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Foreword

BY CYNTHIA E. OROZCO

When the famous Mexican American singer-star Selena Quintanilla Pérez died in 1995, she had achieved widespread national and international fame and several books were written about her. Yet no other Tejana has received such interest and attention. Despite the rich history of Selena and other Tejanas, both famous and ordinary, scholars have ignored the history of Mexican American women in Texas. Indeed, the Tejanos, people of mixed Spanish/Mexican/Indian/African descent, were largely unknown to non-Texans until Selena died. Even less is known about Tejanas.

This book, by authors Teresa Palomo Acosta and Ruthe Winegarten, is the first history of Mexican descent women in Texas. Several generations of Mexican American women historians, both professional and untrained, wrote histories before this book, but only now in the new millennium has a book-length survey been written. “Generations” here refers to a specific period or era in history in which social, economic, and political conditions created a cohort experience.

Perhaps one of the first Tejanas to write Tejano history was Adina Emilia De Zavala, the granddaughter of statesman Lorenzo de Zavala. In the late nineteenth century, it was clear to De Zavala that Texas historians were already ignoring and erasing the Spanish record. It is significant that she was a founding member of the Texas State Historical Association in 1897, though only in recent years has her historical work been recovered. Because of her class privilege and her mother’s European American heritage, she had access to an education that few other Tejanas had. Few women historians existed in the United States in the nineteenth century. Still, like most women of her time, she was not conscious of women’s history.

A second generation of Tejana historians appeared in the 1930s, with Jovita González (later Jovita González de Mireles) as the most significant member of this group. Not only was González the first Mexican American in Texas to write essays in English, she was perhaps the first Tejana to obtain a master’s degree in history before the 1970s. Like De Zavala, González used her middle-class privilege to assert racial/ethnic interests—the need to claim a Tejano and Tejana past. Another member of this generation was María Elena Zamora O’Shea of the Rio Grande Valley.

All of these women were unique. Mexican American women who were high school and college graduates were few. Among them was middle-class Emma Tenayuca, who asserted her voice as a historian in the 1930s. Scholars have largely cast her as a labor leader, but personal visits with Tenayuca, correspondence with her, and a reading of her coauthored essay “The Mexican Question,” written during the Depression, reveal that she was an intellectual with a command of international history and politics. A communist who left Texas in fear for her life, she attended college in California.

Chicano Studies, which emerged in the late 1960s, and even Chicana Studies, which was emerging in the 1980s and came to fruition in the 1990s, failed Tenayuca. In 1984, when Chicana feminists demanded the first conference on Chicana Studies, she was finally recognized by the National Association for Chicano Studies. From 1984 to Tenayuca’s death in 2000, Chicano/Chicana Studies intellectuals used Tenayuca as a symbol of a Chicana radical past. However, we failed her in not getting her story out before her death.

A third generation of Tejana historians appeared in the 1970s. This generation included historians molded by the burgeoning field of women’s history. It included Martha P. Cotera and Evey Chapa. Cotera authored the first Chicana history book, Diosa y Hembra: The History and Heritage of Chicanas in the U.S., which constituted the first survey of Chicana history. Cotera’s pioneering work inspired the few Tejanas at Texas colleges and universities with the awareness that we had a past specific to our ethnicity, race, region, and gender. Her work taught my generation and later generations that women like Jovita González existed. Likewise, Chicana writers and poets Carmen Tafolla, Inés Hernández, and Teresa Palomo Acosta had also begun to write about women’s past.

In the 1980s a fourth generation began to emerge and included the first generation of professionally trained historians. These included Tejanas Irene Ledesma, Yolanda Romero, Cynthia Orozco, and Emma Pérez, all of whom finished their doctorates in the early 1990s. Three of these Tejanas left Texas to find a more supportive environment for graduate study, making Romero the first Tejana to obtain a Ph.D. in U.S. history in Texas. At this writing, no other Tejana has earned a doctorate in U.S. history from a Texas college. These historians differed from earlier generations in that they had professional training and their training was in the new fields of Chicano history and women’s history, both of which had become available to Tejanas in the late 1960s and early 1970s. Unfortunately, our colleague Ledesma died early in her career.

The New Handbook of Texas, published in 1996, included this generation’s work. Mainstream Texas historians began to accept Tejano history’s legitimacy in the late 1980s. In 1988 the Texas State Historical Association (TSHA) decided to hire several research associates to write encyclopedic entries for the Handbook. Cuban American María-Cristina García, Orozco, and Palomo Acosta were hired to conduct research and write entries. While they were not instructed to write about women, each decided to write Tejanas into history. Of particular note, García contributed to our knowledge of Houston Hispanas, Acosta enriched our knowledge of women and the arts, and Orozco wrote the survey of the Tejana past. Ironically, the inclusion of Tejanas as women was more of an accident than planned inclusion on the part of TSHA.

Throughout the 1980s and 1990s, Chicana history in the United States remained undervalued and underrecognized, though some significant advances were made.

Yolanda Chávez Leyva of El Paso received her doctorate from Arizona in the late 1990s. In the late 1990s, European American women historians at the University of Texas at San Antonio (UTSA) came to realize the need for more Tejana history. I taught at UTSA and helped to train then graduate student Gabriela González of Laredo. UTSA also provided initial support to Ruthe Winegarten, an established European American woman historian and expert on Texas women, and Leyva to develop a book about Tejanas. Leyva, who worked at UTSA later, left the project to attend other responsibilities. Then Acosta, fiercely dedicated to women and their work, joined Winegarten.

Winegarten has also been a tenacious woman warrior historian. She is a pioneer in Texas women’s history, having authored the most books on the topic. She emerged during Cotera’s generation and has dedicated her life to writing Texas women’s history. Her work on African American women in Texas was path-breaking. Finally, she committed herself to balancing the focus of Texas women’s history by writing about women of Mexican descent.

Likewise, Acosta has contributed to writing about history and culture. She has worked as a journalist, educator, poet, teacher, researcher, university administrator, literacy advocate, and historian. A first-rate poet, her book Nile & Other Poems shows her reading of Tejana history through the discipline of poetry. She is perhaps the most inspiring promoter of Tejanas.

Most Tejana history has been written in spite of Texas institutions, history departments, Chicano studies, and women’s studies. All the major historical institutions have neglected Tejanas, despite the fact that women are the majority and Hispanics are the major ethnic group/race in Texas. Historical societies, museums, and universities need to provide funds to advance Tejana history. Moreover, schools also need to foster serious integration of Tejanas into the curriculum.

This book gives voice to both individual Tejanas and Tejanas as a group—women about whom only a few historians have known. Interestingly enough, both Acosta and Winegarten have continued the work of Martha P. Cotera, their peer. In doing so, they have completed a circle of life.

CYNTHIA E. OROZCO
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Introduction

OVERVIEW

This book is the first general history of Tejanas, women of Spanish-Mexican origin in Texas. Our account covers their history in the state from 1700 to 2000.

We believe that this book is important and timely for two major reasons. First, the population of Mexican Americans in Texas has grown dramatically in the last decade, generating the need for such a publication. Second, a number of Tejana and other scholars have added greatly to our understanding of Mexican American women’s history in the state through their work on the New Handbook of Texas (Texas State Historical Association, 1996). Their efforts resulted in significant Handbook articles on Tejanas in the arts, business, civil rights, community building, education, feminism, labor, politics, religion, and other areas. These researchers’ contributions to the New Handbook of Texas provided the first substantial coverage of Mexican American women’s history in any publication on Texas history published to that date.

A SURVEY OF TEJANAS OVER THREE HUNDRED YEARS

In writing this book, our first concern was to create a broad outline of Tejanas rather than to develop a theoretical analysis or to discuss their relationship with others in the state—women of other ethnic or racial groups, for instance. We have thus provided the reader a general survey of Mexican origin women, placing them within the framework of Tejano history. We have also included a time line that provides a general context for understanding Tejana history.

In our account we lay out the rich tapestry of Tejana history across three centuries. We show that Mexican origin women have played central roles as pioneers in the settlement of the land that became Texas. We describe their work as community builders and leaders; as founders of organizations; and as innovative educators, astute businesswomen, experienced professionals, committed trade unionists, and ground-breaking artists.

Our book is thus partly a celebration of Tejanas’ notable contributions from 1700 to 2000, partly an account of their economic, human, and political struggles and triumphs in the state.

TERMINOLOGY

In general we use the term “Tejana” to define the woman who is our subject, but we have also used related terms, including “Chicana,” “mestiza,” “Mexican,” “Mexicana,” “Mexican origin (or Mexican descent) woman,” “Mexican American,” and “Texas Mexican.” We believe that these terms reflect more fully the cultural, ethnic, and racial heritage of the women.

We recognize that some in the Mexican origin community in the state have more recently adopted the term “Hispanic” to identify themselves, and we acknowledge that the government and mass media have also adopted the term to refer generally to Spanish-speaking people in the United States. The terms “Latina” and “Latino” have also gained wider usage recently. We have used the terms “Hispanic,” “Latina,” and “Latino” whenever they are part of an organization’s name, when they are self-determined identifiers, or when public records depict Mexican Americans as Hispanics, Latinas, and Latinos.

FUTURE RESEARCH AND PUBLICATIONS

We anticipate that our book will encourage others to write new interpretations of Mexican American women’s history, books and articles that will add in-depth insights to the numerous topics that we cover in a general manner. For instance, accounts that discuss women in the colonial era and the nineteenth century can fill in gaps in Tejana history from those periods. Likewise, accounts that cover Texas Mexican women’s roles in the Mexican Revolution are also greatly needed. The area of labor history can benefit from new ideas, and women’s roles as business and professional leaders offer a fertile terrain for scholars. Moreover, Mexican American female politicians, including those involved in the Raza Unida Party from the late 1960s to the mid-1970s, deserve both an oral history project and a book. In addition, much-needed scholarship on native women in the state will bring a greater understanding of the indigenous roots of Mexican American women.

The extraordinary output of Tejana musicians, stage performers, writers, and visual artists must also be excavated. Numerous publications from various periods can provide the researcher valuable materials on the artistic endeavors of Mexican American women in Texas. For example, literary anthologies and journals from the 1970s await scholars willing to investigate Tejanas’ literary output during the Chicano literary renaissance. Moreover, we urge scholars to write biographies about Tejanas in Austin, Dallas, El Paso, Houston, Laredo, the Rio Grande Valley, San Antonio, and other locations. There is virtually no region of the state where a wellspring of materials cannot be plumbed.

We look forward to future scholars’ work in expanding and challenging what we have written, for the more that is written about Tejanas, the better our understanding of our entire state’s history. Some of these future scholars are still students in our public schools and universities as this book is completed. We support their entry into university teaching, archival research, and public service in the interest of women’s history.

THE ROLE OF EDUCATORS AND TEJANA HISTORY

We likewise envision that this book will foster the study of Mexican American women’s history in the state’s public schools, where Mexican origin students will shortly become the majority. We believe that young Mexican American female students in particular should be given the opportunity to learn about their predecessors’ legacy to them. We therefore urge educators to support the study of Tejana history and to reward it academically. We likewise call on public institutions to create programs that prize Tejana history and bring it before the general public.

Finally, we invite our readers to learn about Tejanas, women whose past and future history is firmly rooted in the place known as Texas.

TERESA PALOMO ACOSTA
RUTHE WINEGARTEN
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CHAPTER ONE
Native Women, Mestizas, and Colonists

“Our ancestors were here long before the Anglo-Americans. It is they who are the newcomers.”1 With these words, María L. de Hernández, a Tejana leader, claimed for her people their long history in the land that became Texas.

[image: Images]

Native American parents and Spanish godparents participate in the baptism of a baby in San Fernando Church, San Antonio, in 1740. Drawing by José Cisneros. Courtesy University of Texas Institute of Texan Cultures.

In the keynote speech at a state convention of the Raza Unida Party, delivered more than 250 years after Spanish-Mexican women entered the recorded history of present-day Texas, Hernández called on Mexican Americans to recover their indigenous and mestizo (Spanish/Mexican/Indian/African) heritages. When Hernández uttered these words on July 12, 1970, she declared to her fellow delegates that Tejanas’ history is linked to people whose ancestral homes lay in the American Southwest: Native American women residing in the northern frontier of New Spain who intermarried with Spanish and mestizo explorers and soldiers, and women of indigenous, Spanish-Mexican, and African heritage. Beginning in the 1700s, many of these women “undertook the arduous journey north from Mexico to colonize the area” that became Texas.2 With their entry into this region in the eighteenth century, all of these women contributed to the institutions that Spain used to settle present-day Texas: expeditions, missions, presidios, and ranchos. Through their participation in the colonizing efforts, women helped establish the first major Tejano settlements of San Antonio, Goliad, Nacogdoches, Laredo, and Victoria.3

Native women in the northern frontier contributed to the mestizaje (the mixing of racial ancestry) of Texas Mexicans by marrying with Spanish and mestizo soldiers or colonists and giving birth to children of native, European, and black ancestry. Most Texas Mexicans spring from a mixture of indigenous, European, and African heritages.

Some early Tejanas who arrived in the northern provinces of New Spain received land grants as widows or as single women. They became quite wealthy and influential in their communities. However, most of the early Tejanas were poor women who were part of the mestiza population who lived and worked in the missions, presidios, and ranchos.4

ANGELINA: GUIDE AND TRANSLATOR

A learned Indian woman who … served as an interpreter.5

FATHER ISIDRO FELIX DE ESPINOSA

Angelina, probably a member of the Caddo nation, is the only woman for whom a Texas county and river are named. She is one of the first known indigenous women to whom Tejanas are bound historically and culturally. The Spanish established a mission among her people in 1690 in present-day East Texas. The mission marked the beginning of a friendship between the two peoples. In 1690 Father Damian Massanet described Angelina as an “Indian maiden with a bright intellect and possessing striking personal appearance,” who “expressed a desire to learn the Father’s language.” She received the baptismal name Angelina from the Spanish missionaries. A later account describes her as “learned” and “sagacious.” In the 1690s she traveled to study at San Juan Bautista Mission in Guerrero, Coahuila, Mexico, thirty-five miles south of present-day Eagle Pass. She later returned to her people. From 1716 to 1721, Angelina served as a guide, translator, and interpreter between native peoples and the Spanish and French.6

[image: Images]

Angelina, a member of the Caddo Nation, was a guide and translator for the Spanish and French from around 1716 to 1721. She is the only woman for whom a Texas county and river are named. Painting by Ancel Nunn. Courtesy Claude Smithhart, Lufkin.

