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INTRODUCTION

  In Spanish literature, art, theater, cinema, and history, the widowed Spanish woman appears regularly as a dour, diminutive figure dressed in black, devotedly attending church and meekly accepting male authority. Recent European and Latin American scholarship is now forcing this stereotype to yield. Although previous analyses of widows in sixteenth-century Europe and the New World accurately portrayed them simply as keepers of hearth and home, enough exceptions existed to suggest that women of all classes, by either choice or circumstance, exerted considerable power within and without their families. The old stereotype ignores women who operated successfully outside the confines of conventionality.

  Stephanie Fink De Backer’s book Widowhood in Early Modern Spain echoes my findings for early colonial Mexico, and Allyson Poska’s Women and Authority in Early Modern Spain expands and corrects our perceptions of powerful, capable widows beyond aristocrats to include members of the peasant class. No longer is the widow a nearly invisible personage within the greater social and political realms of sixteenth-century history; rather, she is frequently discovered to be a person holding some power within a family, a person worthy of respect. Regardless of station in life, widows, mindful of preserving their families’ legacies, prove to have been capable guardians, astute managers of property, and savvy businesswomen.

  The lives and choices of five such powerful widows in colonial Mexico, the remarkable Estrada women of Mexico City—a mother, three daughters, and a granddaughter—reveal the possibilities available to aristocratic women of the time and the kinds of strategies they employed. These five widows created and sustained a family network in order to further their own goals within inherited social norms. Each, when widowed, chose not to remarry. Their stories illustrate the constraints placed on both widows and women in general by the religious, secular, and legal cultures of their time and the ways in which some women refused to succumb to those constraints.

  The experiences of this small group of kinswomen from the upper class of early colonial Mexican society do not speak to the larger issue of legal access for all classes, genders, races, or socioeconomic groups. But I do not mean to suggest that women or men from groups other than that to which the Estrada women belonged were excluded from the Spanish legal system. In fact the framers of the Spanish legal system made valiant efforts to mandate access for all the kingdom’s subjects, regardless of station in life. Unfortunately, what was mandated and what was practiced often diverged. The Spanish were consummate bureaucrats and insisted that they be paid for their work, so that effective access to the courts required money. Paupers and Indians were exempt from the fee schedules, but that exemption did not level the playing field. In many cases, those with few resources were denied credible access.1

  My interest in the widows of this book grew in a roundabout way. At first, like many other researchers, I took little interest in Spanish colonial widows, whom I perceived as having been hampered by black dresses and male society, confined to their houses or those of male relatives, awaiting death in silence. Fortunately, I was started down a different road by a remark made by the historian Herbert Bolton in his 1949 book Coronado, Knight of Pueblos and Plains. Bolton wrote that Pedro Castañeda de Nájera, in his chronicle of Francisco Vázquez de Coronado’s expedition of 1539–1542 into modern northern Mexico and the southwestern United States, noted that Vázquez de Coronado’s wife, doña Beatriz de Estrada, was both beautiful and rich.2 Who, I wondered, was this young woman, left to pine in Mexico while her husband blazed a career into the northern frontier of New Spain? Little did I suspect that answering this question would take me on a journey to the archives of Mexico and Spain, to the towns in Spain where doña Beatriz’s parents, doña Marina and Alonso, came from, and to the family’s haunts and neighborhoods in Mexico City. What began as simple wonderment became an odyssey.

  As I delved into the life of doña Beatriz, my research expanded to encompass her mother and sisters and ultimately the issue of widowhood in early colonial Mexico. My historical lens widened from focusing on a single person to covering first a large family network and then a broader understanding of colonial society in the first hundred years of Mexican history and the generally unexamined role of widows in that history. By looking at this one family of widows, we can glimpse the structure of everyday life in colonial Mexico. There we see women who ruled the roost and were adept business-persons, canny judges of the opposition, self-sacrificers, and upholders of honor. We see women familiar with the laws of Spain, social mores, and political maneuvering—qualities usually attributed to men.

  Along with doña Beatriz, I examine the lives of her mother, doña Marina Gutiérrez Flores de la Caballería, and her sisters doña Luisa and doña Francisca, as well as her niece doña María de Sosa. Each of these women’s stories illustrates an aspect of Spanish life in the New World that has been overlooked in the standard histories of the time. Their stories are by no means the only ones in which women of the upper class participated in society, made choices, exerted power, and wielded influence, but the Estrada women, as members of one powerful family, exerted influence over a wide range of financial, legal, and religious aspects of their society.

