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Christopher Columbus landed the first cattle in the Americas, probably fewer than one
hundred head, on the island of Hispaniola in November 1493, during his second voyage. Very few
additional shipments arrived before 1503, when Queen Isabella ordered all ships sailing for the

Indies to carry livestock.
Because of the enormous difficulty of transporting large animals on long ocean voyages, fewer
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than a thousand head were brought to the West Indies before 1512, and only minimal shipments
arrived later. The natural increase of these limited imports stocked the Spanish colonies on both
American continents.

The herds of Hispaniola, Spain’s original base for settlement of the Western Hemisphere,
reproduced phenomenally on the island’s year-round growth of vegetation. By 1512 the herds had
attained sufficient size to supply Cuba, Puerto Rico and Jamaica. This amazing reproduction
continued and the four islands provided the foundation stock for Mexico as well as Central and
South America. In the succeeding centuries, millions of descendants of these few hundred head
ranged from Argentina to Canada.!

The first cattle shipped from the islands to Mexico around 1521 were utilized exclusively as
draft animals. Large exportations to Mexico did not start until 1527, when Nufio de Guzman,
governor of the Province of Panuco, issued licenses to his settlers to capture Indians to exchange as
slaves for livestock from the islands.

Although island officials then banned the export of cattle and horses, the desire for slaves on
the islands equaled the demand for cattle on the mainland and a brisk trade developed in the two
commodities. Indians rounded up and branded as slaves by Guzman were shipped from Tampico
at the mouth of the Panuco River and traded for cattle rounded up and branded on Hispaniola and
Cuba. An early rate of exchange was eighty Indians for one cow.?

The Spanish cattle found the same ideal climatic conditions on the mainland and enormous
herds proliferated on Mexico’s eastern coast. A contemporary observer, referring to the coastal
zone from the Panuco River south to Vera Cruz, remarked, “Cattle are being born and multiplying
unbelievably. You cannot exaggerate their numbers.”?

The explosive multiplication of livestock in the New World is one of the most astonishing
biological phenomenon ever seen by modern man. Herds nearly doubled in fifteen months,
overrunning the countryside and destroying Indian cornfields.

Stock raising expanded widely during the period of silver mining, which dominated Mexico’s
economy in the century following the conquest. Farming and ranching developed to supply the
mines with food and draft animals and giant haciendas grew from these auxiliary operations to the
mines.* But the early settlement of northern Mexico and the consequent growth of ranching was
confined to the high central plateau, while the herds first to enter Texas in any numbers multiplied
and roamed wild on the low Coastal Plains to the east.

No precious metals were discovered along the northern Gulf shore, and except for one
aborted effort, settlement of these Coastal Plains was delayed for over two centuries. Luis de
Carvajal initiated this single attempt at settlement north of the Panuco River after he received a
royal commission in 1579 to conquer and colonize a vast region two hundred leagues or
approximately six hundred square miles. His enormous grant encompassed much of northern
Mexico and southern Texas with its southeast corner fixed at the mouth of the Panuco River and
its northeast corner in the vicinity of San Antonio.

Carvajal, a converted Portuguese Jew, had pursued the Indians of the Coastal Plains and
taken many as slaves to be sold in Mexico City. One allegation is that he purchased his grant from
the king with the proceeds of his slaving expeditions. To finance the development of his grant, he
continued expeditions as far north as the Rio Grande for several years, each time returning with
800 to 1,000 enslaved Indians.’

Around 1583 he located and settled his capital city of Leon, now the town of Cerralvo, near
the geographic center of his grant, thirty-five miles southwest of the present town of Mier on the
Rio Grande. Around 1590 he founded the town that is now Monclova about one hundred twenty
miles west and slightly south of Laredo. Carvajal’s grand venture terminated there with his arrest
by the Inquisition for his failure to denounce his sister as a Jew. He died in prison penniless and
unmourned in 1591, and the Indians drove his colonists back to civilization.6

Carvajal, like Cortéz and many other conquistadors, was a rancher and operated one ranch
near Tampico and two others near the town of Panuco. Stipulations of his grant obligated him to
introduce cattle in his colony and he was the first to establish livestock near the lower border of
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Texas.” The first cattle to wade the Rio Grande into southern Texas probably grazed down the Rio
Alamo from herds he left behind at Cerralvo.

While some of Carvajal’s abandoned cattle may have entered Texas, the earliest livestock to
come in large numbers derived from extensive herds that developed on the nearly 300 miles of the
Coastal Plains from the Panuco River north to the Rio Grande. This part of Carvajal’s grant lying
east of the central plateau remained unsettled until explored and colonized by José de Escandon in
the late 1740s.2

This region, now the Mexican state of Tamaulipas, is the great breeding ground where natural
selection produced the variety of cattle known today as the Texas Longhorn. The dramatic
multiplication of the original imports south of the Panuco River is well documented and certainly
was repeated north of the river. In an ideal environment, with few natural enemies other than
Indians, large numbers of feral cattle had several centuries to reproduce virtually unmolested.