Caddo, Tejas, and Hasinai are all names for one tribal grouping. Angelina’s people were the Hainai, the leading tribe in the Hasinai confederacy. The Hasinai tribes were matrilineal, tracing descent through their mothers.7 Because none of these native women left a diary or memoir behind, our knowledge of Angelina and her people have come to us only through records that the Europeans kept. They wrote that the Tejas were peaceful, friendly people who traded with the Spanish and initially welcomed the establishment of missions. Female leaders among the Hasinai were not uncommon. Henry de Tonti wrote on March 30, 1690, of a woman who may have been Angelina:

“A woman, who governed this nation, came to visit me with the principal persons of the village.” He described her people’s fields as beautiful, noting that their economy included fishing and hunting.8

The Caddos apparently limited their involvement with the Spanish in East Texas to trading. They provided corn and meat to the missionaries and soldiers in exchange for Spanish-manufactured goods. However, they never abandoned their villages in favor of mission life, because they did not need the protection that these outposts offered. In addition, they did not convert to Christianity, “being fully satisfied with their own religion.”9

The Caddos were the most advanced, numerous, and productive of the hundreds of indigenous nations who occupied the region. They had “achieved a level of cultural development unsurpassed” by other Indian nations. They also possessed advanced techniques and tools, and were highly successful agriculturists with an abundant food supply. The Caddos, who are best known for the women’s “fascinating and varied pottery,” had lived in the area for approximately a thousand years when they first met Europeans.10 Caddo women were described as being “fair and pretty” and wearing “deerskin dresses, bordered with colored beads, and bone earrings.” The Caddos lived in grass houses, slept in hammocks made from buffalo hides, and enjoyed an abundance of food and domesticated animals, including chickens and turkeys. They had large granaries and cultivated corn, beans, squash, melons, nuts, peaches, plums, and figs. When Angelina was an interpreter for Domingo Ramón in 1716, she and her companions reportedly served the Spanish a delicious meal of corn, melons, tamales, and cooked beans with corn and nuts.11

The land north of the Rio Grande was still largely unknown in the eighteenth century, but the Spanish gradually tried to subdue it, spurred to greater efforts when they saw the French starting to edge in from the east. Besides translating for the Spanish, Angelina worked with French Canadian guide, hunter, and explorer Louis Juchereau de St. Denis, whom she may have met in 1712 in East Texas. A member of his party noted that a Spanish-speaking woman named Angelique had helped St. Denis hire guides from among her tribe. In 1713 St. Denis was placed under house arrest at San Juan Bautista under a Spanish regulation forbidding foreign traders on Texas soil. He then married Manuela Sánchez, the step-granddaughter of Diego Ramón, who was commandant of Presidio San Juan Bautista, and switched allegiance to Spain. By 1716 Angelina and St. Denis, now a commissary officer, traveled with Domingo Ramón to found Spanish missions and presidios in East Texas. (Manuela, who was pregnant, could not travel.) These new institutions ultimately had an extraordinary impact on the indigenous people, spreading a new religion, new customs, and, regrettably, new diseases and new forms of greed that would nearly destroy them.12

In 1718 Angelina helped found San Antonio de Valero Mission (the Alamo) as part of an expedition led by Martín de Alarcón, the Spanish governor of Texas. St. Denis also participated in the expedition, which included delivering supplies to the missions in East Texas, where the Caddos lived.13

The last written record of Angelina comes from 1721. That year Governor José de Azlor, Marqués de San Miguel de Aguayo, led an entrada (invasion) to reassert Spanish dominion over present-day East Texas and reoccupy missions and presidios that had been abandoned when the French invaded in 1719. A delegation of friendly Caddos (eight captains and four women) received the group. The Caddos were reportedly “delighted at the prospect of the Spaniards returning to East Texas and reestablishing their presidios and missions.” One of the women who greeted the governor was called Angelina. She functioned as interpreter, “being fluent in Spanish and the language of the Tejas.” The rest of Angelina’s life is clouded in mystery, and no one knows her ultimate fate. After St. Denis was accused of being a French loyalist, he retreated with Manuela to French territory. They lived the rest of their lives in Natchitoches, Louisiana.14

Around 1719 Angelina may have participated in an expedition to save Francois Simars de Bellisle, a slave to a Gulf Coast Indian widow who had reportedly obtained him by rescuing him from the stake. She forced de Bellisle to do menial work and to consume flesh from a captured enemy [a practice attributed to the Karankawas]. He managed to send a letter, calling for help. De Bellisle reported falling into the hands of the Assinais [another name for the Caddos], especially a Spanish-speaking woman named “Angelica,” who had lived with the Spanish since her childhood. She offered to send two of her children as guides to take him to the French, and she “served me all the best she had, and she had as much love for me as if I had been her child.”15

WHERE ARE THE CADDOS NOW?

During the first 170 years of contact between the Caddos and Europeans, from about 1520 to 1690, the numbers of Caddos reportedly decreased dramatically from around 200,000 to only 12,675.16 As was the case among other tribes, they died from smallpox and measles, unfamiliar European diseases for which native peoples had not yet developed antibodies. Warfare with the Spanish and other indigenous nations, as well as their affiliation with the missions, also contributed to their demise. One 1767 diary reported that conditions in Texas were so deplorable that the women became sterile.17

Yet another way that tribal people disappeared was by their assimilation into the Tejano community, thereby becoming part of the mestizaje (group having mixed racial ancestry). For instance, by 1716 most members of the Hasinai Caddo confederacy had either been absorbed by other groups or become extinct. As late as 1859 a few hundred Caddos were still in Texas, where they were threatened with “massacre by white people.” The Caddos were forced to abandon their homes, crops, cattle, and horses in Texas and take up reservation life in Indian Territory.18 Nevertheless, their genetic heritage and many cultural contributions, including ways of cooking and gardening, extending hospitality, and rearing children, have continued, having been passed down and incorporated into Tejanas’ culture.

OTHER INDIGENOUS NATIONS

The Caddos were only one of hundreds of indigenous nations occupying present-day Texas at the time of the Spanish explorations. Other significant groups included the Karankawas, whose land extended from Galveston Bay to Corpus Christi. In 1528 they were the first to have contact with a Spanish expedition. Both the French and Spanish tried repeatedly and unsuccessfully to bring the Karankawas into mission life.19 From the Nueces River south, along part of what is now the Texas-Mexico border, lived tribes known collectively as Coahuiltecans. Under attack by both the Spanish and the Apaches, many of them either fled the area or moved into the missions established nearby, where they married people of other tribes.20 In addition, the Comanches, a Plains people, fought against European settlers and other indigenous groups in Texas for more than one hundred years. Although the men were dominant, Comanche women exercised power, owned horses, and constructed tepees. They practiced herbalism and midwifery, and had a rich tradition of ornamental crafts.21
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María de Jesús de Agreda (1602–1665), also known as the Lady in Blue, was a Spanish nun who claimed that, from 1620 to 1631 while in a trance, she made five hundred trips to Texas and preached to the native peoples. Copied from Our Catholic Heritage in Texas, by Carlos Castañeda. Courtesy University of Texas Institute of Texan Cultures.

People referred to as Jumanos, who lived along what is now the western part of the Texas-Mexico border, played a major role in trade between Spanish Mexico and other native peoples to the north and east. They may have spread the legend of the “Lady in Blue,” who reportedly appeared to them in the 1600s and instructed them in the Christian faith, some time before they encountered Europeans. Father Alonso de Benavides, who began to Christianize the Jumanos in 1627, believed the Lady in Blue to be Mother María de Jesús de Agreda, a Spanish nun and mystic said to have the gift of bilocation. From the age of eighteen, de Agreda periodically fell into a trance. While her body was in the convent, she claimed, it was also transported to an unknown land, later identified as present-day New Mexico and West Texas. She reportedly appeared to the natives through bilocation on some five hundred occasions between 1620 and 1631. This story was widely repeated both in Europe and among various native peoples, including the Tejas. De Agreda later repudiated her bilocation experiences and declared that Benavides had browbeaten her into making the claims.22

INTERMARRIAGE AND MISSION LIFE

Many Christians might marry native women and many Christian women might marry native men, because the two groups could communicate and learn from each other.23

CATHOLIC CHURCH DECREE, 1503

From the early days of contact, the Catholic Church supported the idea of intermarriage between Spanish soldiers and colonists and the native women. Church records also document a few marriages between Spanish women and Native American men. For example, Juana Rodríguez, “a Spaniard,” wed Melchor de Medina of the Muruam tribe, and Felipa Sara was married to Francisco Parrilla of the Sana tribe. Despite the church’s official sanction of these marriages, some families disapproved of such unions. In 1781 the uncles and brothers of Ana Mariade la Trinidad Garnes, a mulata, forbade her marriage to an Indian. Most mixed marriages involved Tejanos and Indian women. Juan País, a Spanish soldier, married a young Indian woman named Margarita, a servant in the household of Captain Nicolás Flores y Valdez.24

Besides marrying Spanish-Mexican men, a number of Indian women at the missions also married men from other Indian nations. As early as 1703, baptisms and marriages between Native American individuals were carefully recorded. That year María de la Cruz, whose parents were described as “pagans,” was baptized at San Antonio de Valero Mission.25

Year 1703
On June 24, 1703, after having fulfilled the prescriptions of our holy Mother the Church and the sacred canons, I witnessed the marriage of the Indian Nicolás, belonging to the Jarame tribe, with Isabel, an Indian woman of the Sana tribe. Witnesses to the preparation of the contracting party were Sergeant Domingo Ramos, a Spaniard, and Lorenzo García, a Spanish soldier; on the woman’s side were Lorenzo, a Mescalero Indian, and José, an Indian of the Yorica tribe, all from the pueblo of San Juan Bautista. The marriage banns were announced on the three feast days prior to the date.26

FRAY ANTONIO DE SAN BUENAVENTURA

Year 1716
Entry 28: Carlos Salinas, child, and Santiago Abila, child, died. On August 26, 1716, I solemnly baptized 2 children and anointed them with holy oils. One of them was named Carlos Salinas, 5 or 6 years of age, whose sponsor was Lorenzo Longoria; the other Santiago de Abila, 3 years of age, whose godmother was Francisca, a bilingual Indian of this mission.27

FRAY FRANCISCO RUIZ

In 1755 a mission priest instructed a native woman in the “mysteries of our holy faith,” and since she was gravely ill, “baptized her and named her Petra.” In 1772 a priest at the San Bernardo Mission baptized “an infant girl, María Antonia Casimira, the legitimate daughter of Luis Rodas and his wife, María Dolores,” both of the Lipan tribe.28

Catholic officials compiled other detailed documents of Native Americans who were affiliated with missions, making it possible for future scholars to assemble the names of many tribes that have now disappeared. In 1994 the Inter-Tribal Council of American Indians in San Antonio disclosed records documenting the burial of more than a thousand native people at Alamo Plaza East and demanded that the location be permanently closed to vehicular traffic. The city council agreed to the request.29

Around the missions and presidios, women who were mestizas, Christianized Indians, mulatas, and Spanish-Mexicans lived side by side. At one of the larger missions, 237 women reportedly dried meats, prepared food, and made soap, candles, and clothing.30 The women’s networks, based on ties of blood, friendship, and skill sharing, were vital to the settlement of the Spanish-Mexican frontier.31

Tejanas were midwives to mission Indians, and they baptized babies who were stillborn or at risk of imminent death. Women also performed this important sacrament when no priest was at hand. In addition, they served as baptism sponsors for Indian babies. Fray Francisco Aparicio noted that when he baptized an infant girl, Anna Josefa of the Mayeye tribe, “her sponsor was Antonia Cortinas whom I informed about her obligation.”32

Starting in 1804, a Spanish royal cedula decreed that Caesarian operations should be performed on all women who died in childbirth, to ensure Christian baptism.33 When María de la Candelaria of the Coco tribe died during labor, “she was opened” and a priest poured the waters of baptism on the child and named him Juan.34

THE FIRST SPANISH-MEXICAN WOMEN TO ENTER TEXAS

Expeditions to explore and build presidios, missions, colonies, and ranches left from San Juan Bautista, the gateway to Spanish Texas, near present-day Eagle Pass. Women were part of the first two expeditions to establish permanent settlements in Texas (for which Angelina translated) in 1716 and 1718. They departed from south of the Rio Grande, traveling north with husbands who were artisans, farmers, and ranchers. Many of the frontier soldiers in the expeditions were of mixed ancestry.35

Seven or eight wives accompanied approximately twenty soldiers in 1716 to reestablish a mission in East Texas, which became the town of Nacogdoches. Ana Guerra, a young mestiza, married Lorenzo Mercado, a soldier, en route.36 These women are the first recorded Spanish-Mexican women to enter Texas. In the years that followed, women from Mexico founded and colonized many other locations in what is now Texas, including San Antonio (San Antonio de Béxar Presidio, 1718), Goliad (La Bahía, 1749), Laredo (1755), and Victoria (1824).

THE FOUNDING OF SAN FERNANDO DE BÉXAR (SAN ANTONIO)

The city of San Antonio grew out of several original settlements: San Antonio de Béxar Presidio and five missions founded between 1718 and 1731, and the villa of San Fernando de Béxar, chartered by Canary Islanders in 1731. The first settlers in 1718 included six married soldiers and their families. The young women of marriageable age often wedded local soldiers. Military wives tilled the land, scrubbed, washed, and bore children without a doctor. The plaza of the presidio was off-limits to “women, citizens, mulattoes, Negroes, and mestizos.”37

Men sometimes took on the cooking chores for the San Antonio missions in order to stop the “disorder” the bachelors reportedly caused when women were present in the kitchen. The wives of male servants made hardtack and bread for the priests, washed fleeces in the river, and wove blankets and cloth on looms. Two mission Indian women were appointed to clean the church and sacristy every Saturday. They were also issued a supply of soap, depending upon the amount of clothes they had to wash. Each week one woman was appointed to make tortillas for the priest’s table.38
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Descendants of the Canary Islanders who settled in San Antonio in 1731 bring flowers to an outdoor altar in honor of Our Lady of Sorrows, in front of the Spanish Governor’s Palace in San Antonio in 1933. San Antonio Light Collection, University of Texas Institute of Texan Cultures.

