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CHAPTER ONE


Rethinking Empire


Gender, Enlightenment, and the Patagonia Project
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[image: image]ON 20 MAY 1780, AFTER MORE THAN THREE MONTHS AT SEA, THE Spanish frigate La Santísima Trinidad dropped anchor in the port of Montevideo and Graciana Araque took her first steps onto American soil with a newborn baby girl in her arms. Months earlier, Graciana, her husband, Pablo, and their toddler, Cayetano, began a journey that took them from their home in northern Castile to the port at La Coruña and then across the Atlantic to Montevideo. They were not alone. Just two years before, José de Gálvez (1720–1787), the head of the Council of the Indies and longtime minister for King Charles III (r. 1759–1788), had promulgated an edict on behalf of the king, asking for two hundred poor families from northern Spain to volunteer to travel to the Río de la Plata to establish new settlements along the Patagonian coast. The response to the Patagonia project was enthusiastic. By 1784, more than 1,900 peasants had enlisted, making it one of the largest voluntary resettlements of free people of the colonial period. The 875 women and girls who volunteered were the largest contingent of Spanish women to cross the Atlantic before the mass migrations of the nineteenth century.


Graciana was one of thousands of women who emigrated from the Iberian Peninsula to the Americas during the colonial period; however, we rarely know much about them. Unremarkable in terms of wealth or status, their experiences as imperial migrants have been overshadowed by the often swashbuckling tales of the conquistadors, viceroys, friars, and merchants who made the same voyage. Yet, from a historian’s perspective, Graciana and the other adventurous women who participated in the Patagonia project were particularly fortunate. The project’s rich documentation describes the implementation of the colonization plan by Spanish authorities on both sides of the Atlantic and allows us to follow Graciana and the other women and their families from the moment that they left their native villages in northern Spain until the eve of independence in the Río de la Plata.


As the Patagonia project unfolds as a story of imperial reform and of female migration, it offers a prime opportunity for a transatlantic examination of sex and gender expectations. For decades, scholars of Spain and Spanish America agreed that the Mediterranean honor code was the dominant influence on gender norms around the Iberian world.1 According to this paradigm, women derived their honor from their chastity and men derived theirs from the maintenance of the chastity of the women in their care. However, recent peninsular scholarship indicates that, beyond the nobility and aristocracy (and not even all of them), few women in either Spain or Spanish America acquiesced to this set of rigid social and sexual expectations.2 Rather, the experience of gender in the Spanish Empire was much more complicated. With its transatlantic perspective, the Patagonia project reveals the complex interaction of prescriptive ideals and the realities of daily life that framed Spanish women’s choices at the end of the colonial period.


Peninsular Women and Imperial Control in the Americas


From the beginning, the Spanish monarchy made peninsular women central to the formation of its overseas empire. As early as Columbus’s second voyage, the Crown admonished settlers to bring their wives with them to the Caribbean. A few women accompanied Columbus in 1497, and prior to the departure of governor Nicolás de Ovando for Hispaniola in 1502, an effort was made to recruit two hundred married couples to accompany him. In the end, fewer than half that number made the ocean crossing, but they were only the first of a steady stream of Iberian women to settle in the Americas. In fact, at least one thousand peninsular women emigrated to the Americas between 1509 and 1538. By the middle of the sixteenth century, family migration, which usually included at least one woman, became quite common, so much so that by the end of the century female migrants outnumbered male migrants from Sevilla and Cádiz. In general, women made up between 20 and 30 percent of those leaving for the Americas, but it was a source of frustration for royal authorities that the majority of immigrants were single men.3


Over the course of the seventeenth century, Spain’s European rivals relied increasingly on government-sponsored family migration projects to increase the numbers of white women at their settlements around the Atlantic world. In 1687 the Dutch East India Company resettled a group of French Huguenots to the Cape of Good Hope. Late in the seventeenth century, the Portuguese began to move families around their empire, sending some to Mozambique and moving others from the Azores to Brazil.4 However, the Spanish Crown continued to count on personal initiative rather than government intervention as the basis of its colonization policy, and, as a result, the numbers of peninsular women and families leaving for the Americas remained flat.