Even domesticated cattle of early Mexico ran at large and herds considered to be under
control might never encounter human beings except at an occasional rodeo or roundup. But those
between the Panuco River and the Rio Grande reverted to a completely wild state. These feral
animals retreated deep into the densest thickets and ventured out only at night to graze on the
prairie, as described by a witness in 1875.

“South of San Fernando (some 85 miles south of Brownsville) cattle become wild and have to
be shot as other wild animals. In some places they remain in the thickets during the day and come
out at night. In that country they are hunted at night. It would be impossible to steal and drive these
animals as they would not leave the thickets alive.™

As the herds proliferated, competition for grass pushed them northward from the tropic zone
toward Texas. Extensive semi-arid plains along both banks of the lower Rio Grande created a
barrier, but a route to the north lay open along the coast. Although no permanent stream beds
cross the southern tip of Texas, rainfall from the Gulf provides waterholes and grass along the
shore sufficient to sustain migrating cattle. North of the desert region, Texas rivers served as
sheltered and well-watered highways that the wild cattle traveled along on their way into the
interior.

Cattle entering southern Texas from Mexico found shelter in existing thickets which at that
time grew primarily along the stream beds. Only a few scattered trees stood on the endless plain. As
long as the native grasses remained undisturbed, the mesquite, huisache and other thorny plants
that now cover much of South Texas did not encroach on the prairies.

As the wild cattle multiplied in the thickets, they overgrazed the nearby forage and their
hooves trampled and damaged the brush-resisting turf. Like all cattle, they fed as near as possible to
their water supply and placed the greatest stress near the thickets where they hid.

While they primarily grazed the prairie, they also browsed on seed pods of the brushy plants.
The seeds they consumed, which were softened by passing through their digestive tracts, were
deposited on the damaged turf in an ideal condition to germinate.

Some of the dropped seeds sprouted and took root in areas where the ground cover was
destroyed. The effect of increasing numbers of cattle enabled the brushy plants to extend their
range. The record they created on the land indicates that substantial numbers of wild cattle settled
beyond the Rio Grande much earlier than the Spanish who introduced them in Mexico. !0

Localities where wild cattle concentrated should be indicated by the spread of extensive
thickets along the streams and outward onto the plains. Journals of the early Spanish entradas into
Texas provide evidence of heavy stands of brush where the original developing herds caused an
increase in the density and extent of their shelters.

The coasts of northeastern Mexico and southern Texas were virtually unexplored until the
late 1680s and Texas might have remained unsettled much longer, had not the French explorer, La
Salle, established Fort St. Louis near Lavaca Bay in 1684. News of his landing aroused the Spanish
to search for the French intruders and also establish missions in East Texas.

In the summer of 1686, General Alonso de Leon led an expedition from Monterrey to
determine if La Salle had located at the mouth of the Rio Grande. The expedition struck the river

64



near present Rio Grande City, then followed its course to the Gulf. During most of the twelve-day
journey down river De Leon encountered dense thickets of thorny brush along its south banks. The
thickets often extended from nine to 12 miles out and were so impenetrable that at times he rode
miles to find access to water. In some places he could reach the river only by faint paths through the
thorny jungle.!!

On the expedition three years later which finally located La Salle’s fort, De Ledn reported
heavy brush on the Nueces River. He crossed the Rio Grande above present Laredo in April, 1689,
then discovered and named the Nueces when he reached it near present Cotulla. To cross the river,
his men had to detour a mile and a half and then cut a passage with cutlasses and axes for almost
three miles through a dense thicket of prickly pear and mesquite.2

In the following year, De Leon drove the first cattle herd across Texas on his expedition to
establish the mission San Francisco de los Tejas among the Indians living near the Neches River.
Most of the 200 cows authorized for the expedition were probably consumed along the way, since
he left only twenty head for use by the mission at its consecration on June 1, 1690.These few head
appear to be the first herd intentionally established in Texas.!?

Domingo Teran de los Rios brought an unknown but probably larger number of cattle on an
expedition to the mission in the summer of 1691.14 But this mission was doomed when the Indians
refused to attend services, threatened to drive away or kill the priests, and raided the cattle and
horses. The priests finally burned the mission and fled in October of 1693, abandoning many
possessions, including their cattle.!s

The mission was abandoned for over a quarter century until reestablished by the Spanish
because of another French intruder, this time in the person of Louis Juchereau de St. Denis. When
St. Denis arrived in East Texas in 1714 he reported much of the country literally covered with cattle
and horses. !¢ The old legend that De Leon left a “bull and a cow, a stallion and a mare” at each river
he crossed does not explain the source of this livestock.!” La Salle had found horses there in 1686,
well before De Leon’s visit, and traded with the Indians for five of these horses.