THE CANARY ISLANDERS

On March 9, 1731, fifteen families consisting of fifty-six exhausted immigrants from the Canary Islands arrived at San Antonio de Béxar Presidio. They formed the nucleus of the villa San Fernando de Béxar, the military community that had been in the area since 1718. The colonists had landed first in Veracruz, Mexico. The journey was so arduous that one of the voyagers, Lucía Hernández, a mother of five, became ill and died.39

Two wealthy widows—Doña María Robaina Betancour, mother of five, and María Rodríguez—were among the group. After settling in San Antonio de Béxar, María Betancour remarried, gave birth to five more children, and built a home on Plaza de la Islas, the main square. By the time of her death, she had accumulated a considerable amount of property. Her will, which was filed in 1779, attested to her origins, religious faith, financial status, marriages, and children. It also noted that she owned one day’s irrigation water in the lower labor, a suerte (about 26 acres), a stone house, and all the cattle bearing her brand. In addition, she owned a ranch near Cibolo Creek, a chest from the Canary Islands, fifteen images of saints, a mattress, a quilt, a woolen skirt, and a branding iron.40

María Provana was also a woman of property, whose possessions included those she brought from the Canary Islands and those acquired in Texas—petticoats, handkerchiefs, silk stockings, two horses, a saddle and saddlebags, a bridle, sheepskins, mattresses, and “a copper pot and its lid which may also be used as a skillet.”41 Provana was described in the list of Canary Islanders taken at Quautitlán, Mexico, on November 8, 1730, as a woman “about 27 years old, [who possessed a] good figure, slender, long face, fair complexion, black hair & eyebrows, [and a] thin nose.”42

Women often assumed responsibility for political and business affairs when the men were away from the presidio. María Pérez Cassiano, a descendant of Canary Islanders, was Texas’s first First Lady. In 1804 her father, Juan Ignacio Pérez, a lieutenant colonel in the Spanish army, bought the Spanish Governor’s Palace and turned it into the family home. In 1808 María Pérez married Colonel Manuel Antonio Cordero y Bustamante, the Spanish governor of Texas, and ran the affairs of state in his absence. In 1814 she began reviewing the troops while riding sidesaddle on her spirited horse. She cut a striking figure in her dark-green, gold-embroidered velvet riding suit and plumed hat. The men called her “La Brigadiera” (the Brigadier). Upon her father’s death, Doña María lived in the Spanish Governor’s Palace, where she entertained international visitors at elaborate balls. Three years after her first husband’s death (1823), she married José Cassiano, a wealthy Italian.43

Other elite women also enjoyed prominent public roles. In 1776 María Josefa Granados, member of a Canary Islander family, married Fernando Veramendi, a merchant and public figure. By 1787 she owned San Fernando de Béxar’s largest general store, which carried an array of merchandise—from pins to saddles, from diapers to party dresses. She even sold chamber pots without handles. One observer noted, “Most people in town owed her money, and her list of debtors is a good census of her community for that year.”44 María Becerra de Seguín was the wife of Juan Erasmo Seguín, San Antonio political figure, postmaster, and businessman. In 1824 she wrangled with city authorities over water rights while her husband attended congressional sessions in Mexico City.45

In general, the Canary Islanders viewed themselves as the elite class of San Fernando de Béxar. Refusing to mingle with Native Americans at San Antonio de Valero Mission, they erected their own parish church. They were pleased, however, to welcome soldiers from the presidio as husbands for their daughters.46

THE END OF THE MISSION PERIOD

The missions generally provided only a precarious existence for their inhabitants. Thus, the effort to secularize them grew, beginning in the late eighteenth century. Following Mexico’s independence, many missions were completely abandoned. Although the missions situated around present-day San Antonio were once the most successful of Spanish Texas, authorities nonetheless completely secularized San Antonio de Valero Mission in 1793, and its members were absorbed into the local parish. From 1801 to 1825, the former mission served as the encampment for soldiers and their families assigned to the Flying Company of San José y Santiago del Alamo de Parras and became known as the Alamo. In 1794 the four remaining missions along the river and south of present-day San Antonio were all partially secularized, with some of the properties allocated to the neophytes still living in them.47

As part of the secularizing process, each Indian woman was given “a blouse, white woolen skirts, flannel skirts, a blanket, a hair brush, necklaces, earrings, pendants, a plate, a cup, a basket, a long shawl, except two women who already possessed shawls of a better quality.”48

Secularization turned the missions in San Fernando de Béxar into civilian communities. With the transformation of the mission system completed in 1824, San Fernando became the largest and most successful community in Texas. Females outnumbered males 1,021 to 973. An anticipated visit in 1822 of Ana María García de Trespalacios, the wife of Coahuila y Texas governor Félix Trespalacios, caused excitement and prompted letters from such prominent women as María Becerra de Seguín requesting invitations to the welcoming banquet.49
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This land grant was issued to María Rodríguez in 1833. Many Spanish Mexican women were among Texas’s earliest landowners. Courtesy Archives, General Land Office, State of Texas.

LAND GRANTS, LANDOWNERS, AND WOMEN’S PROPERTY RIGHTS

Soldiers, who were often awarded land grants near their posts in San Antonio, generally left land to their widows. In a 1752 will, Miguel de Castro left his widow six cows, nineteen head of cattle and sheep, ten horses, two mules, two suertes (about 53 acres), a stone house and lot, and tools. He also bequeathed to her a mattress, sheets, cooking utensils, a clothes chest, and other household furnishings. To his daughters upon their marriages he left dress aprons, lengths of gauze, shirts, pantaloons, quilts, silk stockings, mattresses, and pillows. By 1793 a census of San Fernando de Béxar listed forty-five native-born Tejana widows as heads of household. A number of the women belonged to prominent Bexareño families and were landowners.50

A number of Tejanas benefited from Spanish laws that allowed them to retain title to the property they had held at the time of their marriages. In addition, wives could lay claim to an equal share of assets earned while married (community property), and their husbands could not dispose of the property without their consent. Women were permitted to negotiate contracts, and widows and unmarried daughters had the right to manage their own estates. Both Spanish and, later, Mexican laws protected women’s property rights and awarded them inheritance rights equal to males’. Moreover, many women received land grants in their own names or inherited them from their husbands or families. They were entitled to land if they were the head of household or if their husbands had died while a grant was being finalized. This system ensured that wealthy women held significant economic power as large property owners, since it granted them ownership and control over vast amounts of land and wealth. During the colonial period, 60 Tejanas, from a total of 4,200 names listed by the Texas General Land Office, were original grantees (see Table 1). Many were widows with children. Others, with the permission of their husbands, applied for more land due to their large families or the large number of stock they were grazing.51

TABLE 1. Examples of Spanish Land Grants Awarded to Women in 1767
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In about 1767 María Gregoria Martínez and her husband, Bartolomé de Lizarraras y Cuellar, founded the Treviño Circle T Ranch in Zapata County. In the 1780s María Gertrudis de la Garza Falcón inherited from her husband, José Salvador de la Garza, almost 300,000 acres—the Espíritu Santo grant—in present-day Cameron County. Her holdings included Rancho Viejo, cattle, horses, mules, sheep, and goats. In 1791 the Béxar cabildo (town council) compiled a list of fourteen area ranchers, including four women: Doña Manuela Móntes, Doña Antonia de Armas, Doña Josefa Quiñones, and Doña Leonor Delgado. In the 1830s a number of Tejanas received land grants in Robertson’s Colony in Central Texas. For example, in 1833 María de la Concepción Márquez applied for eleven leagues on the banks of the Guadalupe and San Marcos Rivers. Her grant amounted to 36,534 acres and 12,178 acres in present-day Robertson and Leon Counties, respectively.52 Some of the land that these wealthy Tejanas originally held has remained in the same families for generations.

Women continued to receive land grants until Texas became a republic. In approximately 1790, Gertrudis de los Santos and her husband, Antonio Leal, owned a ten-league grant later known as the Edmund Quirt grant, on which the city of San Augustine, in San Augustine County, was built. The couple raised cattle and captured and sold mustangs. Doña Gertrudis also sold bolts of cloth and other duty-free merchandise from their ranch house.53 María Josefa Rodríguez de Iturri, another landowner, applied for land in 1830, when she was twenty-eight and married. She explained that she did not have enough land to pasture her numerous livestock. In 1833 she received two leagues and one labor of land, which she located in present-day Bexar County. In 1835 Juana Camuñez de la Vina, a Nacogdoches widow and mother of three, acquired a land grant to raise crops and livestock. Her one league of land was located in present-day Rusk County, near Henderson.54

CATTLE QUEENS AND COMMUNITY BUILDERS

In 1770 the widow María Ann Cubelo owned three hundred head of cattle, the second-largest herd in Béxar. In 1809 two wealthy widows were listed in the Census of La Bahía and Refugio Missions. Doña Gertrudis Básquez owned seventeen mules with harness, one team of oxen, and thirty head of cattle. Doña Petra Contreras owned two teams of mules with harness, twenty-six head of cattle, and two horses.55

One of the largest landowners of the day was Rosa María Hinojosa de Ballí who in 1798 owned approximately 642,755 acres—one-third of the present-day Lower Rio Grande Valley. Today some have labeled her Texas’s first cattle queen. Her contemporaries referred to her as “La Patrona” (the Landowner). Doña Rosa was the daughter of Spanish aristocrats, born in 1752 in what is now Tamaulipas, Mexico. The family moved to Reynosa, Mexico, in 1767, where her father was the alcalde (mayor). She was educated there, perhaps by the parish priest. On July 4, 1776, her husband, José María Ballí, and her father, Juan José de Hinojosa, jointly applied for a large land grant. By the time that the land grant was approved in 1790, both men had died. Nonetheless, because Spanish law protected widows’ rights, Doña Rosa inherited her husband’s full authority to act on her own.56
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Doña Rosa María Hinojosa de Ballí (1752–1803) inherited land grants from her husband and father after their deaths. She continued acquiring land until she owned one-third of the present-day Lower Rio Grande Valley, around 1800. The original grantee map shown here is in Cameron County. Courtesy Archives, General Land Office, State of Texas.

Left with three young sons and an estate heavily encumbered by debt, Doña Rosa had the land grant completed in her name and later obtained several other large grants. She lived on what is now the Mexican side of the border, but her ranch headquarters were on the present-day Texas side, in La Feria, which was named after her land grant. She eventually doubled her property and made extensive improvements. The city of Harlingen is located on part of what was once her land. Her holdings included the 53,000-acre La Feria grant in present-day Cameron County and extensive acreage in present-day Hidalgo County. Her son and business associate, Padre Nicolás Ballí, eventually owned Padre Island, which was named for him.57 She took possession of her land “in the colorful ceremony prescribed by Spanish law” by pulling up herbs and grasses and tossing soil and water to the four winds.58

Doña Rosa exercised unquestioned authority over the area. She was the godmother of many children baptized at Our Lady of Guadalupe Church in Reynosa Viejo. She also built a family chapel and donated funds for churches in three Mexican cities. Neighboring ranchers kept their papers and valuables in her strong box, sought her advice, and borrowed her farming tools. Apparently well educated, she kept meticulous records of her activities. By the time of her death in 1803, she controlled more than a million acres of land in the Lower Rio Grande Valley, including parts of present-day Hidalgo, Cameron, Willacy, Starr, and Kenedy Counties. Although her ranching empire declined after her death, her memory was cherished because of her warmth, generosity, and piety. Many citizens on both sides of the border trace their heritage back to her family.59

In her will Doña Rosa testified to her religious faith and listed her extensive property. She noted her ownership of La Feria, which, she said, “I inherited from my father [and] … a chapel that is on said land.” She declared her ownership of large numbers of animals: forty herds of mares, two hundred mules, 2,001 sheep, forty steers, and three yoke of oxen. She stated that she owned a ten-room house in Reynosa and two carriages. Doña Rosa also listed altar ornaments, ribbons, tablecloths, chalices, and other religious items, as well as an assortment of silver plates and silverware, gold bracelets, rosaries, crosses, earrings with green stones, golden and silver reliquaries, trunks, and copper plates of Our Lady of Dolores and Saint Joseph. In addition, she declared that she owned bed linens and calico petticoats, a canoe, a sidesaddle, and a bridle with silver buckles. Doña Rosa’s property included “a mulatto girl fifteen years old, named María Dolores, the document for whom from her mother will be found among my papers.” Doña Rosa also noted that when she gave the wife of her son, Juan José, a dowry of $500, he had complained that the gift was too much. She answered, “I did not need him to tell me what I should give to my daughter-in-law.”60

The heirs of Doña Rosa Hinojosa de Ballí retained ownership of Padre Island until 1938, when they sold their title to a section of the island to Gilbert Kerlin, a New York attorney. Although Kerlin promised to pay them a portion of future oil and gas royalties, they never received a cent. In 1993 the family filed a lawsuit against Kerlin, claiming he had cheated them out of royalties and land. When the case finally came to trial in 2000, a Brownsville jury made up of Tejanos found that Kerlin and his lawyer had conspired to defraud the Ballís and awarded them $1.1 million in lost royalties and $1.5 million in attorneys’ fees. The Ballí heirs saw the verdict as a vindication for their family and for the many Mexican American families in the Southwest who have spent generations trying to reclaim what they call “las tierras perdidas” (the lost lands). Mexican Americans hailed the decision, recalling their own families’ accounts of “being cheated, unfairly taxed, threatened, and even murdered for their land by Anglo settlers since the mid-1800s.” Kerlin appealed the jury’s decision, and the case remained in litigation as the twenty-first century began.61
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Woman on horseback, copied from Julio Michaud y Thomas, Álbum pintoresco de la República Mexicana. Courtesy University of Texas Institute of Texan Cultures.

DOÑA MARÍA DEL CARMEN CALVILLO: “THE BLACK-HAIRED BEAUTY WHO RODE THE WHITE STALLION”

In 1814 María del Carmen Calvillo, a Canary Island descendant, inherited El Rancho de las Cabras (Ranch of the Goats) in present-day Wilson County from her father. Doña María married Juan Gavino de la Trinidad Delgado, but the couple had separated by the time she came into her inheritance. She allegedly scandalized her neighbors because she let her long hair fly loose in the wind as she rode a large white stallion, supervising her workforce of twenty families. She increased the livestock of Rancho de las Cabras to fifteen hundred cattle and five hundred goats, sheep, and horses, and built an irrigation system, a sugar mill, and a granary. Although her neighbors had trouble with Native Americans, Doña María maintained peaceful relations by providing them with cattle and grain. They, in turn, never attacked her ranch. She continued acquiring land until 1833.62
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Augustina de León and Ismael Alderete, her husband. She was a great-granddaughter of Patricia de la Garza de León and Martín de León. Courtesy Henry J. Hauschild, Victoria.

DOÑA PATRICIA DE LA GARZA DE LEÓN: ARISTOCRAT, COLONIST, AND REFUGEE (1775–1849)

Doña Patricia de la Garza de León was one of the earliest pioneer women to colonize Texas. She and Don Martín de León, her husband, founded the town of Victoria in 1824, using her sizable dowry, which included 9,800 pesos and a considerable number of mares, cattle, cows, and oxen. After Don Martin’s death in 1834, Doña Patricia managed their property and was soon one of the richest persons in Texas. Though lacking a formal education, “she proved to be a smart and sensible business woman.” Doña Patricia brought religion, schools, and an enriched social and cultural life to South Texas.63

Doña Patricia and Don Martín were both born in Mexico. His aristocratic Spanish parents offered him a European education, but he instead became a trader, serving the miners of western Mexico. Later he was an Indian fighter in the Spanish army. Don Martín reached the rank of captain, the highest rank available to one not born in Spain.64

Doña Patricia was born in about 1775 on the east coast of Mexico, not far from present-day Brownsville. Family wealth allowed her to grow up wearing expensive dresses and live amid luxurious surroundings. She was approximately twenty when she married thirty-year-old Martín de León in 1795. The couple started a ranch near Cruillas, Mexico, and in 1798 she gave birth to Fernando, their first of ten children. The other nine children were born in Texas.65

Her restless husband traveled north into the unexplored Tejas territory and returned with tales of abundant grasslands and large herds of unbranded cattle left behind when Spanish missions were abandoned. In 1799 the couple moved, with their baby and belongings, to a site on the east bank of the Aransas River, north of present-day Corpus Christi. They built a home and raised cattle, horses, mules, and goats. In 1807 they registered the first brand in Texas—a connected E and J—that had been a Jesuit brand for hundreds of years in Europe. The letters stand for “Espíritu de Jesús” (Spirit of Jesus).66

In 1809 the de León family, consisting of Martín and Patricia and their children—Fernando, Candelaria, Silvestre, Guadalupe, and Felix—were among the 4,000 Spanish-Mexicans who lived in what is now Texas. Soldiers comprised about one-fourth of the population, a number deemed insufficient to provide much protection on the frontier. Doña Patricia’s family kept a cannon handy but relied on friendly methods to keep the peace, plying Indians who stopped at their home with blankets and beef.67

By 1810 the de León family had moved south to the Nueces River, enclosed a pasture, and begun domesticating wild mustangs. When the Spanish government pulled most of its troops back to Mexico to fend off revolution, Indian raids on settlers increased. With seven children, two under the age of two, Doña Patricia’s family moved to a ranch outside of present-day San Antonio. Three more children were born there: Refugia, Augustina, and Francisca (born in 1818 when the oldest was twenty). Martín de León continued to travel to sell mustangs, cattle, mules, and horses in New Orleans, returning from his trips with wagonloads of provisions.68
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Doña Patricia de la Garza de León (1775–1849), a founder of Victoria with Don Martín de León, her husband, built this ranch house there in 1836. Courtesy Texas State Library and Archives.