  Doña Marina, the matriarch; doña Luisa, an encomendera; doña Francisca, acting as a guardian and marriage broker; doña Beatriz, who chose a life as a beata; and doña María de Sosa, caught in a political upheaval, illustrate different aspects of the same condition—widowhood. Each woman’s role in her family and society was much larger than the role in which I represent her in this book, but each of the roles I depict captures at least the spirit of the woman as I came to know her.

  The Estradas were not unique in sixteenth-century colonial Mexico or in the Spain or even Europe of that time. Similar powerful, plucky, strong-willed women are known from elsewhere—women who did not conform to the myth of womanhood but instead helped to define its evolving reality. Catalina de la Fuente, a widow from Toledo, for example, managed to negotiate the twists and turns of the royal court to successfully enable her illegitimate half-brother to inherit the family property. When the two Mendoza cousins, Magadalena de Bobadilla y Peñalosa and Ana de Mendoza, became widows, they carved out spaces for themselves in both the powerful Mendoza clan and the patriarchal system at large. Magdalena sued her guardian for mismanagement of her property, and Ana proved to be a knowledgeable litigator. Outside of Spain, too, women were redefining the image, if not the laws, regarding their proper place in a male-dominated society. Alessandra de Filipo Macigni, a fifteenth-century Florentine widow, competently managed her family’s financial affairs, and Lady Lettice Tresham, a member of Henry VIII’s court, exhibited all the traits of the Estrada women in her ability to marry her children well, litigate when necessary, increase the family property, and bequeath it to the next generation.3

  A brief sampling of sixteenth-century Hispanic women in the New World who stretched the traditional bounds of behavior must include doña Catalina de Sotomayor and Marina Vélez de Ortega. Both were widows by 1547, and after their husbands’ deaths they remained in Michoacán and Puebla, respectively, raising their own children and orphans. These women helped to settle territory outside of Mexico City and brought their Spanish customs to neighboring native populations.4 A scattering of women in the sixteenth-century Americas were named encomenderas. Some of them were original title holders, such as the doña Marina of this book, the Aztec emperor Montezuma’s daughters Ysabel and Leonor, and, in Peru, Maria de Escobar and Beatriz Clara Coya, daughter of the Inca noble Sayri Tupac. Others, such as Luisa de Estrada, also of this book, and Mari Angel, María de Valenzuela, and Catalina del Viñar, inherited their encomiendas in New Spain from their husbands.5 María de Estrada came to New Spain with her brother, Francisco de Estrada (neither of them related to the Estradas of this book), and took part in the Narváez expedition of 1520. She survived her first husband, Pero Sánchez Farfán, and was remarried to Alonso Martín. Likewise, brave women in the political turmoil of Peru, such as doña María Calderón, doña Inés Bravo de la Laguna, and Juana de Leytón, illustrate the strength and political involvement women displayed during the colonial period.6

  Although other women portrayed strengths similar to those of the Estrada women, the Estradas were joined by family, social status and condition, and an apparently shared outlook on behaviors appropriate to the sixteenth century and their place in it. The fact that all of doña Marina’s daughters remained widows, as she did herself, speaks to a certain common upbringing and vision of their place in their society, a vision formed and nurtured by doña Marina as the family matriarch and manifested in power, strength, intelligence, and fortitude—all characteristics she encouraged. This book is as much a story of doña Marina and her legacy as it is a story of that legacy’s continuation by her daughters and granddaughter. Doña Luisa, doña Francisca, and doña Beatriz subscribed to their mother’s vision and passed it on to their daughters. The widowhoods of doña Marina’s daughters overlapped, so that each probably sought comfort, compassion, and knowledge of strategies from the others. Their collective wisdom made them all the more powerful.

  It is also clear from the lives of these women that none of them repudiated marriage itself. Those who had daughters all sought and arranged advantageous marriages for them. In this family, the life of a nun or spinster was apparently not encouraged, and only one daughter of another Estrada sister, doña Ana, actually became a nun. Once an Estrada woman was married to advantage, widowhood, in contrast to the subservient role of wife to another husband, offered her wide latitude in negotiating her future.