It is clear from accounts of La Salle’s expedition that the East Texas Indians acquired the
animals from the Jumano Indians of far western Texas who had begun trading with the Spanish in
the 1650s. By the 1670s the Jumanos regularly visited the East Texas Indians at annual trade fairs to
barter livestock and merchandise obtained from the Spanish. La Salle’s five horses came through
one of these fairs.!8

From the best evidence, La Salle brought no cattle to Texas and there are only inconclusive
indications that he found wild cattle. Henri Joutel, who kept the most reliable journal of his visit to
Texas, wrote that La Salle brought hogs and poultry but no cattle.!® The expedition did enbark
with at least one head, as the hide of a cow they had killed was aboard ship when they arrived on the
Texas coast.?0

Joutel refers to boeufs, which translates as beeves, throughout his journal and while he is
referring to buffalo, he may have used the word with reference to cattle in one instance. La Salle
and several of his men, departing Texas for Canada, encountered Indians from a village in the
Neches-Angelina area hunting boeufs with dogs in a river bottom. The dogs chased the animals
close enough to the French for them to shoot one.?! Since it seems unlikely that buffalo would
remain in a river bottom in an area highly populated by Indians, these boeufs may have been wild
cattle.

Farther along the journey, La Salle’s brother, Jean Cavelier, wrote that they saw “a great
number of domesticated oxen and cows, which they milk as they do in Holland” at an Indian
village near the Red River.22 The more reliable Joutel said the Indians had “no domesticated
cattle,” and while the tale of Indians milking cows appears to be one of the earliest recorded Texas
yarns, the statement does raise the possibility of the presence of wild cattle in eastern Texas in the
1680s.23

Another indication of feral cattle in the area is contained in the report of Domingo Teran de
los Rios on his return in January of 1692, from the mission San Francisco de los Tejas. The Father
Superior of the mission had refused his request for thirty cows for provisions, and Teran’s meat
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supply ran out before he reached the Trinity River. He ordered four scouts to try to obtain meat
without returning to the Indian villages and five days later his men returned driving some cows
from an unidentified source.?*

St. Denis said that the thousands of cattle and horses he found came from the natural increase
of animals left behind when the mission was abandoned twenty-one years earlier, and this seems a
logical explanation. However, his belief that the Indians had preserved them and had refused to kill
any out of veneration for the Spaniards and hope for the restoration of the mission does not appear
justified. Instead, the enormous increase demonstrates the remarkable capabilities of the animals to
survive and reproduce.?

Whatever their origin, the country of the Tejas Indians in East Texas was literally covered with
cattle and horses in 1714, according to the testimony of St. Denis. He entered Texas with a permit
from the French governor at Mobile to obtain a supply of cattle and horses from Texas for
Louisiana. But without asking permission from the Spanish, he organized the first cattle drive out
of Texas.

He arrived in early 1714 with twenty-four men and spent six months among the Tejas Indians,
trading them guns, beads, knives and cloth for buffalo hides, horses and cattle. From his testimony
it appears that twenty-one of his men returned to Mobile with the hides and driving “many cattle.”
Since the cattle were traded for, rounded up, and then driven by his men, the animals must have
been under some degree of control by the Indians.

With his remaining three men, along with twenty-five Indians and their chief, he left the Tejas
villages for the Spanish presidio of San Juan Bautista on the Rio Grande. At the Colorado River
his party encountered and soundly defeated 200 hostile Indians, said to be from the coast, who were
accustomed to raiding the Tejas and stealing their livestock.2

The entry of St. Denis with his French permit to purchase cattle and horses was directly
reponsible for the occupation and settlement of Texas by the Spanish. When he arrived at San Juan
Bautista in 1714, Spanish authorities realized his ultimate design of obtaining a free trade treaty
between the French and Mexico. They reacted to his visit as they had to that of La Salle and
immediately prepared to forestall French encroachment by occupying Texas.

An expedition under Domingo Ramon in 1716 reestablished the mission San Francisco de los
Tejas in East Texas, and a larger expedition under Martin de Alarcon in 1718 founded the
permanent settlement at San Antonio. Journals of these and other Spanish entradas of this period
contain the first specific references to the sighting of wild cattle in Texas and establish that wild
cattle roamed well beyond the vicinity of the Tejas villages.?’

In 1716, two men lost from the Ramon expedition survived by killing a fat cow as they
wandered deep in dense thickets near present Rockdale, northeast of Austin. The two reappeared
twelve days later, praising the Lord for providing the meat that sustained them. During the interval
both they and the main party had traversed the Monte Grande, known today as the Cross Timbers,
forty to fifty miles of impenetrable thickets of oak, brush and grapevines extending eastward to the
Brazos River. So dense were some thickets that axes and knives were necessary to hack a passage
for the expedition.?®

A party of both French and Spanish, retracing Ramon’s route from the east in 1717, found
boeufs sauvages, literally “wild cattle” but the term used by the French for buffalo, at the Brazos
River. Dense brush scratched their horses badly in the thickets of the Monte Grande,and at its
western edge they came upon the “tree with thorns that the Spanish call mesquite.” They also
reported much thorny brush between the present towns of New Braunfels and San Antonio.”