Their success encouraged the de León family to establish their own colony, but the Spanish government twice refused their land grant applications. However, in 1821 Mexico won independence from Spain, and Guadalupe Victoria was named president. Doña Patricia and Don Martín petitioned the new government and received permission to start a new colony with forty-one Mexican families “of good moral character” on the north bank of the lower Guadalupe River. Doña Patricia put up her dowry to fund the venture.69

Thus, in October 1824, when she was nearly fifty years old, Patricia de León moved with her family and eleven other families to the town of Nuestra Señora de Guadalupe Victoria (named for the first Mexican president). Twenty-nine more families arrived from Mexico the following spring. By then, the first group of settlers had cleared and planted the fields and replaced the adobe shelters with log homes. Victoria colony was a multiethnic town from its beginning because Don Martín had agreed to accept settlers of any race, creed, or color who swore allegiance to Mexico and upheld the Catholic religion. Thus, although the new settlement was the only predominantly Mexican colony in Texas, Anglo and Irish families joined it as well.70

As empresario (contractor), Don Martín acquired additional grazing land for each family he could settle. In turn, each family received a town lot consisting of more than 4,000 acres of grazing land and about 177 acres of farming land. Don Martín was awarded another 21,000 acres once the forty-one families were settled. Victoria colony was blessed with fertile land and many streams, allowing for the production of good crops of beans, corn, potatoes, and sugarcane. The land also supported livestock, and fish and game were abundant.71

When lots were laid out for the town center, Doña Patricia made sure that a plot for a church was set aside. She also donated $500 in gold for constructing and equipping the church. Moreover, she made certain that schools were immediately set up for the colony’s children. She also attended to her own home, decorating it with fine furniture that her relatives in Mexico provided her.72

As her family’s wealth grew, Doña Patricia oversaw personal and community activities. She sent her children to Mexico and Europe to be educated and set aside time and resources for religious and social activities that were essential to building a community. She also hosted one of the first celebrations in the new town: the wedding of her daughter Guadalupe. Doña Patricia witnessed the ascension of three of the de León sons-in-law as important members of the colony’s governing structure and Victoria colony’s attendance to basic needs: providing for a fort, a militia, a courier service, and visits from priests. Although the colony was under threat from some Native Americans and outlaws, Patricia de León refused to allow her children to use guns against anyone, declaring that she did not want them to be known as bandits.73

As both a prominent Mexican and a Catholic, Don Martín received preference in most legal matters, and he took advantage of his status. In 1829 he received permission from the Mexican government to add another 150 families to Victoria colony. This opportunity led him to displace the neighboring DeWitt colony to make room for the new settlers. He and his militia also worked with the Mexican government to control tobacco smuggling, and arrested Green DeWitt in one incident.74

Martín de León died suddenly in a cholera epidemic in 1834, the same year that Antonio López de Santa Anna was elected president of Mexico on a liberal platform. The following year Santa Anna declared that Mexico was not ready for democracy and set about ruling the country as an “autocratic centralist.” It would be Santa Anna whom the Texian forces would confront at the famous battle of the Alamo in 1836.

The family of Doña Patricia was divided over the issue of Texas independence.75 Plácido Benavides, husband of Doña Patricia’s daughter Augustina, was a prominent officer on the Texian side, and Doña Patricia’s sons Fernando and Silvestre fought for Texas independence. Some members of the family also risked their lives to smuggle arms and munitions from New Orleans. Although the war succeeded with their help, the de León family did not reap a harvest of gratitude for their allegiance. Patricia de la Garza de León did, nevertheless, earn respect for her many accomplishments as a pioneer, community leader, church benefactor, wife, and mother.76

Although Doña Patricia was one of the early prominent members of the Spanish-Mexican settler population in the state, she has only recently been seriously considered an important actor in Tejano history. Likewise, Angelina, the “learned” Caddo translator and a cofounder of San Antonio de Valero Mission, has not readily been acknowledged as a significant indigenous ancestor to Tejanas. Beginning in the 1700s, a great many more courageous, unknown, and unnamed native and Spanish-Mexican women began to shape the state’s mestiza history, one that succeeding generations of Tejanas have inherited.


CHAPTER TWO
The Status of Women in the Colonial Period

RICH AND POOR: THE ECONOMIC ROLE OF WOMEN

Tejanas … were the oldest (and often the wealthiest) on the Texas frontera.1

ANDRÉS TIJERINA
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Women worked hard preparing food for their families, as shown in Les Tortilleras (The Tortilla Makers). Copied from Le Tour du Monde, edited by Edouard Charton. Courtesy University of Texas Institute of Texan Cultures.

Colonial Texas society was divided into landowners and laborers, with a marked caste system. Laredo, one of the earliest colonial settlements, provides an interesting example of social status. Before the 1824 census, the city classified residents as españoles (Spaniards), castas (racially mixed persons), Indians, mestizos, and mulattos. Upper-class españoles were honored with the titles “Don” and “Doña.” These distinctions continued informally into the 1830s.2 Tejanos have in later centuries employed the terms “Don” and “Doña” to address elders or others respected by the community, regardless of social station.

Elite women derived power from landownership and marriage, and from kinship to military officers, government officials, and landowners. Doña Patricia de la Garza de León, cofounder of Victoria, and businesswoman María Josefa Granados of San Antonio were wealthy women of the period. Doña Patricia and Martín de León, her husband, made money selling horses, mules, and hides. Other rich women, such as some of the widows listed in the 1809 census of La Bahía and Refugio missions, owned medium-size ranchos. Among them were the widows Doña Petra Contreras, who owned two teams of mules with harness, twenty-six head of cattle, and two horses, and Doña Gertrudis Básquez, who owned seventeen mules with harness, one team of oxen, and thirty head of cattle.3 Most Tejanas, however, worked on small, family-owned plots or were poor, landless female servants and ranch workers.4 Women elites exploited poor women, and indentured service was also prevalent.5

Regardless of class, Tejanas held key economic roles. Female ranch owners bought and sold land and cattle, supervised foremen and ranch hands, handled finances, and managed estates. Wealthy women employed domestic servants to assist with child care and housework. Poor women worked as cooks, laundresses, gardeners, farmers, day laborers, cattle herders, seamstresses, midwives, and healers. Their lives also revolved around child care, cooking, sewing, and washing clothes. They often labored alongside men and children on ranchos, gardening and caring for domestic animals. To provide food for their families, they planted a few rows of corn, beans, or pumpkins behind their jacales (huts). A few women and girls in the pueblos (towns) took jobs as shepherds, tailors, peddlers, animal skinners, vendors, and prostitutes.6

Women were almost exclusively responsible for medical care. Midwives delivered most of the babies; curanderas (folk healers who used medicinal herbs and ritual cures) were also valued.7 Even elite women could not count on good medical attention. Indeed, because the military barracks in San Antonio were so inadequate, in 1780 Governor Baron de Ripperda and his wife moved into the local jail, where she gave birth.8

THE BEXAR ARCHIVES AND WOMEN’S LEGAL ACTIONS

The Bexar Archives, a collection of legal and administrative documents at the University of Texas at Austin, cover the period from 1717 through 1836. They are regional in scope and include materials on the borderlands of the eastern Spanish interior provinces—Texas, Coahuila, Nuevo León, and Nuevo Santander (Tamaulipas). Numerous documents cover San Antonio, La Bahía (Goliad), Nacogdoches, and the Texas-Louisiana border. Further, the Bexar materials reveal women’s legal right to own property in their own names, regardless of marital status; their right to engage in legal actions; and their right to judicial redress.9
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Entierro de un ángel (The Funeral of an Angel). A mid-1800s painting by Theodore Gentilz. Courtesy Daughters of the Republic of Texas Library at the Alamo, San Antonio.

The archives record a number of instances from the 1770s to the 1790s in which women sought justice regarding their property rights. María Egeciaca Rodríguez brought a case against Domingo Delgado for land possession, and Rosalia Rodríguez petitioned for a town lot in San Antonio. Antonia Rosalia de Armas sued Pedro Granados for division of the family estate, and María Antonia Granados filed suit against María Pérez de Granados, disputing their inheritance. (María) Josefa Granados addressed the rights of way for roads and acequias (irrigation ditches). Women also brought cases involving livestock. María St. Denis applied for a license to take stock to Natchitoches, and Ventura Garza and María Ignacia de Urrutia requested licenses to round up unbranded cattle. María Catalina de Urrutia called for an investigation to determine ownership of some mares. María Magdalena Vásquez asked the Texas governor for permission to send an agent to San Juan Bautista to collect debts. In addition, in 1824 businesswomen began to appear in the Bexar records: Teresa Arreola paid taxes for dances and grocery stores, and María Guerra paid custom duties.10

MARRIAGE, WIDOWHOOD, AND PROSTITUTION

Laws of honor and chastity ruled marriage.11

CYNTHIA E. OROZCO

Most women in colonial Texas were married, and the courtship ritual leading to the married state was strictly governed by social mores. Custom dictated that men and women meet at the plaza or in other public settings. In Laredo, for instance, socializing by the river, where women washed clothes and bathed, was frowned upon. After marriage the majority of women bore and reared children within a family structure. In Laredo, for instance, two parents headed most households. Adulterous women could be severely punished. Women could and did file charges for rape and abandonment. Husbands, however, were permitted to be unfaithful and still avoid punishment. On one occasion, an adulterer was banished from the town.12

Unfaithful women were deemed unacceptable, and they could be punished and their property confiscated. Although divorce was rare, divorcees tended to be ostracized. The law could also compel wives to stay in an unhappy marriage. In 1816 the Laredo alcalde (mayor) denounced common law unions as “a menace to the community’s well-being.” Despite the efforts of the clergy and colonial officials to maintain moral standards, illegitimacy rates were high. In 1799 Texas church records reveal an illegitimacy rate of 20 percent, and high rates continued throughout the period. The lack of priests to perform sacramental weddings may have contributed to the situation.13

Besides married women, many widows resided in colonial Texas, although some remarried. For instance, soon after the arrival of Spanish-Mexican soldiers and colonists in San Fernando de Béxar (San Antonio) in the 1720s, four widows married military men.14 Nevertheless, a large number of women remained alone after the death of a spouse, making widows in the area 30 percent of all heads of household by 1824. In Laredo the number of widows was still high in the 1830s. Some of these women may have actually been abandoned wives, unwed mothers, or women in common-law marriages who called themselves widows to enjoy certain legal privileges and gain a measure of social respectability that such a designation permitted.15

Some women worked as prostitutes. In Nacogdoches, “the presence of large numbers of unmarried soldiers, slaves, and transients” may have been partly responsible for the prostitution among married women, “causing authorities to threaten severe punishment.”16 In 1783 the town passed an ordinance forcing husbands to bear some of the responsibility for their wives’ behavior:

Any man who shall assent to the prostitution of his wife, will for the first offense, be exposed in public, being feathered, rubbed with honey, wearing a fool’s cap with a string of garlic and a pair of horns, receive 100 lashes and be sent to the galleys for 10 years; and for [the] second offense, he shall remain in the galleys for life.17

During the same year an ordinance to control morality was also passed in San Antonio. The new law required that “both honorable men and honorable women should remain at home at night.” Individuals participating in fandangos and similar social activities were described as people “of ill repute,” and their activities were branded as “notorious.” The decree stipulated that after certain hours of the evening fandangos had to be limited to the interior of homes.18

MARRIAGE CASES IN THE BEXAR ARCHIVES

The Bexar Archives include cases related to marital and family issues. Ignacio Menchaca filed suit against Feliciano Villeda, alleging that Villeda had illicit relations with Menchaca’s wife. María Josefa de la Santa, along with many other women, requested a license to get married. Rafaela de la Garza, a widow who had remarried, sued her son from her first marriage for property. María Gertrudis de Estrada asked for permission to join her husband, Pedro Lambremont, who was apparently stationed in another location. María Antonio de Abrego filed a petition to investigate her husband’s gambling loss of 200 pesos, and Francisco López requested a divorce from Juana Antonia Ocona due to her infidelity. María del Refugio Sánchez and her family in Monterrey brought complaints of negligence regarding receipts of payment against Severo Ruiz, despite his paying a monthly allowance to María, his wife. Ruiz, in turn, requested permission to arrange a property settlement and a divorce. María Antonia Rodríguez petitioned to assume responsibility for the education of her nieces. María Petra Castañón requested help in obtaining the return of her runaway daughter.19
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Religious processions and festivals were part of the spiritual and community life in nineteenth-century San Antonio. Illustration by Dean Louis Cárdenas. Courtesy Timothy Matovina.

CHURCH, COMMUNITY, AND SOCIAL LIFE

They knew that we were in charge

of the rosaries and weekly prayer gatherings,

the collection plate

for hungry families, the garden rotations.

They knew that our visitas were the corazon de todo.20

TERESA PALOMO ACOSTA, “In the territory of Bexar”

Women in colonial Texas were responsible for maintaining family life and building community institutions that created a civil society. Whether in the missions and presidios or on the ranchos, women kept cultural patterns alive, adapting those brought from Mexico and developing others to meet the new conditions of life. Women were especially influential in maintaining religious faith among Tejanos. Wealthy women contributed by erecting places of worship. For instance, in her 1798 will Doña Rosa María Hinojosa de Ballí wrote, “I declare as mine a chapel that is on said land [La Feria].” The chapel to which she referred was located on her property, most likely making it the only church in the area available to the populace. Doña Rosa also owned numerous chalices, rosaries, and other religious articles that could be used in services and for prayer, and she was a godmother many times over. In her will she confirmed her religious faith as a “Roman Catholic Christian” who truly believed “in the great mystery of the Holy Trinity, Father, Son and the Holy Ghost.” She also acknowledged the “marvelous mystery of the Encarnation of the Holy word in the chaste bowels of the Virgin Mary, Holy Divine Mother, Our Lady and our Intercessor,” and “in all of the other mysteries of our Holy Faith.” After her son, Nicolás Ballí, was ordained, she always referred to him as “my son, the priest.” Doña Rosa celebrated the event with a three-day fiesta at her ranch in La Feria.21
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Patricia de la Garza de León brought religion, schools, and a cultured lifestyle to Victoria. Her homesite was donated to the parish there at her death and is the location of the present Saint Mary’s Catholic Church, shown here. Courtesy Madeline Fleming O’Connor. Print from University of Texas Institute of Texan Cultures.

[image: Images]

This purse belonged to Doña Patricia de la Garza de León. It held $500 in gold, which she donated for the construction of Nuestra Señora de Guadalupe Church in Victoria. Courtesy Victoria Public Library. Print from the Woman’s Collection, Texas Woman’s University.