  History is not just a tally of grand moments. It consists of each moment lived by ordinary people in ordinary ways; their collective actions define history itself and provide the backdrop for other, much studied moments. I hope this exploration of the Estrada women not only deepens understandings of the particularities of early Mexican-Spanish society but also builds a bridge to an understanding of our own times. We can learn from history as it records our actions and helps inform our motives, aspirations, and similarities.


  
CHAPTER ONE


  WIDOWHOOD

  
    I say to unmarried women and widows, it were good for them if they kept themselves as I am: but yet if they cannot suffer, let them marry. For it is better to marry than burn.

    —Quoting from St. Paul, Juan Luis Vives,

    Instruction of a Christian Woman, 1523

  

  Prescriptive roles for widows in medieval and Renaissance Europe and, by extension, the New World in the sixteenth century were fraught with contradictory admonitions. Civil and ecclesiastical laws simultaneously governed the behavior and rights of women who had lost husbands. In Spain, custom, both ancient and contemporary, guided the treatment of widows, even if it sometimes conflicted with the law. The behavior of widows was also framed by lay and ecclesiastical writings replete with cautionary tales setting out in prose and verse the many pitfalls of widowhood.

  In the male-dominated European society of the time, women in general were revered and yet held in suspicion. Their sexuality both brought forth new heirs and enticed men to sin. Although many laws, customs, and teachings focused on the proper behavior of women, much of the intention behind those precepts was to ensure the legitimacy of heirs to property and titles. If a man could be absolutely assured of his paternity only by limiting a woman’s freedom to move about in society, then so be it. Within the Spanish legal framework in place from at least the Roman occupation of the Iberian Peninsula were notions of woman’s inherent weakness and unpredictability. Patriarchal society claimed that restrictive laws were all for the benefit and protection of women’s honor, but the subtext of the laws was to guarantee, insofar as possible, that women produced legitimate heirs.1

  In Spain, among women at large, widows presented an especially thorny problem for both lay and ecclesiastical men, who expressed their ambivalent perceptions of widows in their legal decisions and moral teachings. Divergent laws, customs, and precepts encouraged widows both to remarry and to remain unmarried, so that widows found it nearly impossible to negotiate the divergent expectations confronting them: religious devotion, unmarried widowhood, or remarriage. To men, widows floated between an enforced or chosen celibacy and a perceived promiscuity. They might remain faithful to their deceased husbands or become faithless to his memory and their children. They might choose to serve either God or their own interests. Where in the hierarchy of society did these women belong? Were they in marital limbo, awaiting another man to marry and therefore susceptible to the weaknesses of their sex? Should they be accorded some respect and trust as matriarchs and mothers and given a certain degree of autonomy? Perhaps their disappearance from society altogether would relieve men of their contradictory opinions, and so widows should be encouraged to adopt the reclusive life.

  People in other contemporaneous European countries portrayed widowhood ambivalently, much as Spaniards did, in part because of the power and ubiquity of the Catholic Church.2 In fifteenth-century, pre-Renaissance England, widows of the aristocracy generally elected to remain widowed rather than remarry, thus retaining control over their children’s property and providing for their own autonomy. In this decision they were supported by Clause 8 of the Magna Carta, which declared that “no widow shall be forced to marry so long as she wishes to live without a husband.”3 Widows in Renaissance Florence generally fell into one of three categories: those who chose to stay in their husband’s family, surrendering to that family both autonomy and control over their children; those who chose to live independently, near to but not with their children; and those who chose to remarry, relinquishing the children of the previous marriage to the care of the deceased husband’s family.4 In practice, the birth families of young Florentine widows strongly encouraged them to remarry, often for the family’s economic and social advantage and to preserve their daughter’s dowry. Church doctrine, on the other hand, ascribed virtue to the young widow who chose to remain with her children.

  These two conflicting interests—families’ preference that their widowed daughters remarry and the church’s encouragement of continued widowhood—created tension for a newly bereaved woman, contrasting what might be good for her parental family with what might be good for her children. In either case, they ignored what might have been good for her. The concept of the “cruel mother” developed in response to women who chose to start life over again, sometimes selecting their own husbands, rather than remain widowed.5 Anecdotes, tales, and gossip about the widow who left her husband’s children with uncaring in-laws to pursue her own dubious ends circulated among the populace.