Wild cattle were observed again the following year by members of the Alarcon expedition
during two short inspection tours out of San Antonio. For three days in May of 1718, they saw
many tracks thought to be those of buffalo, but then encountered a “black Castilian bull” in a thick
wood below present San Marcos. This convinced them that all the numerous tracks were made by
cattle rather than buffalo. In September, a small party exploring the Guadalupe River west of
present Gonzales sighted two more bulls and killed a bull the following day.*

In 1722, soldiers of the Aguayo expedition, on their journey to East Texas, discovered
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“footprints left by Castilian cattle” north of the San Marcos River but failed to hunt down any
animals. They also found heavy mesquite thickets near the San Marcos River and between San
Antonio and present New Braunfels.?!

The numerous hoofprints reported indicate the presence of much larger numbers of cattle
than the few head seen, since wild cattle tend to hide during daylight hours. How large an area the
cattle occupied is not known as all the reports originated near the road from the Rio Grande to East
Texas, the only part of the state traversed by the Spanish from 1716 to 1722. Evidence that they
roamed a much wider area during this same time is in the report of a French visit to the lower Texas
coast only a few miles north of the mouth of the Nueces River.

In the autumn of 1720, a French vessel from Louisiana under Captain Jean Beranger found
Aransas Pass, the channel between St. Joseph and Mustang Islands. Beranger explored Aransas
Bay and Live Oak Peninsula near present Rockport and wrote that the surrounding country was
stocked with boeufs or “beeves.” While ashore he found un come du boeuf d’une grosseur
prodigieuse, “an ox horn of enormous size.” Since buffalo have small horns, his discovery appears
to be the first specific reference to cattle with long horns in Texas.

In the following year, Beranger visited a bay to the north, probably Galveston Bay, and wrote
that boeufs sauvages, literally wild cattle but the common French term for “buffalo,” were
abundant there. He had spent several years in America and his distinction between boeufs and
boeufs sauvages along with his discovery of “an ox horn of enormous size” is strong evidence that
the animals he reported on the Texas coast in 1720 were cattle.3?

Reports of these various expeditions prove that many wild cattle roamed Texas before the
founding of the first permanent settlement in southern Texas at San Antonio de Bexar in 1718.
Some probably originated from herds abandoned in East Texas in 1693, but their presence near
San Antonio and on the lower Texas coast indicates that others entered the state from the south.

The isolated and unsettled Coastal Plains of northeastern Mexico provided an ideal breeeding
ground where the animal known today as the Texas Longhorn developed as a distinct type of the
Spanish cattle imported to the Americas. Dense stands of brush reported by Spanish explorers
indicate that by the late 1600s wild cattle had grazed along the lower Rio Grande for many decades
and could have been established on the Nueces River. By the early 1700s they inhabited much of
that part of Texas known to the Spanish.

During more than three centuries of natural selection, these Texas cattle acquired hardiness,
fertility and the instinct to range wide for forage. Yet the horns that made them the symbol of the
Ameican West, along with their cat-hams and slab sides, caused them to be bred away and brought
nearer to extinction than the buffalo.
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Identifying the San José Acequia and the Need
to Preserve its Existing Parts:
An Exercise in Archival Research

by
Richard Garay, Archival Specialist
San Antonio, Texas

[ am just going to pull my maps and I am going to speak from some maps I have constructed.
— Can you see from there, most of you? I may need just a little bit of help.

The San José acequia is one of the longest of all seven acequias that we have here in San
Antonio. Over 263 years ago, the need for irrigating the crops at Mission San José became a high
priority. The Franciscan friars who established the early Missions built one of the most remarkable
systems of irrigating canals, or acequia, which means irrigation canal.
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Considering the times and the hardships under which they labored, the Franciscans, when one
stops to picture the harsh character of the frontier wilderness in which these friars had to survey for
a suitable location for their acequia, it is astounding. A previous speaker referred to a big thicket. In
San Antonio, this was largely a big thicket as well.

How these friars could possibly go up the river two or three miles above each Mission and find
the proper spot at which to divert the water from the river into the canal and then maintain a proper
gradation for the water to continuously flow, you have to just walk the original portions that are
left of our river to imagine the skill that that required.

To this present day, in one of our acequias water is still flowing, based on where these friars
chose to locate the acequia, and that was the Espada ditch.

They dug seven, as [ said, major acequias and at least one other which was a minor acequia, the
Acequia de los Moches. It was down there near La Villita.

There were some very large lateral branches that extended from the main or madre ditch, and
some of these laterals can still be identified today. One down there by Mission Concepcion and
several down there near Military Drive.

These early inhabitants of San Antonio were guided by some very skilled priests and religious
brothers, in each instance with remarkable accuracy, and they trenched out each acequia. One of
the speakers, [ forget who it was, spoke of oxen pulling a specific type of plow. That is how they did
them. The oxen broke the biggest part of the dirt and the Indian laborers came behind them with
walnut shovels, because they moistened in dirt and they shoveled with walnut shovels because with
walnut wood — mud does not adhere to it, it slips off easily.

