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Preface



Spanish colonial New Mexico’s most gifted citizen, Bernardo de Miera y Pacheco, did it all, carving a santo yesterday, presiding as magistrate today. Yet in 1779 at age sixty-five, when he finally enlisted in the Santa Fe presidial garrison, he gave his occupation as labrador—farmer. My preliminary biography of don Bernardo enlarges considerably upon the subject’s modesty. Of the dozen occupations he might have given, cartographer sets him apart.


At a signing for my book Miera y Pacheco: A Renaissance Spaniard in Eighteenth-Century New Mexico, Albuquerque attorney and student of history Richard K. Barlow asked me, “So, did Miera’s trailblazing map of the Domínguez-Escalante expedition have any influence on the subsequent cartography of the region?” I really didn’t know.


I didn’t know that the imaginary river draining out of (or into) Miera’s Laguna de los Timpanogos (the Great Salt Lake) would deceive westering Anglo-Americans in the early nineteenth century. I didn’t know that the famed Baron Alexander von Humboldt would copy Miera, and Aaron Arrowsmith and Zebulon Montgomery Pike would copy Humboldt. Other mapmakers, meantime, would project Miera’s fantasy river all the way to the Pacific. Major rivers, after all, run to oceans. By the mid-1820s, Henry Schenck Tanner’s beautiful “Map of North America” shows multiple rivers coursing from the Great Basin to the Pacific coast. Trek to the former; paddle to the latter. And some emigrants actually tried. Enter John C. Frémont, who finally saw for himself whither the waters ran and whither they didn’t.


Something else I didn’t know had already set me on Miera’s trail. “When did Chaco Canyon [the remote, eleventh-century cultural phenomenon 115 miles west and slightly north of today’s Santa Fe] first appear on a Spanish map?” Before Miera, no mapmaker had lived in the colony. What maps there were of the Kingdom and Provinces of New Mexico beyond the populated Rio Grande Valley offered scarcely more than random, hearsay geography. Early eighteenth-century maps of British North America professing to show adjoining French and Spanish territory served up nothing but an alphabet soup of New Mexico place names.


Finally in the mid-1750s, New Mexico’s governor Francisco Antonio Marín del Valle, on orders from higher up, recruited Bernardo de Miera specifically as a cartographer. It made sense, therefore, to look for a label suggestive of Chaco Canyon on the detailed charts Miera drew for Marín between 1758 and 1760. And while these charts feature groupings of symbolic dome-shaped dwellings scattered across the “Provincia de Nabajo,” none is labeled.


For the next decade and a half, Miera seems not to have made any more maps. Then in 1776, the immigrant Spaniard rode as unofficial cartographer with Fathers Domínguez and Escalante across the Colorado Plateau and eastern Great Basin. On copies of his missing original 1777 map of this trek, one finds the label “Chacata” or “Chacat,” but too far north. Not until Miera himself reworked this iconic chart in Chihuahua in 1778 did he place and label “Chaca” just about where Chaco Canyon is on a modern map.


Having located Chaca, other intriguing details drew me in. I had never really studied the “Plano Geographico” before. I ended up transcribing Miera’s every word (see appendix 1). Tracing his party’s wavering trail from campsite to campsite, climbing mountains and skirting canyons, scouting for water, unsure of the native peoples on all sides, I found myself wanting to know more about the life of this intrepid mapmaker. Hence Miera y Pacheco, and now this modest addendum.
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