  Many of the same expectations of widows and contradictions regarding their role in society continued beyond the Middle Ages and early Renaissance to the early modern period, although scholars disagree over which ones actually survived and which ones were modified or ignored. Some authorities suggest that during the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries women’s lives became ever more constricted and less autonomous, and they were pressured to reassume a more subordinate role in the household. The historian Joan Klein, however, observed that “the further our texts move away from theological assumptions about woman’s place and the nearer they come to describing the actual conditions of women’s lives, the less emphasis we find on notions of women’s subordination, inferiority, and frailty.”6 Individual case studies of Renaissance widows in both Florence and England have proven Klein’s assertion.7 The examples of the Estrada women in New Spain also corroborate Klein’s cautionary statement and show that Spanish widows in the sixteenth century continued to exercise substantial control over their own lives.

  Contradictory admonitions to widows found voice in medieval and Renaissance popular literature. Chaucer, writing in the fourteenth century, drew competing images of widows as devoted to their mourning in Troilus and Criseyde, and flaunting their freedom in the Canterbury Tales. A fourteenth-century Spanish work, Libro de Buen Amor, employed innuendo and highly charged sexual references to depict widows as faithless and sexually driven. A Spanish ballad printed in the sixteenth century, Fonte Frida, tells the tale of a widow (a turtle dove) rejecting the advances of a suitor (a nightingale) in order to remain faithful to her deceased husband. The playwright Lope de Vega continued the theme of the devoted widow in his 1597 play Viuda, casada y doncella, in which a husband, Feliciano, is taken captive by Muslims and enslaved in Africa for years. Imagining that Feliciano is dead, the family of his wife, Clavela, pressures her to marry a well-placed caballero, although her desire is to remain a widow. At the last possible moment, husband and wife are miraculously reunited. Two years later, in La viuda valenciana, Vega depicted, contrastingly, a young, beautiful widow, Leonarda, in pursuit of an amorous relationship with a young gallant, Camilo. In the early seventeenth century, Tirso de Molina, in his play La prudencia en la mujer, harked back to the history of Queen María, widow of King Sancho IV of Castilla y León, who, in the 1290s, relied on her intelligence, political astuteness, and diplomatic acumen to successfully guide her son to the throne.8

  These examples are only a few of many in which widows played important roles in the European literature of the day, a literature that did nothing to enlighten the populace regarding the complex difficulties facing widows and the nuanced choices they needed to make. Widows did not simply choose between wantonness and saintliness—choices that were certainly exaggerated in any case—and portrayals of widows as two-dimensional only validated society’s preconceived notions of their state. In general, male writers tended to portray widows as much more liberated than they were, thus feeding fears that such women operated outside society’s norms.9

  Catholic Church dogma vacillated between seeing a woman’s role as that of virgin and that of mother. In the early fourteenth century, much ecclesiastical debate took place over whether virginity achieved a higher state of grace or blessedness than marriage. The debaters, among them Vincent de Beauvais and Robert Holcot, soon recognized their conundrum—that if only virgins existed, then women could not abide by the biblical teaching to “be fruitful and multiply.”10 Later, in 1565, the Council of Trent weighed in on the sanctity of marriage with its ruling that matrimony was a sacrament, but in nearly the same breath it stated, “If anyone says that the married state excels the state of virginity or celibacy . . . let him be anathema.”11 The Marian dichotomies—mother and virgin, mortal and godly—only muddied the ecclesiastical waters for those attempting to emulate Mary’s behavior. Although the Catholic precept of the Immaculate Conception of Mary—her being born untainted by original sin—was not officially recognized until the nineteenth century by Pope Pius IX, discussions at the Council of Trent in the sixteenth century led to a declaration that Mary was at least absolved of original sin.12

  Juan Luis Vives’s 1523 Instruction of a Christian Woman, written in Latin at Catherine of Aragon’s request for her daughter Mary, was translated into Castilian, French, English, German, and Italian. It laid out the manner in which a decent Catholic woman should conduct herself both before and after marriage.13 Many of its precepts directly reflected the church’s dogma and discouraged an independent widowhood. Before marriage, children, especially girls, were not to be overindulged or allowed “unbridled liberty.” Young women were best taught reading and writing, but “let those books be taken in hand that may teach good manners” and be rooted in holy Scripture. Furthermore, a young woman was admonished to “be at home within and unknown to other folks, and in company to hold her tongue demurely, and let few see her, and none at all hear her.” Vives went on to advise virgins and brides in proper deportment, and he wrapped up his Instruction with advice to widows. They were to mourn their husbands in the prescribed degree and for the allotted duration and were not to forget him, but rather to live each day with him in mind. If a widow should remarry, it was best if it were to an older man and for the benefit of her children, rather than to satisfy her own wanton desires.