[n each instance, these priests were able to define the location best suited to draw water. The
acequia at San José — the one specifically today that we want to look at — dates from around the
year 1724. Now, everybody knows Father Marion Habig’s writings and what he tells us of the early
Franciscan missionary, Father Nuiiez de Haro . Father de Haro is the builder of the first site and
second site and the third site, in fact, of Mission San Jose.

Father de Haro is probably the one who chose the site where the dam was located, and I will
point that out to you. General Pedro de Rivera, during his inspection of the northern frontier from
1724 through 1727, speaks of Mission San José. He indicates that there was an abundance of crops
that were watered by this acequia. The San Jose ditch had its origin just inside, just north of the old
city limits which would be present day Octavia Street which runs east of South Flores. That was the
city limit until on or about 1913.

Remnants of the old wing-type diversion dam survived up until 1958 when the river rechannel-
ing project was undertaken by the United States Corps of Engineers. They redredged and
rechanneled what people now, who are not old enough to remember the original river, call the San
Antonio River. What we have now is just a big drainage trench outlined in pink on my map here
(indicating).

Ecologically speaking, as most of the speakers today have been describing, this was a disaster to
the ecological balance along the banks and vicinity of the original river. One just has to go to the
banks of the new rechanneled river today and count the number of dead trees and you do not have
to be an ecologist to know that a dead tree has suffered the loss of water. You will be amazed how
many dead trees there are. The water table, you must imagine, was about 45 feet higher on the
original San Antonio River than it is now in that big drainage ditch that we now call the river. It was
dropped too low beyond the reach of most of those beautiful trees and so they all died.

[ have never been able to find the environmental impact study that they did before they dredged
the river. I do not believe one was done. Now, all these things may seem like something we have no
control over, but being an environmentalist or conservationist or preservationist, whatever you
might call yourself, we need more of you. Just recently I was able to head off, with the aid of the
Bexar County Historical Commission and with the intervention by the San Antonio Missions
National Historical group people, the city’s attempt to destroy an existing remnant of our San José
Acequia that 1 will describe to you on the map.

[ was astonished when I went to review the National Register of Historic Places in Texas, of
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Figure ] — Sketch map of the Alazan, Upper Labor, Alamo Madre and San Pedro Acequias in
relation to the city of San Antonio.
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which there are 40 in Bexar County — this has been updated; this is the 1979 version of the National
Register of Historical Places. None of the acequias are in it. Hangar Nine at Stinson Field is, but
none of the acequias. The Espada aqueduct is, but not the Espada acequia.

That means that there is no state protection for what is left of any of our acequias. The first map
1 want to point out is 189 years old. When it was drawn, it was on orders of the Brigadier General
Don Pedro de Nava who ordered the initial secularization of the San Antonio Missions and, of
course, Valero Mission was permanently secularized then, in 1793 or *94.

At that time, they drew all of the acequias and the full length of them and all of the porciones or
the apportionment that was going to be made of the Mission crop fields and Mission lands and
land grants, one of them being a very big one, a very important one, belonging to Padre Gavino
Valdez. His land grant, the northern, north-eastern boundary of his land grant, was the San Jose
acequia. That was the northern boundary of his land grant. It extended all the way to Ledn Creek.
This grant comprised a lot of real estate.

Moving along, the other best map that I could locate that was of any value and could give
credence to the importance of the San José acequia was Harvey P. Smith’s map of the Depression
years, 1934 through 1936. The map shows Conccpmon Mission rlght here, this little square, and
then the distance from it to the dam and the origin of the San José aceqma He was off by over 225
feet, so if you want to try and locate the dam or the origin of the acequia based on this map, you
would be off by too far. It also shows the Concepcion acequia where it terminates at Riverside Golf
Course today.

Now, I will just walk over to the big map. I outlined the original San Antonio River in blueand I
put the metes and bounds of the river as best as I could find, as these are old maps.

Moving down along the rest of it, beginning at the Mission Road bridge all the way to the east
side, the eastern curve of Roosevelt Avenue, just west of the granary there is 6,780 feet of acequia
and all of this is just covered with dirt. However, the San Jos€ acequia is essentially gone when one
gets to Southcross Street, Mission Road or to Roosevelt Avenue. These first almost 4,000 feet are
intact; they are just covered with dirt. That is part of what is now the south part of the city-owned
Riverside Golf Course.

Time being short, I will move quickly. This is just a blow-up of a very good scale of what is about
1,400 feet of acequia that surrounds — goes east from Roosevelt Avenue over behind the
monastery at San José Mission all the way down to Napier Street. From there almost every inch of
the San José acequia now is sadly gone. [ drew it also, and there is 6,200 feet of acequia from Napier
all the way to where the acequia re-enters the San Antonio River.

This is the scale and you can see the Mission very small, San José Mission, Napier. From here, it
would have to be resurveyed because if you follow where Huizar Street is, that is where it sort of
makes a loop and then goes south of Military Drive and it terminates back into the river at Mission
Burial Park about 300 feet south of Military Drive.