It was not until the eighteenth century, with the ascent of the Bourbons to the Spanish throne, that the Spanish Crown began to employ government-sponsored family colonization projects as an imperial strategy. First, it engaged poor families from the Canary Islands to help secure San Antonio in the early 1720s. Then in 1726 (and again in 1729) the monarchy recruited more families, mostly from the Canaries, to establish the city of Montevideo. Slightly later, resettled families were key to reinforcing the Spanish presence in St. Augustine, Florida. By midcentury, José de Gálvez was pushing for families to colonize parts of northern Mexico and California, although in the end those initiatives, as well as others across the northern frontier, relied almost exclusively on colonists already living in the Americas.5 These family colonization schemes were deeply rooted in more than two centuries of Spanish imperial policies and priorities; however, by the 1770s those endeavors, including the Patagonia project, had new intellectual underpinnings—they were clearly articulated as Enlightenment solutions to perceived crises across the Spanish Empire.


Without a doubt, a sense of crisis permeated the court of Charles III. Not only was the Crown concerned that Spain was being overtaken by its imperial rivals, especially England, but Enlightenment thinkers and royal authorities worried about an array of other issues, including population imbalance and the fact that Spain seemed unable or unwilling to industrialize at the pace of its European counterparts. Overpopulation and sluggish economic development in turn created a host of social problems, including vagabondage and crime. In response, Spanish intellectuals and bureaucrats formulated a series of policies aimed at improving the economy and increasing monarchical authority that would become known as the Bourbon reforms.6 The Patagonia project was one Bourbon response to these perceived crises—one that was tightly bound to Enlightenment ideas about the utility of using peninsular women to solve some of eighteenth-century Spain’s most intractable challenges.


Among their many concerns, Enlightenment thinkers believed that Spain was losing its dominance as an imperial power. Gálvez worried that “every day Spanish America is more exposed to the insatiable ambition of some European powers” and that “insatiable ambition” was particularly evident in the English threat to the Patagonian coast. The English and the Spanish had vied for control of the region for nearly two centuries, despite the fact that the harsh climate, poor soil, and unconquered Indians had thus far made it impossible to sustain a European settlement. In the late sixteenth century, the Spanish Crown attempted to close the Straits of Magellan to English corsairs by establishing an outpost there. However, the colonies of Nombre de Jesús and Rey Don Felipe, founded by Pedro Sarmiento de Gamboa (1532–1592), soon fell victim to the inhospitable climate and poor provisioning. When an English ship under the command of Thomas Cavendish (1560–1592) stopped at Rey Don Felipe in 1587, the twenty remaining inhabitants were in such a miserable condition that he renamed the place Fort Famine before rescuing the survivors. The specter of this disaster haunted the Spanish for centuries. Even as royal authorities planned the Patagonia project, one noted that they should be careful not to repeat the “lamentable” experience of Sarmiento de Gamboa.7


Despite the climatic and logistical obstacles, interest in the region intensified in the late seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries as the English increasingly viewed the Patagonian coast and the Malvinas Islands as strategic centers for their control of both the Atlantic and the Pacific. In 1670 Sir John Narborough seized Puerto Deseado on the Patagonian coast in the name of the English king Charles II (1630–1685), but this outpost was also quickly abandoned. As he circumnavigated the globe, Admiral George Anson (1697–1762) stopped at San Julián in 1741 and famously asserted that, supported by an alliance with the Indians, the English could expel the Spanish with a force of only 1,500 men.8 Such threats grew more menacing once the English established an outpost at Port Egmont on the Malvinas Islands in 1765 (although they withdrew in 1776). Finally, the lack of a Spanish presence in Patagonia took on new urgency in 1774 with the publication of the ex-Jesuit Thomas Falkner’s A Description of Patagonia and the adjoining parts of South America. He made the threat to Spanish control clear, noting that “if any nation should think proper to people this country it might be the cause of perpetual alarm to the Spaniards; as from hence ships might be sent into the South Seas, and their seaports destroyed, before such a scheme or intention could be known in Spain or even in Buenos-Ayres.” Someone at the Spanish court took Falkner’s warning seriously, arguing in the earliest of the Patagonia project’s documentation that English ambitions in the region necessitated immediate Spanish settlement.9


In addition to the English, the Spanish Crown worried about the imperial agenda of the Portuguese. During the eighteenth century, the conflict between the two Iberian empires in the Río de la Plata was ongoing, and the establishment of the city of Montevideo in 1726 was a direct response to Portuguese westward movement beyond the border established by the Treaty of Tordesillas. After the Treaty of Madrid (1750) fell apart in 1763, an expedition led by Pedro Cevallos (1715–1778) took the town of Colônia do Sacramento and expelled the Portuguese from most of the eastern territories, although Spain returned Colônia in the subsequent peace treaty. A decade later, the Spanish Crown ordered Cevallos and the largest armada ever sent from Spain to the Americas to retake all Portuguese-occupied territory. With his victory, Spain gained control over Colônia, Misiones, and the entire Banda Oriental.10 However, in his 1778 tract in favor of establishing colonies in the Río de la Plata, Galician intellectual José Cornide (1734–1803) reminded his readers of “the bad faith with which the Portuguese have conducted themselves in those countries [Paraguay, Tucumán, and the Río de la Plata].”11 As they formulated the Patagonia project, Spanish authorities were still not convinced that their conflict with the Portuguese in the region had come to an end.