Both she and Doña Patricia de la Garza de León were among “the most generous contributors to pious funds and social drives” for the benefit of the Catholic Church. Doña Patricia donated $500 in gold and furnishings to help found Nuestra Señora de Guadalupe (Our Lady of Guadalupe) Church, the first Catholic parish in Victoria. After her death, her home site was donated as the site of the present Saint Mary’s Catholic Church in that city. Elite women were not the sole contributors to the religious faith of the community. Indeed, women of all social classes served as spiritual guides. They instructed their children in religious doctrine in the absence of a priest. In addition, they set up small altars in their homes, with a statue or image of Nuestra Señora de Guadalupe at the center. Mothers led family prayers before their altars and planned religious commemorations to observe the feast days of the Immaculate Conception of Mary and Our Lady of Guadalupe, both celebrated in early December.22

Upper-class women supervised the education of their children, frequently sending them to Mexican schools in Monterrey and Saltillo. The children of the wealthy were also often educated at home or in private schools along the border and in other states. Doña Patricia de la Garza de León ensured that a school was established in Victoria immediately after her arrival there in 1824. Petra Vela de Vidal Kenedy sent three sons, Thomas, John Gregorio, and William, to the Spring Hill Boarding School in Mobile, Alabama, and she registered her daughter Sarita at the Ursuline Academy in New Orleans.23

Following Mexican independence in 1821, the Constitution of the State of Coahuila y Texas of 1827 required that a uniform system of public instruction be established throughout the state. In San Fernando de Béxar, a school fund was established, but collecting money was difficult. San Fernando de Béxar had 334 school-age females and 297 school-age males within its walls; however, no one knows how many from each group attended the local school. Well-to-do parents were required to pay tuition for their children, but the educational costs for the handful of poor children who attended were covered through special provisions. In addition, citizen contributions helped maintain the school system. In 1832 Doña Gertrudis Pérez provided 100 pesos, apparently the largest single donation that the educational system received.24

Women took an active role in patriotic festivities. In 1825 Bexar citizens celebrated the Diez y Seis de Septiembre with three days of commemoration and revelry that included a baile (dance), a torchlight parade, and a Te Deum mass. In 1832 citizens of Goliad produced a dramatic play, with local women playing the opposing forces of the War for Independence. Twelve females (the antagonists), dressed in silks, laces, and jewels, held up white ribbons as they walked alongside a carriage carrying an Indian girl (the protagonist), dressed in traditional attire.25

Celebrations sometimes grew boisterous. In 1781 the Spanish governor banned horse racing on the streets of San Antonio on the Feast of Saint John, because the event often caused “breaches of good etiquette, and other disgraces.” On one occasion in Goliad, a priest “arrested a girl, shut her up with other females, and made her pray a salve [Hail Mary] in the chapel of Espíritu Santo because she had participated in a horse race on Saint Anne’s Day.”26

Among the patrón (landowner) class, women and men held clearly defined roles when socializing. Moreover, both municipal and ranch events were separated by social class. Women sustained a female culture through visitas (home visits), which helped maintain community health and a spiritual life. Elite women extended charity to the poor. Poor women helped one another as their circumstances allowed.27

SEXUAL ABUSE AND VIOLENCE

Women of all ethnic groups were vulnerable to rape and violence. Spanish soldiers regularly molested Native American women, creating a major problem for the commanders to resolve. In fact, the “immorality of the soldiers with Indian women, single or married, knew no bounds.” Military leaders and priests also abused their authority. In 1751 Captain Felipe de Rábago y Terán, presidio commander of San Xavier, “scandalized the religious” by his promiscuous contact with women. In San Antonio “he seduced the wife of Juan José Ceballos, a member of his command.” When Ceballos threatened him, Rábago jailed him. The commander then ravished Ceballos’s wife, forcing him to watch. Ceballos was later murdered. Rábago was relieved of his command, incarcerated, and investigated for eight years before finally being cleared. Other soldiers also committed questionable acts. In 1752 priests excommunicated the entire San Xavier military complement for immoral behavior. Members of the Roman Catholic clergy were themselves accused of failing to live celibate lives, as their vows dictated. In the 1800s, for instance, a San Antonio mission priest, Juan Zambrano, and María Guadalupe de la Garza, were the parents of two sons. Zambrano was ordered to leave San Fernando de Béxar in 1807 “for licentious behavior.” In 1823 he left his house and land to María and her two sons, whom he identified as his own.28

Women also filed charges against men, alleging murder and rape. Juana García obtained a judgment against Tomás Travieso for the murder of her husband, Juan de Escamilla. In 1824 a woman’s reputed lover murdered her husband. The case dragged on for four years until a local court finally dropped the charges. In 1832 Patricio Loy was tried in court at Goliad for murdering his wife.29

The Bexar Archives list a number of rape and sexual abuse cases. Miguel de los Santos was charged with raping María Cruz; María Josefa Ríos accused Francisco Gutiérrez de la Lama of statutory rape; María Luisa Hidalgo brought charges against Francisco de los Santos for forcing her to have illicit relations with him; María de la Concepción Losoya filed charges against José María Martínez for rape. José Vásquez was imprisoned for assaulting his wife, Concepción Villaseñor. When he escaped, she tried to secure her clothing, as well as the furniture in their home, from him. In the 1830s the legality of Manuel Monjaraz’s marriage to María Josefa Salinas was questioned, and a sumaria (indictment) was issued against him for mistreating her.30

SLAVERY

Both Native Americans and the Spanish practiced slavery long before the arrival of Anglo American empresario (contractor) Stephen F. Austin and his colonists, the Old Three Hundred. Native people, for instance, enslaved the Spanish, mestizos, and mulattos. The Tejas, for example, held a Spanish girl in slavery in 1767. An inspection party tried to win her release, but “the captors preferred to keep her as their slave.” In 1748 Governor Pedro del Barrio y Espriella ordered soldiers at the San Xavier mission to send their wives and children to safety for fear of attacks by the Apaches.31

On the other hand, Spanish soldiers also captured and enslaved Indians. After an inspection tour of presidios in 1729, Brigadier General Pedro de Rivera y Villalón stated that “no officer would be permitted in the future to capture Indians during a military campaign and keep them as his own, as slaves, or give the Indian captives to others.” He further declared that captive males “were to be sent to Mexico City,” whereas “captured women and children should be returned to their respective parents or spouses.”32

Rivera y Villalón’s stance was understandable, since Spain recognized free people of color. By 1792 the Spanish census of Texas recorded 186 mulata and Negro women as “free citizens.” Thus, the region became a haven for runaway and freed slaves from the U.S. South. In one instance, Felipe Elua, a Louisiana creole and slave, purchased freedom for himself and his wife, Mary Ortero, a mulata, and their children. In 1807 they settled in San Antonio, where they acquired land and became farmers. The couple educated their children in Spanish and French.33

Even as the Spanish sought to protect free persons of color, women became part of the trade in slavery in New Spain’s borderlands. For the period from 1778 to 1823, the Bexar Archives record a number of female slaves bought and sold, some by other females. For instance, the widow Antonia Morales sold María de la Candelaria Fierro, and María Catarina Gonzáles purchased a mulatto slave. María del Refugio de Jesús Santa María (an Indian) was transferred to Pedro Villareal at Boca de Leones. However, Rosa de la Rosa y Rúa granted freedom to her slave, María Rosa de la Rosa y Valle, and Ángel Navarro also freed María Gertrudis de la Peña. Josefa Cerda escaped to Natchitoches to appeal for U.S. protection.34

THE ANGLO AMERICANS BRING THEIR SLAVES TO THE BORDERLANDS

Anglo Americans began moving into the Spanish borderlands in the 1800s, bringing their slaves with them. At the same time, the Mexican government, having won independence from the Spanish Crown, espoused antislavery sentiments and equality for all people. Indeed, in its 1821 treaty of independence, the government promised citizenship and equal rights and opportunities for all the people. The Mexicans also passed the first law against slavery in the Western Hemisphere. Nonetheless, Mexico clouded the situation regarding the freedom of human beings in the borderlands, including the state of Coahuila y Texas, by passing a number of ambiguous and contradictory measures relating to the legal status of slaves. In 1823, for instance, Mexico’s Imperial Colonization Law provided that “there shall not be permitted … either purchase or sale of slaves that may be introduced into the empire. The children of such slaves, who are born within the empire, shall be free at fourteen years.” Yet during the same year the Mexican government approved a request by Stephen F. Austin to bring settlers and their slaves from the United States into Mexican territory. The 1823 law was annulled the following year, when a new constitutional congress decreed that slave trade be prohibited forever. The law made clear that any slaves brought into Mexico in violation of this decree must be freed. However, in order to placate Anglo American cotton planters, the Legislature of Coahuila y Texas rephrased a clause in the colonization law, specifying that slavery would be allowed under the guise of “indentured servitude.” Slave owners “obliged” by “freeing their slaves,” then signing them on as lifetime indentured servants.35

WOMEN IN THE WAR OF INDEPENDENCE OF 1810–1821 THROUGH THE TEXAS REVOLUTION OF 1836

For more than twenty years, from the beginning of the 1810 Mexican War of Independence from Spain through the Texas War of Independence, which ended in 1836, women lived under conditions of intermittent warfare.

A number of them became involved in the struggle to gain independence from Spain. María Josefa Ortiz de Domínguez and Leona Vicario were two of the most important women involved in the long battle for Mexican independence, which called for the establishment of a republic guaranteeing equality for all races, ending the special privileges of the Roman Catholic Church and the army, and dividing large estates into small farms. They joined women from all social levels—countesses, nuns, and housewives—who served as spies, soldaderas (female soldiers), nurses, conspirators, strategists, and couriers. Ortiz de Domínguez, also known as La Corregidora (the Magistrate), participated in a plot to overthrow the Spanish government and free Mexico from Spanish rule. She leaked information to the insurgents, and her warning to Father Miguel Hidalgo about plans to arrest him triggered his famous “El Grito de Dolores” (The Cry from Dolores), which marked the beginning of the armed rebellion. For her action, Ortiz de Domínguez was denounced as “notoriously scandalous, seductive, and destructive,” “impudent, bold, and incorrigible.” She was imprisoned on a number of occasions, including during a pregnancy and after the birth of her fourteenth child. Leona Vicario, another female freedom fighter, developed a communications network, published articles written by the insurgents, sold her jewels to buy weapons, and financed a cannon factory.36
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María Josefa Ortiz de Domínguez (left) and Leona Vicario (right) were two of the most important women involved in the struggle for Mexican independence from Spain, from 1810 to 1821. Ortiz de Domínguez, known as La Corregidora (the Magistrate), leaked information to the insurgents. Vicario published articles and financed a cannon factory. They were precursors of later generations of Tejana activists. Courtesy Benson Latin American Collection, University of Texas at Austin.

The war to free Mexico from Spain evoked a mixture of support and opposition among Tejanos, who would later also be divided over the Texian revolt against Mexico.37 After the 1813 Battle of Medina, the victorious Spaniards swept through San Antonio, turning it into a “scene of barbarity” by executing 300 suspected rebels and locking up women. Spanish soldiers with long whips reportedly forced the women to kneel for hours grinding corn at metates (long curved stones) and making tortillas until the flesh was worn from their palms and knees. After several weeks, the troops freed the women and left town.38 However, the soldiers continued to suffer food shortages. In 1814 Doña María Josefa de la Garza pledged to alleviate the suffering of the Spanish troops under the leadership of Colonel Joaquín de Arredondo. She donated ten head of cattle to feed his soldiers and promised that, if necessary, she would donate the rest of her herd and all her property in defense of “her beloved king and master, Fernando VII.”39

As a result of the war, Tejanas filed claims against the Mexican government, demanding pensions based on their husbands’ services. Juana Francisca de la Garza, the widow of Leonardo de la Garza, petitioned for a widow’s pension to support herself and her daughter. Adriana de Mier, the mother of Domingo de Ugartechea, received a military pension and payments from his salary. María Catalina de Urrutia, a widow, requested her husband’s back pay and a pension. María Luisa de Urteaga asked that her petition for a widow’s pension be forwarded to the president, since she had received nothing since her husband’s death.40

Women also sought reimbursement for property rented or confiscated and for debt payments. For example, Luisa Gertrudis de la Rúa demanded payment of a debt the government owed to her deceased husband. María Antonia Ibarvo and Ponciano Ibarvo petitioned for rent due on buildings occupied by troops, while María Nieves Travieso petitioned for the return of her confiscated mule.41

UNDER THE MEXICAN FLAG (1821–1836): A TIME OF TRANSITION

After Mexico won its independence from Spain in 1821, Tejanos became citizens of the state of Coahuila y Texas. They struggled to protect their political and economic interests as citizens of a multiethnic Mexican nation in transition from a colonial state to an independent republic.42

The Mexican government continued to encourage settlement in Texas. The Colonization Law of 1823 promised single men one-third of a league of land, but they could qualify for an additional one-quarter league if they married a Tejana. As a result, a number of Anglos sought to marry the daughters of wealthy Tejano families.43 Marriages between Anglo men and Tejanas had other attractive economic benefits for both. Take, for example, the case of James Bowie (who later fought at the Alamo). In 1831, Bowie married Ursula de Veramendi of San Antonio, the daughter of Juan Martín de Veramendi, the governor of Coahuila y Texas. The father and son-in-law soon formed a partnership to establish cotton mills in Saltillo.44

Concerned that Anglo Americans would overrun Coahuila y Texas, the Mexican government passed the law of April 6, 1830, to halt further North American immigration and to encourage Mexican citizens to move to the area. Under the provisions of the April law, the Mexican government offered to pay the expenses of any qualified citizen willing to relocate. Three women whose husbands were in prison were the first to apply.45

THE TEXAS REVOLUTION AND WAR FOR INDEPENDENCE (1835–1836)

During the 1820s and 1830s, thousands of Anglo American colonists flooded Texas. During this same period, about 2,000 slaves also resided in the area. Friction between the Anglos and the Tejano community began almost immediately. By the fall of 1835, when the 30,000 Anglo Americans outnumbered the 5,000 Tejanos by 6 to 1, conflicts boiled over into a revolution. The Texians organized an army and held a meeting at San Felipe in November 1835, calling for immediate independence. The motion was defeated, but the delegates adopted a “Declaration of the People of Texas,” stating that they had taken up arms only to defend themselves, to oppose the rule of Santa Anna, and to struggle for a democratic government. Some Mexican origin women supported Santa Anna, while others backed the Texians. For instance, in December 1835 María Francisca de los Reyes rendered service as a geographic guide to Santa Anna’s army as it advanced into Anglo areas. On the other hand, María Jesusa de García “was wounded and permanently disabled in rendering extraordinary services to the army of Texas at San Antonio” when she attempted to carry water to the Texians on December 5, 1835, in spite of a heavy Mexican barrage. She was later commended in an act passed by the Texas Congress.46 Mexican women took on other burdens as the armed struggle for independence grew. For instance, some Texians forced Mexican women to cook and work for them.47

TEXAS FOREVER!!



The userper of the south has failed in his efforts to enslave the freemen of texas.

The wives and daughters of Texas will be saved from the brutality of mexican soldiers.

Now is the time of emigrate to the Garden of America.

A free passage, and all found, is offered at New Orleans to all applicants. Every settler receives a location of EIGHT  HUNDRED ACRES OF LAND.