This large drainage channel is what is now the San Antonio River. Now, 3,100 feet southwest of
the southwcst corner of Mission Concepcion was the beginning of a 400-foot-long dam, the San
José Dam. The acequia — I have blown this segment up to 60 feet to the inch and this is 100 feet to
the inch. From the dam to the Mission Road bridge, we have almost 3,000 of acequia. Of those
3,000 feet, there is like 421 feet that has completely disappeared because of homes being on top of it
and the like.

The Concepcion arroyo is another important thing that has been rechannelized and all the early
deeds and abstracts describe the distance to the dam from the Concepcion arroyo and also the
distance to the dam from Concepcion Mission.

Now, this here is the 60-feet-to-the-inch blow-up that I made. If you were going there today and
you wanted to see where the acequia was, this section here was threatened recently by this shaded
area which is over 1,000 feet long. The shaded area is landfill. The city decided that they would put
dirt there and they did. Now, when they come to remove this dirt they have to be very careful that
they do not remove the remaining segments of our acequia. Before this unneeded landfill, there was
essentially an undisturbed, original acequia and the original riverbed is also still there.
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THE 1983 SEARCH FOR MISSION SAN ILDEFONSO,
MILAM COUNTY, TEXAS

Jimmy L. Mitchell, PhD
Region Six Vice President
Texas Archeological Society

ABSTRACT

During the 1983 Texas Archeological Society (TAS) Field School at Rowe Valley, northwest of
Taylor, Texas, a group of TAS members, headed by Dr. Kathleen Gilmore of North Texas State
University (and 1983 President of the TAS) conducted field work along the San Gabriel River in
Milam County in an attempt to locate and document Missions San Ildefonso and Candelaria as
well as the garrison and Presidio. Mission San Ildefonso was located through surface artifacts
(majolica fragments, Indian pottery fragments, a brass side plate from a French musket); the
location is further southeast than previously thought, at least a mile from the present state historical
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marker (1936). Several possible sites of Mission Candelaria and the Presidio were examined but
none are yet confirmed through artifactual evidence. The possible location of the garrison barracks
was identified near the river where several majolica fragments were recovered. Testing was limited
by time and a dense crop growth; further testing will probably be done this fall when the crop has
been harvested or during the next TAS field school in June 1984,

INTRODUCTION

Last year at the first Annual Research Conference on the San Antonio Missions, the role of
avocational archeologists was discussed with reference to Spanish Missions research (Mitchell
1982). In that report, I noted that the avocational archaeologists of southern Texas, and those in
the state society (the Texas Archeological Society) were a potentially valuable resource which could
and should be used in research on the Spanish Missions of Texas. In this paper, I would like to
report on one small project undertaken by members of the TAS which was reasonably successful
and which has improved our knowledge of the short-lived San Xavier complex of missions.

The San Xavier missions were founded in January 1746 along what is now called the San
Gabriel River in central Texas. In 1745, several groups of Indians appeared in San Antonio
requesting that Father Mariano de los Dolores y Viana establish a mission in their country. Father
Mariano, along with several mission Indians and soldiers, met Indians of the four groups along
with the Cocos on January 7, 1746, at a site along the San Gabriel. By January 19th, he had laid out
a church and wrote enthusiastically of the natural abundance of wildlife and plants in the area.
Over the next several years, he and others worked to establish three functioning missions in the
area.

The San Xavier complex included Mission San Francisco Xavier for several groups related to
the Tonkawa (according to a letter from Father Benito to the Marqués de Altamira), Mission San
Iidefonso for the Orcoquisacs, Bidais, and Deadose, and Mission Candelaria for the Cocos and
their relatives from the Texas coast (Gilmore 1982:5); a Presidio was also approved, to be built to
the west near Apache Pass to protect the missions; it was to be manned with 48 soldiers.

These missions ultimately failed, and by August 1755, the people living in the missions had been
removed to San Marcos (including 40 Indian neophytes). I will not detail the tragic history of this
noble enterprise here (see Bolton 1915; Castaneda 1939; or Gilmore 1969 for a history of the
missions). The very rich promise of the San Gabriel area was lost due to drought and human errors;
the majority of the Indians who had sought the establishment of the missions drifted back to the
wild or to other missions (such as Rosario). In any case, by the end of 1755, the area was
abandoned.

ARCHEOLOGICAL INVESTIGATIONS

Over the centuries, the exact location of the San Xavier Missions was lost. A number of
historians recorded the existence of the missions but could only approximate their location (cf
Bolton 1915). During the Texas Centennial in 1936, several markers were placed along the San
Gabriel in the general area of the missions, but apparently no field excavations were undertaken to
verify the exactness of the locations.