From the perspective of the Crown and Enlightenment intellectuals, the most effective way to exert and maintain control over these highly contested territories was to establish permanent settlements. Of course, towns had been central to the establishment of Spanish control since the early days of the conquest, but in more peripheral areas the Crown had relied on soldiers and missionaries rather than colonists to enforce Spanish authority. However, by the eighteenth century the Crown had grown increasingly distrustful of both clergy (the same sentiment that prompted the expulsion of the Jesuits) and creole soldiers.12 Military outposts not only cost the government money, for decades missionaries in border areas had complained that soldiers were hard to control and that their violence compromised the clerics’ work with native peoples. Moreover, from an ideological perspective, neither soldiers nor missionaries were effective extensions of Bourbon paternal power. The king was not a benevolent father figure to either missionaries or soldiers, whose ecclesiastical and military hierarchies were controlled by other central authorities.13


In contrast, towns were self-sufficient, generated new economies, and encouraged productive interactions with Indians. In his call for colonists, a priest in Sonora, Mexico, poetically noted, “Each individual is a fort, each family a trench, and each town an impregnable citadel.”14 The main difference between a fort or mission and a town was the presence of women. Women’s ability to turn men into fathers and individuals into families made them the linchpin of the colonial project.


In making towns central to Bourbon imperial policy, authorities ascribed a remarkable amount of familial and social authority to peninsular women. Although in Spain lower class women’s poverty often made them morally suspect, in colonial society their unblemished racial and religious lineage imbued them with considerable moral superiority and societal influence.15 Most important, the presence of married white women on the frontier was believed to be able to tame the otherwise uncontrolled sexuality of Spanish men. Across the borderlands, Spanish political, ecclesiastical, and military authorities grappled with the sexual violence that Spanish soldiers perpetrated on native women. Sexual violence not only disrupted efforts at conversion and assimilation, it provoked violent response from native peoples that compromised Spanish territorial control.16 Unwilling to acknowledge the role of power and dominance in these attacks, authorities naively assumed that men engaged in sexual violence only when they could not have sex with women to whom they were connected by the inalienable bonds of matrimony. They believed that Spanish women’s potential to provide religiously sanctioned intercourse and moral pressure to ensure their husbands’ fidelity would be enough to end Spanish men’s sexual predation.


In addition to ensuring male monogamy, authorities argued that the presence of wives and children would stop Spanish men from deserting. During the 1774 Anza expedition in California, Viceroy Bucareli required the troops “to bring their wives and children in order that they become better attached to their domicile.” Only a year before the decision to colonize Patagonia, Gálvez called on his brother, the governor of the Canary Islands, to recruit seven hundred soldiers to settle in Louisiana and to give preference to married men, hoping that the presence of women would provide some stability on that frontier.17 At the beginning of the Patagonia project, he specifically acknowledged his hope that wives and children would help lessen men’s temptation to abandon the new outposts.18


Authorities also expected peninsular women to serve as moral exemplars in frontier communities. The competing gender and sexual expectations of native groups and the more tolerant sexual norms of nonelite, and often nonwhite, creoles created a scenario in which authorities relied on peninsular women both to act out an idealized vision of Spanish femininity based on female chastity and modesty and to pressure other women to comply with that same ideal.19


Peninsular women bore other responsibilities as well. Ann Stoler and Frederick Cooper have argued that “colonial regimes faced—in different times and in different ways—the problem not just of reproducing people, but of reproducing ways of life and forms of power.”20 On the peripheries of the Spanish Empire, the task of “reproducing ways of life” would fall almost exclusively to peninsular women who would bring Spanish culture to Indians, mestizos, and other insufficiently Hispanized peoples. During the colonization of California, Junípero Serra acknowledged women’s centrality in assimilating native women, writing to Mexican Viceroy Bucareli asking for industrious Spanish women to help train local Indian women in Spanish ways. Spanish women were expected to teach native women to cook, clean, sew, and perform other household duties in a Spanish manner to ensure their effective Hispanization and Christianization.21


Peninsular women’s role as transmitters of culture was even stronger within their own families. On the edges of empire, educating their children in Spanish food ways, dress, and household management took on new importance. Pedro Rodríguez Campomanes (1723–1802), one of Spain’s most illustrious Enlightenment thinkers, asserted the critical role of women in raising children in new colonies. Musing about the possibility of marrying Spanish women to foreign men in another colonial context, he declared, “The children learn the language and our customs well, as mothers are who principally take care of their education.” This emphasis on the education of children also reflected a broader Bourbon concern with both education and child rearing.22 Spanish mothers were the critical link between the Crown and the next generation of colonial subjects.