On the 23d of February, a force of 1000 Mexicans came in sight of San Antonio, and on the 25th Gen. St. Anna arrived at that place with 2500 more men, and demanded a surrender of the fort held by 150 Texians, and on the refusal, he attempted to storm the fort, twice, with his whole force, but was repelled with the loss of 500 men, and the Americans lost none Many of his troops, the liberals of Zacatecas, are brought on to Texae in irons and are urged forward with the promise of the women and plunder of Texas.

The Texian forces were marching to relieve St. Antonio, March the 2d. The Government of Texas is supplied with plenty of arms, ammunition, provisions, &c. &c.

An 1836 advertisement for land in Texas. Courtesy Center for American History. Print from University of Texas Institute of Texan Cultures.

On March 2, 1836, a convention of fifty-nine delegates, including two Tejanos, signed the Texas Declaration of Independence, which stated that the Mexican government had violated liberties guaranteed under the Mexican constitution. The declaration also asserted that Mexico had deprived citizens of freedom of religion, the right to trial by jury, the right to bear arms, and the right to petition. The document stated further that Mexico had failed to provide a system of public education.48 Following the declaration of independence, Mexican general Antonio López de Santa Anna led his army into the region to defend Mexican territory against insurrection. Sam Houston led the Texian soldiers.

THE TEJANO COMMUNITY’S SUPPORT FOR TEXAS INDEPENDENCE

Some Tejanos joined the Anglo American rebels, others remained loyal to Mexico, and still others were ambivalent. Mexican general Vicente Filisola complained, “All the individuals of the [Victoria] families were the most assiduous collaborators in the Texas revolution.”49 The family of Doña Patricia de la Garza de León was among the prominent families divided over the conflict, with some members siding with the Texians and others remaining neutral. The de León family’s support for an independent Texas included an effort to smuggle arms and ammunition from New Orleans to the Texians.50

Despite their support of the Texians’ cause, the de León family fell victims to the anti-Mexican sentiment that swept Texas after the revolution. Soon after the Battle of San Jacinto, Victoria was plagued by lawless volunteer U.S. troops. Doña Patricia and other settlers sought the assistance of Texas general Thomas Rusk, demanding that he protect them. The general’s response was to order them to sail for New Orleans. The de León family believed that their banishment would be short-lived; instead, it turned into a long exile that lasted until 1845. While living in New Orleans, Doña Patricia sold her Victoria ranch to Pleasant B. Cocke for $10,000 and invested in Louisiana mortgages. Her action enabled the family to survive in comfort while in exile. When Doña Patricia returned home in 1845, she found her possessions scattered and her influential position gone. However, the family still had considerable wealth, part of which they used to press their claims in court. Doña Patricia also sold her home in Victoria to an Anglo couple but retained the mortgage. When the two stopped making the $700 payment, she sued them. Doña Patricia died during the court proceedings, but her son Fernando pursued the case, and the suit was eventually settled in the de León family’s favor.51
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The Alamo in San Antonio was originally a religious site called San Antonio de Valero Mission. Courtesy San Antonio Convention and Visitors Bureau.

Another well-regarded family, the Seguíns of San Antonio, donated grain and livestock worth more than $4,000 to the independence effort. At least one Tejana who aided the Texian cause, the aforementioned María Jesusa de García, received a pension from the Republic of Texas for serious wounds received from Mexican gunfire.52 María Antonio de la Garza of Victoria surrendered about sixty head of cattle, worth about $10 each, to the Texian Army, an act for which she was praised by General Thomas J. Rusk. She later filed a claim for compensation from the Republic of Texas.53

TEJANAS AT THE ALAMO AND GOLIAD

At least three Tejanas were present during the famous Battle of the Alamo, from February 23 through March 6, 1836. They all survived. Juana Gertrudis Navarro Alsbury and Andrea Castañón Villanueva nursed Jim Bowie. Alsbury and Castañón were later rewarded with state pensions. However, it took the state more than fifty years to award Castañón’s compensation of $12 a month. She finally received it in 1891.54 Another Tejana, Ana Salazar de Esparza, and her children reportedly entered the Alamo to seek refuge or to join her husband, Enrique Esparza. She refused to leave when ordered to do so. Her husband was killed during the battle. Her heirs received land for both her husband’s military service and his death at the Alamo.

Francisca Álvarez took pity on captured prisoners of war. Following the execution of Colonel James W. Fannin and most of his Texian soldiers by Mexican troops at Goliad in March 1836, she cared for the remaining prisoners and helped several avoid death. The survivors referred to her as the “Angel of Goliad.” A bust honoring Álvarez was placed at Presidio La Bahía to honor her role at Goliad.55

AFTER SAN JACINTO

The Mexican victory over the Texians defending the Alamo was fleeting. On April 21, 1836, with shouts of “Remember the Alamo” and “Remember Goliad” filling the air, Sam Houston’s army attacked and captured Santa Anna at the Battle of San Jacinto. The Texian army, moved by a spirit of revenge, carried out a mass slaughter of Mexican soldiers, and Houston was declared the president of the Republic of Texas.56
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Fifty years after the fact, Andrea Castañón Villanueva (Madam Candelaria) received a state pension of $12 a month for her nursing services to Jim Bowie at the Alamo in 1836. Courtesy San Antonio Conservation Society. Print from University of Texas Institute of Texan Cultures.

In the newly independent nation, Tejanas would soon enough find themselves outsiders.


CHAPTER THREE
From the Republic of Texas to 1900

Only now someone asks
About you
Wants to know the truth
And insists on loving you—
Myth, legend, lie. All.

But all the truth
Is buried deeper still
—within your dust.1

TERESA PALOMO ACOSTA, “Chipita”
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Petra Vela de Vidal Kenedy (1823–1885) was a South Texas rancher and philanthropist. She and Mifflin Kenedy, her husband, prospered with a number of business enterprises and ranches. From the Collection of the Corpus Christi Museum of Science and History, Corpus Christi.

In 1863 Chipita Rodríguez, an elderly innkeeper in San Patricio, was legally hanged for a murder she probably did not commit. She had pleaded “not guilty” during her trial but was convicted on circumstantial evidence. Although the all-white, all-male jury recommended leniency, she was put to death. Her fate symbolizes the suspicion and violence that plagued the lives of Tejanas and Tejanos in the nineteenth century.2 In general, neither Tejanos nor slaves enjoyed freedom and safety in the new Republic of Texas following independence from Mexico in 1836. Anglo Texans in control of the government sought to maintain slavery, restrain or rid the republic of Native Americans, and dispossess the Mexicanos of their land.

AFTER THE TEXAS REVOLUTION

Always remember these words: Texas is ours. Texas is our home.3

RAMONCITA, great-grandmother of Jovita González de Mireles

Mexicans are no better than Indians … I see no reason why we should not … take their land.4

SAM HOUSTON, New York Herald, January 30, 1848

When Texas became a republic in 1836, its Anglo leaders claimed the land between the Nueces River and the Rio Grande. The political alliance between Anglo Texans and Texas Mexicans began unraveling soon after, and by 1842 their bond was tenuous.

Anglo violence against Tejanos, which had increased during the Texas War for Independence, continued, with Tejanos finding themselves unwelcome in their homeland. Most Tejano exiles returning in the late 1830s found that they had lost their holdings, including land and cattle, to Anglos.5 Historian Armando Alonzo notes that only where Tejanos retained their land along the lower border, or where they and Anglos worked together in stock raising or trade, were relations between them “amiable.” Alonzo also notes that periods of intense conflict and violence existed between the groups.6

In the hostile environment that prevailed after the Texas Revolution, Mexicans also began to lose political power. For instance, in June 1841 María Gertrudis Flores de Abrego, the wife of San Antonio mayor Juan Seguín, was a member of the power structure—she had the first dance with the president of the Republic of Texas, Mirabeau B. Lamar, at a grand ball. By April 1842 anti-Mexican sentiment and murder threats forced her husband, Juan N. Seguín, to resign and flee for his life to Mexico. Believing that it was possible to be “both a proud Mexicano and a loyal Tejano,” he and his family had donated grain and livestock worth $4,000 to the cause of Texas independence. Seguín had also fought with the Texians at the Battle of San Jacinto. Neither of these examples of patriotism, however, saved him from anti-Mexican sentiment in the period following Texas independence. All told, some 200 Tejano families were driven out of San Antonio. By 1856 the Tejano population, once the overwhelming majority in the city, was cut in half.7
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Women worked alongside their families on goat ranches like La Mota Ranch in La Salle County. Photograph attributed to I. N. Hall. Courtesy University of Texas Institute of Texan Cultures.

Moreover, from approximately 1848 to 1885 over 80 percent of the land in South Texas changed hands, with many Texas Mexican families losing their property through lawsuits, sheriff’s sales, and questionable transfers of titles. There were notable exceptions—Tejano couples and widows who sold their land voluntarily or were able to hold on to land that had been in their family for generations. Others kept their property by winning lawsuits in court.8

For instance, in 1849 the heirs of Doña María Gertrudis de la Garza Falcón filed suit to recover the Espíritu Santo grant, on which Brownsville was located. They claimed that holders of faulty titles had improperly conveyed their land to Charles Stillman and the Brownsville Town Company. Although the Falcón heirs won the suit, they soon sold the Brownsville tract for one-sixth of its appraised value to Stillman’s lawyers. The lawyers then sold it back to Stillman. This litigation fueled the bitterness of Juan N. Cortina, a great-grandson of María Gertrudis, who later tried to avenge this and other inequities in what became known as the Cortina Wars.9

One of the most famous cases of land transfer for a paltry sum of money involved the widow of Juan Mendiola. On July 25, 1853, she, her three sons, and their wives appeared in Rio Grande City to “set their hands and seals to a warranty deed” conveying their 15,500-acre Rincón de Santa Gertrudis land grant in Nueces County to Captain Richard King for $300. Richard King received more than a bargain when he attained the land that the widow had inherited from her husband. The 15,500 acres cost him less than 2 cents an acre. They formed the basis for the famous King Ranch in present-day Kingsville. The captain imported the entire population of a drought-stricken Mexican village, together with its cattle, to supply his ranch with workers and cattle herds. He promised homes, jobs, and regular cash wages to the 100 men, women, and children. The group became known as los kineños, the people of the King Ranch. These new landless Tejanos were essentially wage laborers, whose work was critical to the success of the ranch. Richard King continued to buy land to expand his ranching operation. In 1878 he bought 2,000 acres from Miguel Gutiérrez for unspecified “valuable considerations,” and he paid $240 in back taxes to get the title to an additional 27,872 acres of Gutiérrez’s Santa Gertrudis grant. He acquired the remaining 24,534 acres for $4,000 in 1881 from Gutiérrez’s widow, María Gutiérrez. By then 500 workers and their families lived on the King Ranch. After King’s death in 1885, his widow, Henrietta King, ran the ranch with her son-in-law, Robert J. Kleberg, until 1925. They eliminated a $500,000 debt and doubled the size of her holdings to over one million acres.10

The King Ranch, created out of previously Mexican-held land, dominated the ranching industry. Nevertheless, Mexican citizens who moved to Texas during this time also became landowners and ranchers. In 1857 Francisca Ramírez and her husband, Milton Faver, moved their family, vaqueros, and cattle over the border to establish a ranch in Presidio County. There they built an adobe castle with huge towers on the banks of a spring to serve as their home and headquarters. Their ranch supplied U.S. soldiers at Fort Davis with mutton, beef, vegetables, grain, and peach brandy.11

Tomasa de la Peña and her husband, Valentín de las Fuentes, who had founded the Alberca de Arriba Ranch in Webb County while Texas was still part of Mexico, also owned a large amount of land. After de las Fuentes’s death, the Mexican government granted Tomasa de la Peña title to their 22,142-acre grant in 1834. In 1836 Native Americans, probably fighting for their seasonal camping site by the Alberca spring, forced de la Peña, her workers, and her tenants to flee. However, she soon returned and reestablished her ranching spread, which included forty stone buildings. In nearby Duval County, Vicente Barrera inherited land grants where present-day San Diego was built. Following her marriage to Pablo Pérez in 1850, the couple continued to acquire land. By the time she died in 1876, they had accumulated considerable property.12

From 1848 to 1860, Tejana ranch owners continued to prosper, and women registered seven of the 109 cattle marks and brands recorded in Webb County. In 1850 Doña Rita Domínguez, a widow, ran the Rosario Ranch in the Lower Rio Grande Valley with the help of a household of thirty-seven male laborers. Other women acquired land through dowries and marriages. For instance, in 1852 Sixto Domínguez of Hidalgo County promised his prospective bride, Salomé Vela, four yoke of oxen, a cart, 130 head of sheep and goats, twenty-two hogs, three cows, the rights to fourteen sitios (sites) in the Santa Anita grant, and rights and interests in three additional porciones (portions) of land in Hidalgo County.13

INTERMARRIAGES AMONG TEJANA LANDOWNING ELITES

After Texas joined the Union in 1845, U.S. law upheld Tejanas’ right to inherit land in their own names. This entitlement was not lost on Anglo men, who could acquire economic power and political authority by marrying wealthy, land-owning women like Salome Ballí and Petra Vela de Vidal.14

Salomé Ballí was a descendant of one of the early owners of the Santa Anita land grant in Cameron County. After John Young married her in 1848, the couple expanded her family ranch, making it one of the most prosperous in the state. In 1860, a year after her husband’s death, the young widow was one of Texas’s wealthiest citizens. She owned $100,000 in real property and $25,000 in personal property.15

Petra Vela de Vidal, rancher and philanthropist, was born in 1823 along the Rio Grande at Mier, Mexico, where her father was the Spanish provincial governor. When Doña Petra was seven, Comanches captured her and her two sisters. She was ransomed, one sister escaped to freedom, and the third was never heard from again. Doña Petra’s first husband, Luis Vidal, was a colonel in the Mexican Army. They had six children before he died, sometime between 1849 and 1852. According to family stories, she inherited a fortune in silver from the Vidal family mines in Durango, Mexico.16

The beautiful and wealthy young widow attracted the attention of Mifflin Kenedy, a Quaker steamboat captain from Pennsylvania who ran his boats on the Rio Grande. The couple married in Brownsville around 1854, and he converted to Catholicism. Within a few years, the Kenedys owned a ranch in Hidalgo County with ten thousand sheep. The couple had five children of their own and adopted another. One daughter, Sara or Sarita, later became known as the “Belle of Corpus Christi.”17
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Petra Vela de Vidal Kenedy owned this carriage, which was known as a mud wagon. She used it for her numerous trips to Brownsville, Corpus Christi, and Mexico. From the Collection of the Corpus Christi Museum of Science and History, Corpus Christi.
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Petra Vela de Vidal Kenedy’s crest adorned her china and her coach. From the Collection of the Corpus Christi Museum of Science and History, Corpus Christi.