In the 1960s, Kathleen Gilmore worked in the area and using a combination of historical data
and current topographical features, was able to identify Mission San Francisco on the Felton Farm
(X-41 MM 1) in Milam County (Gilmore 1969: See Figure 1). Systematic testing confirmed the site
and demonstrated the relationship of Mission walls and a number of burials. Thus, the exact
location of this mission was documented through converging evidence from historical data,
topographic features, and Spanish Mission period artifacts, as predicted by Gilmore’s model
(Gilmore 1969). The artifacts recovered included majolica sherds, red burnished ware, beads,
mission arrow points, French gunparts, and the burials. Time and the funding available did not
permit a confirmation of the other mission sites at that time.

In 1982, the Texas Archeological Society conducted its summer field school at Rowe Valley,
about ten miles upriver from the Felton Farm Site. The TAS work at Rowe Valley was focused on
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FELTON FARM
X-4IMM-1 S5ITE
Mitam Co.

Figure | — Location of the Felton Farm Site (X-41 MM-1), Milam County, Texas, in relation to
other Spanish Colonial areas. The Felton Farm Site is the Mission San Francisco, one of the three
missions established along the San Xavier River in 1747-1748 at the request of the Yajuane,
Deadose, Mayeye, and Yerbipiame Indians. (From Gilmore [982: Figure 1)
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the excavation of a late Toyah Phase occupation along the San Gabriel, which probably dates
between 1650 and 1750; to date no Spanish artifacts have been recovered at the site which suggests
that it probably predates Spanish penetration of this area. Excavations revealed two discrete
Toyah occupations and an earlier Austin Phase level as well; the 1982 work was so successful that
the group returned to the site in 1983 to continue the excavation.

During the 1982 field school, Dr. Gilmore returned to the Milam County area to search for the
other missions. Based on her preliminary results, a separate crew was assigned for the 1983 field
school, to attempt to verify the location of the other missions and the garrison or Presidio. During a
week in June of this year, our crew of five to seven workers visited a number of sites in Milam
County in an attempt to locate and document the San Xavier missions. The target sites had been
identified through a search of historical records, by plotting the distances given in a Mission period
survey, and through Dr. Gilmore’s model for the positive identification of Spanish historical sites.
Our 1983 project involved both surface surveys and some subsurface testing.

RESULTS

I am happy to be able to report that we were able to locate Mission San Ildefonso through
specific artifactual evidence. The site is on the Leyendecker farm on a hilltop overlooking both the
San Gabriel and Brushy Creek valleys (see Figure 2). It is about a mile southeast and on the other
side of Highway 908 from the 1936 historical marker purporting to be the location of this mission.
We surveyed several fields around Mrs. Leyendecker’s house which yielded evidence of relatively
recent historic structures. However, in her garden, we located an excellent sample of Spanish
period artifacts. These included a number of sherds of majolica pottery, several dark red burnished
sherds, Goliad Indian pottery, a mission (or Guerero) arrow point (Hester 1980:106), a small piece
of engraved brass (which was identified as a side plate from a French musket), and a variety of flint
artifacts (scrapers, flakes, etc.).

Based on this evidence, we believed that we have confirmed the location of Mission San
Ildefonso. Much of the site is not available for further investigation since it lies under the farm
house and garage. Nonetheless, we have seen enough evidence to verify the Leyendecker farm as
the site of San Ildefonso. '

For the rest of the week, our crew surveyed sites and dug test pits to attempt to verify the
location of Mission Candelaria or the Presidio. Based on local landowner reports, we visited a
hilltop site with several lines of stones, which appeared to be the remnants of walls. Stone is rare in
the San Gabriel river valley; these stones were a hard yellowish sandstone with some reddened
areas. The material is definitely not native to the immediate area. These stone alignments were on
the Dorthy Allison farm; Mrs. Allison remembered playing around the “walls” as a child. She was
extremely cooperative and gave us permission to dig test pits to examine the area around the
stones.

After two days of digging, we had located a hearth area and traced out several lines of stones
through the dense undergrowth. No Spanish period artifacts were recovered and some modern
artifacts were found approximately fifty to sixty centimeters below the level of the stones (an iron
pipe, and several pieces of discarded scrap iron). Since these are definitely recent materials, we
concluded that the stone alignments must be of relatively recent times, and we turned out attention
to the river valley itself.

In a planted field near the river on the property of Mrs. Lenki, just off State Highway 908, we
examined another site which shows considerable promise. Based on earlier work and our estimates
of the Spanish survey data, this could be the location of the temporary garrison barracks used by
the soldiers. A survey line was laid out at the edge of the field and shallow test pits (50 by 50 cm)
were excavated at 25 meter intervals. Several fragments of majolica were recovered and one sherd
of Indian pottery as well. The dense crop growth prevented more extensive testing and we ran out
of time as well. Based on these preliminary findings, it is possible that we have located the garrison
site; however, this needs to be confirmed through additional testing at a time when the crops have
been harvested.
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CONCLUSIONS

Based on one week’s work during the 1983 TAS field school, we believe that we have located
the site of Mission San Ildefonso on the Leyendecker farm, as well as the probable site of the
garrison barracks on the Lenki farm. These findings need to be confirmed with additional evidence,
when the sites become available for more extensive testing or excavation. Since the 1984 TAS field
school will also be held at Rowe Valley, we are hopeful that additional surveying and testing can
yield further data next summer.