Finally, Spanish authorities valued peninsular women’s reproductive potential. In the Americas, areas with insufficient white populations were vulnerable to foreign invasion and left large parts of the empire under the control of Indians. Based on their previous experience, Spanish authorities knew that, in the long run, they could not rely on immigration for population growth, thus the emphasis on family resettlement schemes and the insistence on women in their reproductive years. Although at times the Crown settled for the presence of Hispanized, mixed-race women, in general the preference was for white women, whose morality and cultural purity was unquestioned. Much was at stake. Any failure to fulfill these responsibilities could compromise Spanish colonial authority.23


Peninsular Women and Enlightenment Crises in Spain


Convinced of the importance of peninsular women to the imperial project, there was never any doubt in the minds of royal authorities that they would look to northern Spain to provide the female volunteers to go to Patagonia. By focusing their energies on that part of the kingdom, they believed that not only could those peasant women shoulder the responsibilities of imperial colonization, but their participation could also resolve a number of social and economic problems that affected the region. Most Enlightenment intellectuals agreed that by the eighteenth century, Spain suffered from a serious population imbalance—while many parts of the empire experienced a dearth of inhabitants, northern Spain (Galicia, Asturias, and Cantabria) was beset by overpopulation. Indeed, eighteenth-century censuses reveal large differences in population density across the peninsula. In 1752 Galicia was home to approximately forty-four persons per square kilometer and Asturias thirty-three, compared with Extremadura with only ten persons per square kilometer.24 As Campomanes declared, “Galicia is very populated and has a true excess of inhabitants.” According to José Cornide, the population of Galicia was “very numerous because of the extreme fertility of the women, the quality of the food, the proximity to the sea, and the temperateness of the seasons.”25 The consequences of this population imbalance were far-reaching. While large tracts of land went uncultivated in the south, the combination of dense population and partible inheritance progressively impoverished families in the north.


Both foreigners and Spaniards alike lamented the poverty of northern Spain, particularly Galicia. After traveling through the region in 1779, American John Adams wrote, “I see nothing but signs of poverty and misery among the people. A fertile country, not half cultivated, people ragged and dirty, and the houses universally nothing but mire, smoke, fleas, and lice.” Such a pitiful description was not merely the product of Anglo anti-Spanish sentiment. According to Enlightenment intellectual Benito Feijoo (1676–1764), “In these lands there are no people more starved or more naked.”26 Intense poverty left the population desperately vulnerable. Severe subsistence crises struck Galicia in 1769 and 1770, and epidemics hit in 1765 and again in 1768–1770.27


The relentless poverty aggravated by sporadic crises forced northern peasant men and women to leave their homes in search of work in other regions of Spain or in Portugal. In the first part of the eighteenth century, Feijoo argued that one of the most serious problems affecting Spain was that “many thousands of Gallegos [natives of Galicia] leave to dig up the vines and harvest the crops in various provinces of Spain. It is only just that each person might work in his homeland.” Willing to undertake any work to survive, Gallegos became known as the “slaves” of others. As early as 1757 Englishman James Bruce declared the inhabitants of Galicia to be “indigent and miserable to a point difficult to imagine, slaves of the rest of the provinces of Spain and Portugal,” and Enlightenment scholar and cleric Martín Sarmiento called Gallegos “the unhappy poor who are slaves of all and of the land.” By 1769 the Junta of the Kingdom of Galicia was prompted to write to the Crown that Gallegos “certainly are the most enslaved of the Spanish world, there is no comparison between their misery and suffering and that of both Castiles.”28


As a means to alleviate northern poverty, many thinkers pushed the government to redistribute the Spanish population. In fact, one utopian work from the period, Descripción de la Sinapia, peninsula de la tierra austral (Description of Sinapia, peninsula of the southern lands), made population redistribution central to the maintenance of the perfect community. Anonymous and undated, it has been variously attributed to Sarmiento, to Campomanes, and to an unidentified author of the earlier eighteenth century.29 In the story, the author has discovered an account by Dutch explorer Abel Tasman that describes the utopia on the peninsula of Sinapia (the word is an anagram of “[H]ispania)” as “the most perfect opposite of our Spain.” One aspect of that perfection was the prince’s ability to manage the population according to need, sending away inhabitants when the population became too large and bringing new inhabitants when the population declined.30