  Fray Luis de León, in 1583, also advised on proper behavior for married women in his “La perfecta casada,” echoing the precepts of Vives. He counseled wives to serve their husbands and raise their children while fearing God and maintaining a clear conscience. They were to be silent and invisible while ever watchful of the needs of husband and child.14

  These teachings and rulings spilled over into the lives of everyday women. Women were to be both virginal and motherly, quite an impossibility for most wives, but not, in essence, for widows. Having had their children, they could now assume a life of celibacy. The church itself, however, held contradictory opinions regarding the appropriate role of widows in a Christian society and whether they should be encouraged to remarry. On the one hand, as one historian put it, a “widow as neither virgin nor wife could provoke distrust and anxiety [among the clergy].”15 On the other hand, the church benefited financially from the many widows who contributed to the good works sponsored by churches: the establishment and maintenance of hospitals, schools, and orphanages, as well as the provision of support for less fortunate widows and the poor. Widows also had more time for prayer and devotion to God, and they were even permitted to teach the catechism, relieving some of the burden of overtaxed clergy.16

  Other sixteenth-century clerical texts, written by the likes of the Franciscan Cherubino de Spoleto, the Dominican Girolamo Savonarola, the Augustinian Erasmus, and the Carthusian Giovanni di Dio de Venise, invariably encouraged even young widows not to remarry but rather “to govern their homes, educate their children, and dedicate themselves to a life of good works.”17 In effect, the clergy in the sixteenth century advised widows to be invisible, silent, meek, and self-sacrificing.

  In these ways widows were faced with an ambiguous choice. By not partaking in marital obligations, they could devote themselves to good works and God and almost return to the exalted status of virgin. And yet it was feared that those same women, without the constraints of a husband, were prone to indulge in sexual delights, which might result in illegitimate children. Especially attractive widows were highly encouraged to remarry, in order to save their souls and probably the souls of their potential lovers.18 Despite the debates and contradictory opinions, the hierarchy of female status within the church remained that of virgin, then widow, and finally wife, with widow ranked above wife because of her prescribed sexual abstinence.19

  In addition to popular literature and church teachings, legal precedents dictated the widow’s role. Because so much of what we know about women and widows in sixteenth-century New Spain is derived from court proceedings and other legal documents, it is crucial to understand the Spanish laws that pertained to them. The codification of Spanish law, with its foundation in Roman law, was realized in the Siete Partidas of 1386, formulated during the reign of Alfonso X, the Wise. These precepts were so encompassing and germane that portions of the code remain in effect to this day in Spain and its former colonies. Both the Siete Partidas and customary practices in Spanish communities were underlain by fueros, or local laws, which predated the Siete Partidas and prevailed over subsequent laws. A host of varying legal interpretations throughout the kingdoms of Castilla and Aragón called for continuing clarification between governing bodies and communities. While addressing issues of disparity in law, the king and his expert advisors made it clear in the Siete Partidas that “nothing can prevent the laws [here] from having the force and authority which we have mentioned except three things; first usage, second custom, third fuero.” They continued, “Usage originates from time, custom from usage, and fuero from custom.”20 Although customs were local and did not apply to the kingdoms as a whole, they were nevertheless expected to conform to common sense and to what learned men considered to be right and just. The fueros that emerged from usage and custom were not necessarily written down but were to be made known in public squares, accessible to all.21

  Within the older legal frameworks, the seeds of dispute had grown regarding, among other issues, marriage, widowhood, guardianship, and property rights—disputes that subsequent emendations attempted to resolve. With the Leyes de Toro of 1505, eighty-three amendments and additions were made to the previous body of law, with the stipulation that if the 1505 laws did not cover a specific subject, then judges were to refer back to the Siete Partidas. Local laws won validation with the acknowledgment that they preceded both the Siete Partidas and the Leyes de Toro. If local laws did not go against God and reason or the 1505 code, then they were to be followed.22

  Like the Siete Partidas, the Leyes de Toro mentions widows only occasionally. Women in general are covered, and their rights to property and guardianship are confirmed. In the older body of law, the rights of widows were specified under the topics of inheritance and guardianship, to which the Leyes de Toro added little. There are caveats, however, to our understanding of the law as it applied to women, caveats that the historians Heath Dillard and Clara Estow caution us to heed. “We should avoid the assumption that women lived exactly as men thought they should,” wrote Dillard, and Estow observed that “while historical literature highlights the experiences and uniqueness of individuals, legal treatises and the legal tradition—by recording the normative and ideal—often erase important differences and project a uniformity and universality seldom enforceable and rarely achieved.”23 In other words, it was one thing to formulate law and often quite another to enforce or follow it.