Our short, one-week effort by a group of avocational archaeologists working under the
guidance of Dr. Kathleen Gilmore, with the active support of the residents of this area of the San
Gabriel River, proved valuable. You can not solve all archaeological problems in such a short
period, but we have taken a big step forward in locating and documenting this important complex
of Spanish Mission sites.
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The Hispanic Missions of Texas: An Interpretation

by
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My first question, as a language teacher, of course, deals with the fact that in almost all the
information from historians and other scholars, I found the term “Spanish” applied to the colonial
missions in Texas. The question is, would it be too much of a change if we dropped the word
“Spanish” and looked for another adjective to use in this expression?

I will complete my question by trying to interpret its meaning this way: Within the contexts of
Spanish, Mexican, and Anglo-American cultural traditions, our Texas missions are related to
Spain, Mexico, and the United States, respectively. Historically, they can be reviewed from their
original Spanish and Mexican foundations all the way to their present reality in the American
cultures of the Southwest.
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Here 1 am not considering our missions in their Spanish and Mexican origins only, but
reviewing them as they project themselves from these origins to their pluri-cultural situation here
and now.

Also, while I was listening at this conference, I heard very little about Mexico or about the
Indians who certainly contributed a lot, not passively, but actively, in the founding of these
missions.

Three reasons lead me to suggest the use of a new term in reference to these institutions. These
reasons are:

First: That the word “Spanish” refers only to a no longer existing factor, which used to be the
colonial domination of Spain over Mexico.

Second: That Mexico, even as a colony of Spain, should be credited with her own contribu-
tions of missionaries and other people and resources from places like Querétaro, Zacatecas, etc.

The third, and possibly most important, is the fact that we should consider our own heritage as
a present reality, not only as a past, that eventually might be lost in some respect. Actually, in our
contemporary, pluri-cultural situation in Texas, the term “Hispanic” permits us to comprehend not
only the Spanish but many other elements of Mexican and Indian cultures that are enriching us
here and now.

This was my first question dealing with the expression “Spanish Missions”. I made it as a
language teacher. Spanish language is what I teach.

Now, for the other question, how an interpretation can be found which makes us better
understand either conceptually or historically the meaning of the mission in Texas, the Catholic
colonial missions in Texas? Many historians explain the founding of the Texas missions as some
kind of frontier or borderland institutions, mainly in the eastern areas bordering Louisiana.
Apparently, these institutions were means for the Spaniards to expand and colonize in confronta-
tion with the French and conquer for themselves Indian lands and people. This is undeniable, but
only a partial historical factor.

To fully understand these Catholic, colonial Spanish missions, we need more than just a
factor. We need fact-based concepts that explain not only the initial foundation, but also the
historical existence of these missions through the centuries.

A factual explanation of a historical institution should come from its own purpose as far as
this purpose was built in and did materialize in that institution. The only purposes of a Christian
and Catholic mission that we may think of and verify as historically valid and effective through
time, are these: evangelization and service. In this “Semana de las Missiones” I will consider only
the second purpose, which is “to serve™ locally the people in the community.

“Serving people” may undoubtedly be considered a complete historical fact which explains
the existence of our Hispanic missions in Texas, from their beginnings in the early 18th century on
to our times (and the times to come in a foreseeable future). In this connection we do not need to
remember the French.

Also, today, the 6th of August, is the 257th anniversary of Antonio Margil’s death in Mexico
City. This year, 1983, is the 300th anniversary of the coming to America of this same missionary.
He was the founder of several missions in Texas, including San José y San Miguel de Aguayo, the
“Queen of the Missions” here. We have not heard much about him on this occasion.

Another critical element I want to add is that we should also consider the people served by the
missions, since these people have contributed to the building and conservation of the missions.
They are not like children or some kind of intellectually underdeveloped people. Spanish “padres”
and missioners used to consider Indians paternalistically, as their own children. On the other hand,
the idea of being intellectually underdeveloped is thought of in relation mainly to some people
served by Catholic rural missions, even today in several places in our state. What I think is that any
individual in a Mission or anywhere, deserves to be considered, in any instance, as a whole and
integral human person. It is precisely by the active and effective contributions of all these persons
served by the missions, that our colonial buildings presently are and still will be of service in the
future.
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In conclusion,  want to present these two suggestions: First, that we should refer to our Texas
missions as “Hispanic”, rather than “Spanish”, to include more cultural elements than the purely
Spanish from Spain.

Second, that above and beyond any political, external reasons, we should emphasize the
inner, spiritual structures of the Texas missions, as bases for a logical and historical explanation.
This explanation will help us understand them better not only in their historical (artistic, cultural,
religious) origins, but also in the preservation of their material constructions throughout the
centuries.
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