Doña Petra used her horse-drawn coach emblazoned with her family crest to make frequent trips to Matamoros, Mexico, and to Brownsville to visit her daughters and grandchildren. She also used it to travel to Corpus Christi. The coach, while magnificent in appearance, was known as a mud wagon because of its durability.18

Mifflin Kenedy, Doña Petra’s second husband, became a partner with Richard King in land and livestock. During the Civil War, the Kenedys and the Kings prospered through the cotton trade and steam boating. In 1869 the Kenedys established Los Laureles, a 172,000-acre ranch in Nueces County. One hundred sixty-one workers, including vaqueros, shepherds, and laborers, maintained the ranch. More than twenty Tejano families lived there, with wives keeping house for their husbands and tending to more than forty children. Doña Petra had six household servants to assist her. The 1870 federal census listed the Kenedys as residents of Duval County. Their real estate was valued at $21,000 and their personal assets at $139,600.19

When Doña Petra visited her ill mother-in-law in Pennsylvania, local newspapers described Petra as “a quiet, elegant, affluent woman” who spoke only with her maid. Doña Petra was nonetheless sufficiently comfortable among her Anglo relations to prefer that her daughters marry Anglo settlers. Three of them followed her advice. A fourth daughter married a Tejano, Manuel Rodríguez, the mayor of Laredo.20

For almost twenty years, Doña Petra suffered from uterine cancer, for which she received increasing doses of morphine. Her husband built her a luxurious home in Corpus Christi, which was finished in 1885, but she died within a month of moving into it.21

Juana Cavasos, whom the Comanches also captured, held no animosity toward Native Americans. After she was ransomed, she married Charles Barnard, the brother of her rescuer. Doña Juana and her husband opened a trading post in 1849 in Somervell County and began to trade with the Indians. They accumulated wealth through landholdings, trade, and a gristmill, which they built with slave labor. By 1860 they held real estate worth $50,000, and their personal estate was valued at $60,400. Doña Juana was reportedly an excellent horsewoman. She was also a midwife skilled in the use of medicinal herbs, the latter a skill she may have learned from a Comanche medicine woman during her captivity. Doña Juana, who gave birth to fourteen children, also relied on midwives, some of whom were slaves, and Native American women.22

INTERMARRIAGES AMONG SAN ANTONIO’S UPPER CLASS

The San Antonio area—populated with landed families, small ranchers, and laborers—reflected the class divisions of society during this period. Scores of mutually beneficial intermarriages between wealthy Tejanas and Anglos who aspired to the women’s wealth occurred. Merchants, lawyers, and politicians positioned themselves atop the Mexican elite by marrying into landed families.23

From 1837 to 1860, 906 Tejanas wed Tejanos, while 88 married Anglos. Almost half of the Tejanas who married Anglos were from elite families. Although no one has ever determined how the brides felt about their planned marriages, the unions likely pleased their Anglo partners, who gained land, inherited wealth, and attained high social status. For their part, the Tejano families acquired allies to protect their landholdings. A soldier stationed in San Antonio reported that land-rich parents of Tejanas were determined to have their daughters marry “genuine Americans.”24

Since Mexican daughters customarily inherited property, often on an equal basis with sons, these arranged marriages could unite Mexican landed wealth with Anglo political influence. Indeed, John W. Smith, who served three times as mayor of San Antonio between 1837 and 1844, and Edward Dwyer, who was mayor in 1844 and 1845, married Tejanas, and one of the de la Garza women married the sheriff. A daughter of José Antonio Navarro also married a member of the ruling elite, the new republic’s adjutant general. Since the Navarros owned fifteen town lots and 20,000 acres of land, the marriage created an important base of power among rich Texas Mexicans and the Anglo newcomers who aspired to great wealth and political clout. Some Anglo Texans may have also looked upon marrying Tejanas as a means to pocket the Mexican vote. Although by 1850 Tejanos were less than half the city’s population, they nonetheless had political influence. In some cases Mexican women attained a measure of individual economic power by marrying Anglos. For example, in the 1840s Guadalupe Ruiz Durán, the widow of Erastus “Deaf” Smith, ran a successful boardinghouse where most local and transient bachelors lived.25 Mutually beneficial intermarriages between Tejanas and Anglos continued through the 1870s.26

Marriage to an Anglo for an upper-class Tejana initiated a process of acculturation, which often led to the virtual assimilation of their children in a society increasingly dominated by Anglos. However, the woman’s Catholic Church affiliation usually resulted in the children being reared as Catholics. The children’s godparents—madrinas and padrinos—were often chosen from among the mother’s relatives. Nevertheless, most upper-class children of mixed marriages identified with their father’s ethnic group, and their assimilation was aided greatly through their attendance at school. (According to the 1850 census, all children of mixed marriages were attending school.) A few were sent to boarding schools and colleges in other states. Josephine Tobin, whose maiden name was Josefa Agusta Smith y Curbelo, attended a boarding school in Newark, New Jersey. Anita Dwyer, whose parents were Mariana Leal and Edward Dwyer, attended college in Bardstown, Kentucky. With rare exceptions, the offspring of Tejana-Anglo marriages also married Anglos and became ever more assimilated into Anglo American society.27

A few Tejanas in San Antonio became Protestants, some as a result of intermarriage. For example, several members of the Navarro family joined the Methodist Church around 1860, and two of the young Navarro women taught classes for Mexican children in Methodist Sunday School in 1861 and 1862. Several other Tejanas who married Anglo men joined Saint Mark’s Baptist Church, and Ángela María de Jesús Cooke (nee Navarro), a niece of José Antonio Navarro, was among the thirteen charter members of the First Baptist Church in 1861.28

STEREOTYPING OF TEJANAS PAVED THE WAY FOR DISCRIMINATION

Very few of the Mexican ladies could write but they dressed nicely and were graceful and gracious of manner.29

MARY A. MAVERICK, Diary, 1841

The upper class of women … have a certain indescribable charm; a dreamy, soft, subdued, almost languid manner, covering an enthusiasm almost startling when roused.30

TERESA VIELÉ, Fort Brown, Brownsville, 1850s

The larger part of each [Mexican] family appeared to be made up of black-eyed, olive girls, full of animation of tongue and glance but sunk in a soft embonpoint which added a somewhat extreme good-nature to their charms. Their dresses seemed lazily reluctant to cover their plump persons.31

FREDERICK LAW OLMSTED, 1857

The racial labeling of Tejanas served to bolster Anglo domination. Stereotypes were an “integral part of an ideology that helped justify the Mexican-American War [of 1846–1848] as well as subsequent repression in the conquered territory.”32

White men and women alike gave voice to racist opinions of Texas Mexicans, whom they described as a “race of mongrels” who were “ignorant, cunning, treacherous,” childlike, unambitious, and immoral. Tejanas were described as flashy and morally deficient.33 Anglo men of the 1840s and 1850s “delighted in recounting tales of the passionate and pleasure-loving señoritas of San Antonio.” The Anglo males’ wishful thinking likely prompted considerable exaggeration. Some Anglos found Tejanas’ practice of nude public bathing offensive, although they also took pleasure in watching the women bathe. Ferdinand Roemer recalled that in San Antonio all inhabitants bathed in the river. “It was quite a startling spectacle to see … in the heart of the city, a number of Mexican women and girls bathing entirely naked. Unconcerned about our presence, they continued their exercises while laughing and chattering.”34

Anglo men also attended the popular, almost nightly, fandangos, where they could observe the “sensuous movements of the Mexican women,” whose low-cut and uncorseted dresses were deemed immodest in the eyes of Anglo observers. Their critics rarely took note that families closely supervised unmarried daughters at social gatherings. A Frenchman visiting Castroville in the 1840s did, however, note that after a dance, the “cavalier” accompanied the young lady first to the buffet, then “to her mother or to her chaperon.” One Anglo traveler in 1835 was shocked to see “females betting at a public game rabble. I do not suppose they were of respectable standing in society, … but I am told that it is not at all uncommon for Mexican ladies to be gaming in public.”35

The subject of interracial sex preoccupied white males, who claimed that Mexican women had a preference for “foreigners” (whites) and willingly agreed to marry them. Their view of Tejanas as erotic, sensuous, and voluptuous provided them with a pretext for associating with the women of an ethnic group that white society generally considered racially unacceptable. Although Mexican descent women were usually brown-skinned mestizas, some were transformed into light-skinned “ladies” of “Spanish ancestry” in an effort to make them acceptable; their men, however, remained dark-skinned “Mexican[s].” “This new image of Tejanas justified … the union of a racially, morally superior Anglo man to a woman of an inferior race.” Further, such a woman possessed “racial purity, morality, and economic worth [that] elevated her status, making her worthy of marrying an Anglo while dispossessing her of her racial, historical, cultural and class roots.”36
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Fandangos were popular recreational activities in San Antonio’s Tejano community. Painting by Theodore Gentilz. Courtesy Daughters of the Republic of Texas Library at the Alamo, San Antonio.

TEJANOS IN THE AFTERMATH OF THE U.S.-MEXICAN WAR OF 1846–1848

Mexicans were killed for a cow or horse, for no reason at all…. The Rangers hated the Mexicans, who hated and feared them in return…. There was turmoil and strife unending. There was blood: Texas dipped a pen deeply in it, and wrote its history with it.37

JOVITA GONZÁLEZ AND EVE RALEIGH, Caballero: A Historical Novel
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Women earned money by selling birds in the market in San Antonio. Courtesy Daughters of the Republic of Texas Library at the Alamo, San Antonio. Print from University of Texas Institute of Texan Cultures.

In 1845 the United States annexed Texas, precipitating a war with Mexico that ended with the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo in 1848. The treaty had a devastating impact on Mexico, which lost a large part of its territory—most of the present-day U.S. Southwest. The ending of the war also meant that Anglos, taking advantage of their growing economic power, sought to acquire land that Tejanos had held for generations. Nevertheless, numerous Tejanos were able to keep their land, aided by the adjudication process that the state carried out.38

Women in the state—whether Mexican or Anglo—suffered significant losses as a result of the Texas Constitution of 1848, which effectively ended some of their legal rights. New laws enacted provided that husbands could manage their wives’ separate property and act as the sole administrators of their community property. The constitution did recognize, however, that assets acquired by gift, devise, or descent constituted women’s separate property, before or after marriage. It also declared that women could retain land and slaves after marriage and inheritance.39

Tejanos were now divided into at least two distinct classes. One group was comprised of landowners who had held on to their land legally and those who had the funds to purchase land for farms or cattle and sheep ranchos. Another group was composed of individuals who lost their land as “war veterans and unscrupulous swindlers” found ways of acquiring land from them. This landless class of Tejanos now had to earn a living working as ranch and farm hands for new white owners.40

Mexican women also took up wage labor. In Laredo they worked as cooks, housekeepers, and servants in 1850. In 1860, perhaps because of the large number of military troops in Laredo, thirty-six Tejanas earned money as laundresses and fifty-three worked as seamstresses. These occupations had not existed ten years before. Other women worked as cooks and housekeepers. The number of women over fifty-one had also doubled during the decade.41

THE CIVIL WAR (1861–1865)

A party of Mexican American abolitionists renounced allegiance to the Confederacy and pronounced for the U.S. government.42

Corpus Christi Ranchero, April 20, 1861

Although Tejanos were largely indifferent to the Civil War, most were opposed to slavery, and they escorted many slaves to freedom in Mexico. Some Texas Mexicans intermarried with slaves, and Mexican and black men and women often ran away together. An estimated 900 Tejanos served in the Union Army, while an estimated 3,000 fought for the Confederate Army. Union sympathizers led by Cecilio Valerio and “irregulars” such as Juan Cortina harassed Confederate troops, seizing cotton and livestock for the Union Army. On the other hand, Santos Benavides was appointed a colonel in the Confederate Army, becoming its highest-ranking Tejano.43

Some Texas Mexicans prospered during the Civil War because jobs were readily available and wages were higher. Whereas Tejano carteros (wagoners) had been threatened and ill-treated in 1857, they were now in great demand to transport goods for the Confederacy. San Antonio, the largest city in Texas at the time, enjoyed an economic boom. It became a key army supply center and cotton-trading hub. Employment opportunities improved throughout South Texas, bringing prosperity to Brownsville and Laredo. Some of the landed Mexican elite provided political and military support for the Confederacy. Petra Vela de Vidal Kenedy and Mifflin Kenedy of Hidalgo County continued to add to their wealth through cotton trading, steam boating, and entering into a partnership with Richard King in land and livestock.44

RACISM AND VIOLENCE AGAINST TEXAS MEXICANS:
THE CASE OF CHIPITA RODRÍGUEZ, HANGED IN 1863

We the jury find the defendant Chepita [sic] Rodríguez guilty of murder in the first degree but on account of her old age and the circumstantial evidence against her do recommend her to the mercy of the court.45

JURY VERDICT, SAN PATRICIO COUNTY, 1863

During the Civil War, Chipita Rodríguez, a woman in her sixties who ran a San Patricio inn on the Aransas River, was convicted of the murder of a traveler, John Savage. The only evidence found against her was circumstantial. Savage’s body was found near her house in San Patricio. Possibly a Confederate gunrunner or horse trader, Savage had spent the night at Rodríguez’s inn. A few days later his body, wrapped in burlap bags, was discovered floating down the river, and the $600 in gold he had been known to be carrying lay nearby. He had been murdered with an ax.46

Rodríguez and Juan Silvera, possibly her son, were arrested and charged with Savage’s murder. From the start, judicial proceedings against the two were tainted. The arresting sheriff was also the foreman of the grand jury that returned indictments against Rodríguez and Silvera. Moreover, three members of the grand jury also served on the trial jury, and members of both juries (all white males) faced indictments for crimes ranging from cattle rustling to murder.47

During a two-day trial, Rodríguez spoke only the words “not guilty.” Silvera was convicted of second-degree murder and sentenced to five years in prison. Rodríguez was found guilty of first-degree murder. The jury recommended mercy for her both because of her advanced age and because the only evidence against her was questionable. Her defense counsel made a motion for a new trial but withdrew it when the “said defendant Chipita Rodríguez … having been asked if she had anything to say why judgment should not be rendered and sentence pronounced against her said nothing but that what she had heretofore said.” The presiding judge, Benjamin Neal, ordered her executed on Friday, November 13, 1863.48

While awaiting execution, Rodríguez was chained to the wall of the courthouse. Children brought her corn shucks for cigarettes and candy to eat. Reportedly, most of the townspeople, especially the women—Tejanas and Anglos alike—believed her to be innocent. Betty McCumber drove off the hangman, John Gilpin, when he arrived at her house to borrow her wagon to transport the condemned woman to the execution site. Gilpin located another cart and drove Rodríguez to her execution. She reportedly rode seated atop her coffin, smoking a cornhusk cigarette. Local citizens silently gathered to watch her being hanged. Afterward, Rodríguez’s body was dropped into a wooden box and buried in an unmarked grave beneath the tree from which she had been hanged.49

Numerous legends sprang up almost immediately following Rodríguez’s execution, and she has since been the subject of two operas, books, and numerous articles. Twenty-five years later, an old man apparently confessed to the murder on his deathbed. In 1985 State Senator Carlos Truan of Corpus Christi asked the Texas legislature to absolve Chipita Rodríguez of murder. The 69th legislature passed his resolution, and Governor Mark White signed it on June 13, 1985.50

Historian Yolanda Chávez Leyva considers Chipita Rodríguez’s questionable conviction and hanging a tragic example of how bad race relations in Texas were then. “She represents the thousands of now-nameless Tejanas and Tejanos who confronted the intolerance, violence, or benign neglect of Texas society in the nineteenth century.”51 Historian Arnoldo De León has characterized the case as the “product of vindictive emotions desiring recompense for the murder of a white man.” To protect its stability, white society was willing to execute an innocent woman.52

GENERALIZED RACISM AND VIOLENCE AGAINST TEJANOS

Following the Civil War, lynchings and other atrocities perpetrated against the Tejano community grew. In South Texas in the 1860s and 1870s, violence took the lives of many innocent Mexicans who were implicated in cattle raiding.53 In the 1870s and 1880s, vigilante groups, local law enforcement officials, and Texas Rangers commonly carried out acts of brutality, including lynchings. A large number of Tejanos who fell victim to Anglo ire were coldly murdered. In 1874 Juan Moya and his sons were lynched without a trial after being jailed in Goliad County, accused of murdering an Anglo family.54 In another case, Anglos killed Benito Bontán, a former guard at the Alamo, and his son, José, after losing a horse race to the two men.55 On June 21, 1875, the San Antonio Express stated that Mexicans were being killed “promiscuously” on public highways because Governor Richard Coke had proposed resolving border troubles by killing Mexicans. At the root of Anglos’ discrimination and violence was their sense of racial and cultural superiority. Indeed, white Texans considered Mexicans and African Americans, who were lynched in greater numbers than whites, as innately inferior and thus obstacles to economic and political progress.