  Because of the gap between the ideal and the actual, understanding the actions of the widows discussed in this book requires highlighting the key rights and laws of which they were cognizant and which they used to their own purposes. To begin with, the marriage contract made stipulations for the wife should she one day become a widow. The dowry that a woman brought to her marriage, although controlled by her husband, was not his property. If it had not been wasted or encumbered by the husband, it was returned to the widow to be used as the economic foundation for her new life. If he had spent the dowry, his estate was liable for its value.24 If a husband had inflated the value of his wife’s dowry in his will—which was sometimes done to shelter property from creditors—then his widow would be due the enlarged amount at his death. In this way, she could find herself better protected financially than she would have been with the original value of her dowry.25

  If a widow came from a wealthy family, she might also possess a parental or family inheritance, which she might or might not have shared with her husband. Any property acquired jointly was divided between the widow and her husband’s other heirs, unless she was designated his sole heir. In the case of multiple heirs, the common proportion for the wife’s share was 20 percent, a rate that had been established during Visigothic times. Often, the inherited property of a well-to-do widow consisted of a house, household furnishings, a mule or other pack animal, and her family jewels. Sometimes she inherited a mill or other income-producing property as well.26

  As one would expect, the condition for widows of means did not represent all widows. A woman who became poverty stricken as a result of the death of her husband was classified as a pauper and exempted from taxation. Unfortunately, it was not uncommon for a widow to find herself liable for debts incurred by her husband and close to bankruptcy. “Whatever a woman’s circumstances when she first became a widow, they were unlikely to improve over the years unless she were rich to begin with, highly competent to manage her property and capable of earning her own living, preferably and most advantageously in partnership with cooperative children.”27

  In regard to partnering with her children, the longer a widow could postpone a division of property, the better off she remained. Division of property was typically delayed by establishing a widow’s guardianship over her underage children. Since Visigothic times, widows enjoyed priority over other relatives of their children and exerted substantial control over the children’s patrimony, ensuring their own economic well-being in the process. Like any other guardian, a widow was required to show an increase in the value of her children’s property or suffer the consequences—being charged with negligence and held financially liable.28

  In the Spain of the eleventh through thirteenth centuries, widows enjoyed varying degrees of autonomy, with Catalan women in the northeast leading the way. As Heath Dillard suggested about late medieval Catalonia, one “can perceive how widowhood affected a woman’s position in society by examining her sources of security and independence, the diverse family connections that bore on her interests, and her duties and privileges as an adult female resident of her town.”29 Her statement applies equally well to Spanish women in the sixteenth century, as is amply illustrated by the work of Stephanie Fink De Backer, Allyson Poska, and the contributors to Helen Nader’s volume Power and Gender in Renaissance Spain.30

  Widows in sixteenth-century New Spain also enjoyed a sustained autonomy. They were allowed guardianship of their underage children or grandchildren and through that mechanism had access to property that could produce an income. Women were permitted to buy, sell, rent, inherit, bequeath, lend, borrow, administer estates, and form business partnerships. As widows taking on the role of father and mother, they had reason to engage in all these activities, given their often precarious financial situation and their desire to maintain their family’s status.31

  There are examples of widows in the New World carrying on the businesses of their deceased husbands, including the publishing houses of Brigida Maldonado, Jerónima Gutiérrez, and María de Sansoric. Widows founded religious institutions for indigenous children and, like doña Catalina de Bustamante, were directors of educational establishments. In rare cases they even held public office, as did Beatriz de la Cueva, who briefly became governor of Guatemala when her husband, don Pedro de Alvarado, died in the Mixtón War.32

  If they did not go so far as to enter society at large, wealthy women might still take it upon themselves to emulate their former queen’s example and enlighten their daughters by teaching them grammar, Latin, mathematics, art, and music. Elizabeth Howe, in her work on the education of women in the Hispanic world, has convincingly portrayed Queen Isabel the Catholic as a driving force and highly visible model for the benefits of educating women. For women of elite status, the queen’s support and example redefined female education, which was generally conducted by women and seen as both acceptable and advantageous to society at large.33

