112. Sidney B. Brinckerhoff, "The Last Years of 
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indicated a great renewal of economic activity had taken 
place. The peaceful Apaches were fanning the surrounding 
country along with the Spanish settlers. The livestock 
herds were composed of 1,200 horses, 2,600 sheep, and 
almost lj.,000 head of cattle. Livestock raising was becoming 
a major industry, and with peace the ranchers moved north to 
new lands. Grants were made in the San Pedro, Sonoita, and 
Santa Cruz Valleys.

By 1797 there were, according to one of the mission
aries, forty Apache families at Bacoachi, eighteen families 
at Tucson, and over 800 Apaches at J a n o s . H e  further 
reported that these Indians were given weekly rations of 
com, meat, tobacco, and candy. The Indians did not always 
receive the best of treatment from their military overlords 
who were afraid to relax control, or from the settlers who 
resented having to pay extra taxes to support these wards of 
the government. The total number of Indians who settled in 
the establicimientos de paz is not known, but it is clear 
that the majority of the raiding halted and a degree of 
peace had been established. Not all of the Apaches made 
peace with the Spanish, however, and to eliminate these 
campaigns were carried out. Between 1807 and 1811, twelve

114. Spicer, p. 240
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expeditions went out from Tucson which resulted in the death 
or capture of 120 Indians.

How successful this solution to the Indian problem 
would have been had it been continued is a matter of conjec
ture. Unfortunately the revolution which began in Mexico 
in 1810 and the resulting disruption in government prevented 
the presidios from being administered efficiently, and peace 
began to break down. As funds and troops were diverted from 
the frontier, the Indians' food supplies were cut, and the 
presidios became short of men. The Apaches took to the 
warpath again, and there were not enough good men to control 
them. Morale at the forts deteriorated as reductions in pay 
took effect, and the soldiers turned to graft and illegal 
trade with the Indians, who openly deserted the presidial 
settlements.

When Independence came in 1821, control of the pre
sidios passed to the new Mexican government. Both adminis
trative funds and experience were lacking, and conditions 
on the frontier showed little improvement. Few changes in 
personnel were made; in most cases, the men who had been
Spanish wards simply swore allegiance to the new govern- 

117ment. The Reglamento of 1772 continued to serve as the
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guide for the conduct of presidial affairs. In fact, the 
Mexican government in 1834 printed an exact copy of the

ixdReglamento. complete with the signature of "I, the King.11 
It was not until 1846 that a new set of regulations was 
issued. The pamphlet in which they were printed included a 
map which indicated the "fortified locations" in Sonora. 
Still in service were the former Spanish presidios of 
Tucson, Santa Cruz, Tubac, Altar, Fronteras, Bavispe, and 
Horcasistas.11^

118. Brinckerhoff and Faulk, Lancers, p. 6?.
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CHAPTER 5

CONCLUSION

It has already been suggested that as an offensive 
military tool, the Sonoran presidios were a failure. They 
failed to extend Spanish territorial conquest; indeed they 
barely managed to hold on to the area already under Spanish 
control. In examining the history of the presidial system, 
several reasons for this failure can be determined.

One was the lack of attention paid to frontier 
defense by the government of New Spain. Spain's position in 
international affairs led her to attempt more than her 
strength warranted. As a result, many ventures were not 
given the funds or the supervision that they required, and 
the presidial system was one of these. In northern New 
Spain, a handful of understaffed, poorly supplied forts were 
supposed to defend a frontier of over 1,000 miles in length. 
Such an undertaking required a good deal of money and a good 
deal of supervision to insure its success. When these 
requirements were not met, effectiveness was reduced.

Another reason for the failure of the presidial 
system was the lack of adequate personnel to patrol and 
guard such a large area. The soldiers that were on the 
frontier were not properly supplied, and as a result the
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necessary weapons, ammunition, and equipment were always in 
short supply. There was never an adequate number of well- 
trained officers either, and because of this there was a 
lack of discipline, training, and real military strategy.
The haphazardness of many facets of presidio life, the 
feeling of being neglected or exploited, led to generally 
low morale among the troops. To an intelligent frontiers
man, aware of the meager means at hand for solving the 
immense problems of frontier defense, a feeling of frustra
tion must have been inevitable. Thus capable men like Jos^ 
de Galvez, Hugo 0*Conor and Teodoro de Croix were not really 
able to make great improvements in frontier conditions; 
considerable increases in funds and men were necessary to do 
this, and Spain was not willing to supply them.

In Sonora itself another factor was of vital impor
tance to the ultimate failure of the presidios. This was 
the never-ending hostility of the Apache Indian, who for 
almost the entire 126-year duration of Spanish presidial 
control refused to accept Christianization or European
ization. Except for a short period following the intro
duction of Bernardo de Galvez * policy in 1786, when many of 
the Apaches settled down to peace for two decades, these 
Indians were a constant obstacle to Spanish advance and a 
threat to Spanish survival. The failure of the government 
to develop a successful policy for dealing with the Apaches
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cost them dearly. It is interesting to speculate on what 
might have happened had Galvez1 plan been tried a hundred 
years earlier than it was.

Although the presidios were essentially a failure 
as an offensive weapon, the same cannot be said of them as 
defensive institutions. They did manage to keep under 
Spanish control, and later Mexican, the areas in which they 
were located, and they did this so well that the present 
boundary between the United States and Mexico roughly 
follows the line connecting the northern forts. The pro
tection they afforded from Indian attack allowed settlers 
to move into the surrounding terrain and establish ranches, 
farms, and towns. These settlers brought Spanish customs, 
language, and religion, and a germ of European civilization 
to a previously primitive people. By intermarrying and 
intermingling with the Indian natives, the Spaniards 
effected a cultural fusion which has resulted in modem 
Mexican culture. In maintaining Spanish control in northern 
New Spain and allowing Spanish culture to take firm root, 
the presidios were successful.

It may be argued that this Spanish cultural assimi
lation would have taken place without the presidios through 
the missionaries and the settler. This may be true, but it 
would not have happened so completely or so quickly as it 
did. The missionary and the settler could not have



10?
functioned as they did without the presidio. In addition to 
its military functions, the presidio was a vital institution 
on the frontier and deserves greater recognition as such.
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