Tejanas also faced violence. In 1877 Trinidad de la Garza’s husband, Juan Elías Lozano, was murdered on their 300-acre ranch in Refugio County. After his death, de la Garza slept with a loaded rifle pointed at the door to protect herself and her child. She dreaded dawn because “she knew that death had struck her livestock during the night.” Her niece recalled frequent visits from “an American man [who] used to come from a nearby town to tell my aunt to vacate the ranch and land because it was not theirs.” Having no male relatives to offer protection, the widow moved in 1878 to a 187-acre ranch in La Bahía (Goliad).56

Besides using physical intimidation and violence against people of color, Anglos undertook organized means to disenfranchise them. On February 8, 1892, the Corpus Christi Caller Times reported, “The citizens of Duval County have organized a ‘White Man’s’ Party.” Along with Jim Crow laws in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, which were intended to separate blacks from whites in such public accommodations as trains and restaurants, white male–only vigilante groups grew up around the state, reinforcing Anglo domination through violence. In 1896 the U.S. Supreme Court supported the notion of racial superiority when it gave judicial approval to segregated public accommodations in Plessy v. Ferguson. The decision subjected African Americans to the “separate but equal” law of the land. Although Tejanos were not legally excluded under the “separate but equal” provisions of Plessy, they were excluded from public accommodations by custom. Other laws were also oppressive. In 1899 a seventy-year-old Mexican in San Antonio “was saddened” when he was denied an application for a marriage license to a fifty-two-year-old Negro woman because of the state’s miscegenation laws.57
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Francisca de la Garza, the widow of Goliad deputy sheriff Juan Rubio, was left with nine children to support in 1903. She kept her family alive with a small pension and by planting corn, beans, and chili peppers on land her father gave to her. Courtesy Abel Rubio, Houston.

One of the first cases involving the civil rights of Tejanos occurred in 1896, when Ricardo Rodríguez, a Mexican who had lived in San Antonio for ten years, went before a federal judge for final approval of his application for United States citizenship and thereby the right to vote. In 1897 the judge ruled in Rodríguez’s favor, legally affirming the right of Texas Mexican males to vote.58

TEJANAS AND LANDOWNERSHIP

Many Mexican Americans arrived in Concho County as day laborers between 1868 and 1872, later acquiring land and wealth. Doña Ramona and her husband, Don Pablo Alderette, were among the most prominent. The couple held dances at their ranch, with both Anglos and Mexicans attending. Don Pablo also served as a member of the first county commission and as justice of the peace for his precinct. After his death in 1882, Doña Ramona moved with her children into San Angelo, where the family also owned land. She remarried and became an active participant in the community.59
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Tejana ranchers registered their cattle brands (ear marks) in Nueces County in 1867, 1868, and 1869. No. 8, Margarita Villareal; no. 9, Florencia Benavides; no. 10, Paula Rodríguez. Copied from Hortense Warner Ward, “Indian Sign on the Spaniard’s Cattle,” From Hell to Breakfast, edited by Mody Boatright. Courtesy Publications of the Texas Folklore Society, XIX, 1944.

A number of other Tejanas—Margarita Villareal, Florencia Benavides, and Paula Rodríguez—registered cattle brands at the Nueces County courthouse in the late 1860s.60 From 1870 to 1898 about forty Spanish-surnamed women filed homestead claims, usually for 160 acres, in such counties as Atascosa, Bexar, Duval, and Webb. One woman, Petra López, even pioneered an urban homestead in downtown El Paso, claiming three town lots in 1873. She was reportedly the only person, woman or man, who claimed city lots as a homestead in Texas.61

In 1878 Rafaela Hinojosa and her husband, José Anastacio Barrera, moved from Mier, Mexico, to work the 19,000-acre Los Braziles Ranch near Falfurrias in Brooks County. They raised cattle, horses, sheep and goats, and harvested corn, beans, and cotton.62 Besides operating ranches alone or with their husbands, Tejanas also participated in the sheep industry. In Duval County, prosperous sheep owners in the 1880s included Refrigia Vela de Guerra, María Antonio Jiménez, Victoria Guachola, and Macaria Muñós.63

During the 1870s and early 1880s, New Mexican pastores (sheep herders) moved to the Texas Panhandle with their families and flocks. The largest group arrived in 1876 with Salomé and Casimero Romero, a prominent and wealthy New Mexican couple. The Romero family moved themselves and five thousand sheep, horses, and other livestock to what is now Tascosa. The Romeros traveled to their new home in a large caravan that included a coach and fourteen wagons purchased from the army and painted regulation army blue. Four yoke of oxen pulled each vehicle. In 1882 the Romeros lost half their sheep in a blizzard. By 1896 both encroachment by Anglo ranchers and the arrival of railroads drove the Romeros to sell their holdings and return to New Mexico.64

The Romeros’ experience became a familiar one among Tejanos who lost land to railroad companies. Indeed, the State of Texas encouraged these corporations to construct railroads by granting them millions of acres of public, supposedly vacant, land as bonuses. Some of this land, however, belonged to Tejanos. Antonia Cruz, the widow of Carlos de la Garza and owner of the 2,000-acre Becerra grant in Refugio County, was the victim of fraud involving land scripts that the General Land Office granted to the International and Great Northern Railroad Company in 1875. Unfortunately for her, some of these scripts fell within the boundaries of her grant. By 1884 Antonia Cruz no longer appeared in the county tax records.65

After Texas became a state, the legal status of Spanish and Mexican land grants became a major issue for Tejanos. In most cases, “the state acted swiftly to validate land-grant claims presented to the board of commissioners in 1851 and 1852.” Tejano families fought until the 1920s to receive formal validation of their land titles. Later, state courts considered almost three hundred more land title cases; they validated most of these as well, rejecting only a handful.66

RURAL LIFE: CHANGES IN TEJANO LIFE ON THE LAND

The Mexicans have sold the great share of their landholdings and some work as day laborers on what once belonged to them. How sad this truth!67

NICASIO IDAR, ca. 1911

Tejanos were a majority of the population in the Lower Rio Grande Valley from 1850 to 1900 (increasing in numbers from 10,000 to almost 90,000).68 As Tejanos were dispossessed of their land, they began to work for wages on land they once owned. Women were also forced into wage work as field hands, shepherdesses, cooks, domestics, and gardeners. Tejano elites, once major landowners and ranchers, could not escape these changes for long either. By the 1870s and 1880s, many faced declining fortunes. Nevertheless, some women property owners continued to fare well. In 1894 four Tejanas in Brownsville owned property valued at more than $5,000. The estate of María Josefa Cavazos was worth $48,625 and Antonio Ysnaga and his wife had assets amounting to $10,079. Julia P. de Beastero’s property was valued at $11,020, and Caledonia Garza’s holdings were set at $5,868.69

The introduction of barbed wire had a devastating impact on Mexican and Anglo owners of small ranches, who had little money with which to fence their land. Changes in landownership placed Tejanos into two servant classes: vaqueros, whose work was restricted to cattle, and peones (laborers), who tended goats and sheep, worked the fields, and performed menial labor, including housework. The patrón system—a form of labor relations involving paternalism, reciprocal obligations, and permanency—ruled the lives of the peones.70

In 1850 Tejana wage laborers partly supported about 5.2 percent of Tejano households across the state; fifty years later, by 1900, the percentage of Tejanas who worked for wages stood at 15 percent in South Texas. In the 1880s Amanda Burke employed Tejanas as goat herders on La Mota Ranch, her ranch in La Salle County.71 In the latter part of the nineteenth century, Tejanos and their families, including the women, became the mainstay of the cotton-picking force in South Texas, working as wage laborers and tenant farmers. Others joined the migrant stream to find work in other Texas counties.72

CHANGES IN THE ECONOMY: THE RAILROADS AND URBANIZATION

Complaints are frequent among the [white] ladies of El Paso, on account of not being able to secure female help.

El Paso Times, February 28, 1891

Between 1880 and 1900, the rise of commercial farming and the railroads curtailed ranching, significantly altering the Texas economy and the lives of Tejanos.73 The railroads promoted urban growth and provided jobs for displaced ranch workers. Railroads also reinvented the border by creating new urban centers and transporting people to them, and by linking the U.S. Southwest to northern Mexico.74 Tejanos also moved to Houston in the 1880s, seeking a better life. By the 1890s the city directories listed Mexican peddlers, mainly as tamale vendors. At the century’s turn, although the city’s Mexican population had grown, it remained at under 500.75

El Paso boomed with the arrival of the railroads. In 1881 the city’s population was 1,500; by 1890 it had reached 10,000. As early as 1883, the San Antonio Express noted that Mexicans in El Paso would work as servants only if the employer spoke Spanish.76 Immigration from Mexico began to increase in 1880 as entire families, along with single men and female heads of household, arrived in the border city. Women, single and married, worked to supplement the family income. According to the El Paso City Directory of 1889, almost one-half of working Tejanas were domestics (61), and about one-third were laundresses (40). Although laundry work was backbreaking and underpaid, home-based washerwomen led more independent lives than domestics. The business required little investment for equipment, and since many women washed the clothes at home, they controlled their own time and combined the job with household duties and child care. By 1900 census takers found that 17.11 percent, almost one-fifth, of El Paso Tejano households included a female wage earner. Since both the census and city directories failed to count many Tejanos and Tejanas, these figures are probably low.77

Some Tejanos in small towns and cities began entering the middle class as entrepreneurs and small business owners. By 1900, 7.5 percent of Tejanos were urban entrepreneurs. In the Del Rio area, the “Tejana-managed San Felipe farms prospered as a corn producing enterprise.” In 1883 a woman described in one account as the Mexican (and bilingual) wife of a man named Taylor ran several corn mills. The woman was likely Paula Losoya Taylor, who cofounded Del Rio.78 In Brownsville the 1880 census recorded thirty-eight “Mexican” dressmakers, forty-five “washers,” seventy-two “laundresses,” twenty-one “hucksters” (peddlers), and five sewing-machine operators. The numbers are probably low, as many women kept boarders, performed odd jobs for pay, and may not have been included in the census.79

A small number of Tejana workers found new opportunities. The May 7, 1887, San Antonio Express reported from Laredo, “Mrs. Fernández is acting as inspectress at the ferry on the river.” Most other women continued working in such traditional jobs as midwives and healers. Caterina Flores de Guerrero, mother of twelve, was a midwife for the area around San José Mission in San Antonio. She delivered more than three hundred babies from 1874 to 1940. A few Tejanas joined nursing and religious teaching orders. In 1871 María Josefa Esparza became one of the first San Antonio (and Mexican origin) women to be invested in the Sisters of Charity of the Incarnate Word when she became Sister Claude. The Sisters of Charity founded the first hospital in San Antonio in 1869—the Santa Rosa Infirmary—and recruited members from Mexico, as well as from Europe and the United States.80

[image: Images]

Elena Villarreal de Ferrer around 1872 in Victoria. Courtesy Local History Collection, Victoria College.

COMMUNITY BUILDERS AND LEADERS

The poor never appealed to her in vain and their wants were often anticipated.81

OBITUARY OF PETRA VELA DE VIDAL KENEDY, 1885

Women were at the center of community life in Texas as early as the 1730s, when Canary Islanders settled in San Antonio. In the early 1800s, Doña Rosa María Hinojosa de Ballí and Doña Patricia de la Garza de León were prominent church supporters in La Feria and Victoria, respectively. In 1833 Josefa Flores de Barker donated 200 acres of her land to establish the town of Floresville, and in the 1840s the home of María Josefa Menchaca and her husband, José Garza, served as church, school, and community center in southeastern Bexar County.82

Petra Vela de Vidal Kenedy, a devout Catholic, was a philanthropist who was well known for her generous gifts to the poor. She also gave money to Saint Mary’s Church in Brownsville, and after the Kenedys moved to Corpus Christi, Doña Petra again helped the church and the poor. She donated three bells for the tower and other gifts to a new Catholic church.83

Doña Paula Losoya Taylor also served as a community builder and benefactor. She was a key figure in the founding of Del Rio in 1860, and also contributed land for a school and a cemetery. Doña Paula divided up other land among a group of settlers, supervised the planting of sugarcane, corn, and other vegetables, and built a sugar mill. She introduced irrigation and the growing of grapes into the area. After the death of her second husband, James Taylor, she opened her home as a boardinghouse.84

Adina De Zavala of San Antonio, who was a charter member of the Texas State Historical Association in 1897, contributed to the preservation of the Alamo (originally San Antonio de Valero Mission). She led a long, sometimes bitter, and ultimately successful campaign through her chapter of the Daughters of the Republic of Texas to save the Alamo’s historic long barracks from destruction. To emphasize the importance of her crusade, she locked herself in the barracks during a three-day hunger strike and protest in 1908.85

Numerous other women participated in the Tejano community’s sociedades mutualistas (mutual aid societies). The groups had originated in Mexico in the 1870s to provide self-help and community service, including low-cost funerals and low-interest loans, as well as assistance to the poor. Mutualistas sprang up in San Antonio, Laredo, Brownsville, Eagle Pass, and Corpus Christi. Women may have organized the first female-led mutualista, the Sociedad Mutualista de Beneficencia de Señoras y Señoritas, in Corpus Christi in 1890. On April 1, 1892, the Corpus Christi Weekly Caller reported, “The better class of Mexican citizens attended a ball given by the Ladies Mutual Aid Society.”86 In the 1890s women organized the Sociedad Josefa Ortiz de Domínguez in Laredo.87 In the coming twentieth century, women would continue to participate in mutualistas both to support the needs of women and to bolster the Tejano community. Moreover, women would shape an array of efforts to support the Mexican Revolution of 1910 and provide the leadership to carry them out. They would also resist continuing Anglo racism in the coming century.

[image: Images]

Adina Emilia De Zavala, granddaughter of Lorenzo de Zavala, a vice president of the Republic of Texas, was a teacher and one of the founders of the Texas State Historical Association (1897). She was instrumental in preserving the Alamo from commercial exploitation. Courtesy Center for American History, University of Texas at Austin.
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These young girls, some holding books and one a slate, attended the Incarnate Word Convent School in Brownsville around 1890. Courtesy Nazareth Convent. Print from University of Texas Institute of Texan Cultures.
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