  In New Spain during the sixteenth century several factors, among them immigration policies and the consequences of conquest, with its exigent frontier needs, contributed to a legal status for widows that was somewhat broader than that enjoyed by their peninsular counterparts. The ratio of unmarried men to single women in the early years of settlement in New Spain was decidedly skewed. Between 1493 and 1580 about 16 percent of registered immigrants were women, although in the last two decades of the sixteenth century, that percentage nearly doubled. Some women immigrated to reunite with husbands; others came as retainers to other immigrants or simply were adventuresses. An important factor in this immigration was that widows, although unattached to male relatives, nevertheless received licenses to enter the New World. Often such women had few prospects in Spain but could serve the foreign policy goals of the Spanish government by emigrating. It was thought that these respectable women would be the foundation of a solid, transplanted Spanish society that would supplant the native one. Widows were seen as desirable wives for conquerors, some of whom were on undesirably intimate terms with native women. Spanish women would be the future mothers of Spaniards, endowing their offspring with Spanish blood and passing on the Spanish language and customs.34 Spanish policies encouraged not only the subjugation of the conquered native population but also its transformation, and widows played a key role in effecting such an outcome.

  The autonomy of widows in New Spain continued for most of the sixteenth century. The Spanish Crown had hoped that an influx of available women to New Spain would quickly reshape it in Spain’s image, but conflicts and conquests throughout the century created many more widows, defenseless orphans, and daughters of prostitutes in need of protection. Women were thrust into decision-making positions in order to look after the affairs of their families and of their society. One response to the disorder in their communities was the founding of sodalities, often headed by widows and modeled after their European counterparts, such as the Company of Santa Ursula, founded in Italy between 1530 and 1535, and the Virgins of the Hearth, also founded in Italy, at the end of the sixteenth century. Both of the Italian models were established to protect the virginity of young women not associated with male protectors or a convent. In the New World, Leonor de Portocarrero and Mencia de Sosa, both widows, founded the convent of La Encarnación de Lima in the mid-1500s for similar purposes. The pattern was repeated throughout the Spanish colonies. Often these institutions also provided for the education of fatherless daughters, who otherwise probably would have received no schooling in their fathers’ families’ households, where they were likely treated as servants rather than relatives.35

  The historian Karen Powers has observed that “although women’s activities were constrained and their behavior highly controlled under Spanish patriarchy, they found ways to limit its excesses both from outside the system and within it. Sometimes women flaunted patriarchy through frontal assaults, but more frequently they stayed inside the system, pushing and reshaping its boundaries to the extent that they were able to exercise influence, express themselves, and generally be empowered.”36 Other Latin American scholars have found that widows especially enjoyed a high degree of independence to influence both their families and society at large when the patriarchal model broke down with the death of a husband and was replaced by a matriarchal viewpoint, even if only temporarily.37

  The women of the Estrada family who are the subjects of this book generally followed one of the several prescribed patterns for sixteenth-century Spanish widows, and simultaneously exerted considerable influence in pushing the boundaries of prescription. This family of women, I should stress, belonged to the highest social stratum of New Spain, and its widows’ privileged positions contributed to what they were capable of choosing and accomplishing. Their cases by no means reflect the status of the majority of widows in the New World. But neither were they unique. Rather, these women broaden our perception of widowhood in colonial New Spain. As is the case for many groups of people who have little voice in the written record, the story of widowhood in early New Spain must be teased from the documentary records with an awareness of what the undercurrents were for particular widows in particular places. If we do not examine the nuances behind the caricatures, we are left with vague impressions and enduring stereotypes. From the sources we discover that other widows in New Spain besides the Estrada women, often those from privileged backgrounds, also flirted with the boundaries of acceptable behavior and successfully maintained a degree of autonomy in the process.

  Yet because other widows with similar advantages generally remained in the background and went unrecorded, the highly visible Estrada women allow us a glimpse of their unusual spunk and verve. Their behavior was acceptable within their family and apparently was encouraged and valued. What is particularly important is that this was a family of women, a family of widows—women who had close ties with their active sister widows and through them access to a strong support network. These connections were invaluable in their individual efforts to succeed as powerful, once-married women. Although powerful widows were in evidence throughout sixteenth-century New Spain, the Estrada women appear to be a special example of familial widowhood. Collectively, they represent a strong family unit in which social status, reputation, and the protection of property were successfully nurtured and fought for, sometimes against nearly impossible odds.

  First among the Estrada women is doña Marina Gutiérrez Flores de la Caballería, the matriarch. After the death of her powerful husband, Alonso de Estrada, she chose to remain a widow, but not a secluded one. She took the reins of power for her family and wielded them extraordinarily successfully. Her eldest living daughter, doña Luisa de Estrada, followed in her mother’s footsteps. She, too, after her husband died, took charge of the welfare of her family’s property, both that which she inherited from her parents and that which she controlled through marriage.

  Doña Marina’s youngest daughter, doña Francisca de Estrada, remained very much in public life after her husband’s death. She successfully battled for the custody of her granddaughter, both within and without the law. Only doña Beatriz de Estrada, the next-to-youngest child, chose a secluded life, devoting her energies as a widow to the church as a nonprofessed religious. Those devotions, however, did not preclude her involvement in her family’s many business affairs. Even in the third generation, the legacy of doña Marina was manifested in her granddaughters, particularly doña María de Sosa.

  Although none of these five Estrada women remarried, each, with the possible exception of doña Beatriz, maintained a highly public presence and was a power to be reckoned with in her family. Each woman was a product of the legal, religious, and secular cultures of her time, and each recognized the opportunities and constraints of those cultures. The Estrada women belonged to their times but refused to be confined by them. They were influential in the early colonial life of New Spain, setting examples for their children and grandchildren in an ethic of protection of children, property, and family prestige. In what ways doña Marina instilled in her female children and grandchildren a strategy for life as a widow can be assessed through the actions of her descendants. In the following chapters I tell some of their story, revealing that far from being a “class of persons deserving of pity,” these particular widows deserve our admiration and consideration.38


  
CHAPTER TWO


  DOÑA MARINA GUTIÉRREZ FLORES DE LA CABALLERÍA TAKES THE REINS

  
    She is left a widow and alone and with many children and in a land so far from her birthplace.

    doña Marina, April 4, 1532

  

  In a probanza written in 1532, doña Marina Gutiérrez Flores de la Caballería, two years the widow of Alonso de Estrada, portrayed herself as a lonely mother of many children, far from her parental home—words she hoped would influence the Crown and its officials to take pity on her and award her and her children a yearly payment, a not unlikely possibility. Many conquerors and their families had been given just such yearly stipends. What doña Marina’s statement neglected to reveal was her capacity to provide for her immediate needs and those of her children, to understand the intricacies of the Spanish legal system in matters that impinged on her family’s welfare, to comprehend the finer points of financial transactions, and to imbue in her children and grandchildren the knowledge and example of the coping skills she had learned from her own parents. Behind her demure plea lay a will of iron.

  The strengths and capacities doña Marina manifested in her life as a widow in New Spain can be more fully understood and appreciated if we return to her birthplace, the town of Almagro, in the province of Ciudad Real, Spain. At the turn of the sixteenth century, great changes and upheavals took place there, changes that affected doña Marina’s world and, in turn, the entire world. In the Spanish kingdoms during the last half of the fifteenth century, a heightened awareness of and conflict over identity poisoned an otherwise tolerant atmosphere that had existed for nearly a century among people of varying beliefs and cultures. In an otherwise idyllic setting, doña Marina experienced firsthand the results of her parents’ means of surviving and even flourishing as descendants of Spanish Jews. In addition to savvy parents, she was the beneficiary of powerful relatives and a fortunate marriage. None of these survival skills was lost on the equally savvy doña Marina as she matured.

  Chart 2.1
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  SOURCES:

  Doña Marina: Birth: Documentos inéditos relativos a Hernan Cortés y su familia

  Marriage: Based on approximate age of first child

  Death: “Lawsuit regarding marriage of doña Francisca de Estrada Infante Samaniego”

  Alonso: Birth: “Juan de Jaso vs. Nuño de Guzman regarding pueblo of Cuitatlan,” fol. 17v

  Death: “Lawsuits of Alonso de Estrada”

  Luis Alfonso: Birth: “Lawsuit between Jorge de Alvarado and the fiscal regarding Soconusco” and “Choices for royal treasurer”

  Marriage: Fernández del Castillo, “Alonso de Estrada,” 412
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