In that context royal authorities implemented a series of internal resettlement schemes, usually for strategic purposes, including an attempt to move one hundred families from either Mallorca or Cataluña—or an equal number of foreign Catholic families—to the uninhabited island of Cabrera in the Balearics. These “poor, hardworking people” would supposedly stop North African corsairs and Menorcan smugglers from using the island as a refuge. In 1763 a similar project resettled a group of Genoese families who had been rescued from the North African island of Tabarca to the tiny island of San Pablo, off the coast of Alicante, which was renamed Nueva Tabarca.31 However, the most significant attempt to manage the population imbalance was Campomanes’s organization of the colonization of the Sierra Morena in 1767. In this case, rather than resettle Spanish families, the monarchy contracted with Bavarian Johannes Caspar Thurriegel to bring six thousand Flemish and German Catholics to establish colonies in that sparsely populated and largely uncultivated region of Andalucía.32 But even then authorities attempted to integrate peasants from northern Spain into the project. To prevent the foreigners from disrupting local marriage markets, the authorities believed that it would be “useful” to admit Spaniards from the more densely populated regions, including the coast of Galicia, Asturias, and Cantabria. In addition to “uniting” foreigners with Spaniards through marriage, such a plan would ease some of the north’s overpopulation and move the most fertile Spanish women to where their potential children would be most useful. Indeed, some of the earliest documentation of the Patagonia project suggests looking at the project in the Sierra Morena to see if what had been accomplished there might be adaptable to the South American effort.33


In addition to using poor northern Spanish women’s reproductive potential to more effectively balance the population, royal authorities wanted to put them to work for the state. Nearly all of Spain’s Enlightened economists believed that one of the main failures of the economy was its inability to make good use of the labor of the Spanish people. As the author of Sinapia proudly proclaimed, “In Sinapia, everyone works, from the prince to the least citizen.”34 However, that was not the case in eighteenth-century Spain, where large numbers of men and even more women had no regular employment. Of course, few peasant women had the luxury of idleness, but women’s agricultural labor was largely invisible to most elite men, and it was somehow not defined as “work.” So, in one treatise after another, Spanish intellectuals estimated the numbers of idle women and considered how their employment on behalf of the state might produce impressive windfalls. According to the Madrid Economic Society, in the capital alone twenty-five thousand women—nearly half the female population—lived in idleness. Economist Bernardo Ward counted two million idle women and estimated that if women and girls would only spin more, the Crown would take in around 20 million escudos per year, “almost three times as much as the King collects from all of the Indies.”35 A decade later, Campomanes upped the ante, figuring that there were four million able-bodied adult women who could spin during their “free time.” At 20 pesos per woman, this home industry could generate 80 million pesos per year—“more than the value of the Indies.” He also argued that women had no less an obligation than men to work for a living and provided a list of artisanal occupations, including embroidering and painting fans, that women might undertake “for the general benefit of the State.”36


Expanding opportunities for employment was critical, as both intellectuals and royal authorities believed that the masses of unemployed, impoverished men and women posed an imminent threat to social stability. As early as 1762 Campomanes suggested sending poor families to colonies in South America, where he believed that vanity alone would keep them from becoming vagrants. The threat was more than hypothetical. In 1766 popular protests erupted across the kingdom, in large part against a rise in grain prices, but also in opposition to other unpopular reforms, including sumptuary laws.37


Women’s employment would help ease those social tensions by alleviating the poverty that beset tens of thousands of Spanish families. Putting women to work would also benefit the state by altering women’s marital and reproductive choices. Ward argued that the state should “stop this impediment [unemployment] to marriage, [and] introduce industry such that all the women who want to work can earn one or two reales per day and each man five or six and they will marry by the thousands those who are now useless for the ends of the government and the state.” He even advocated providing dowries for poor girls, but only as prizes for high productivity, such as for those who performed best at the spinning wheel. Campomanes concurred, arguing that working women would marry earlier and bear more children, content in the knowledge that they could care for them. Moreover, Ward argued that after giving birth everyone benefitted from women earning their own livings, “as [children] of one or the other sex receive their first impressions from their mothers.”38 Working mothers would serve as exemplars for the next generation of productive Spaniards.


Those same Enlightenment thinkers argued that northern Spanish women were by nature especially hard workers. Ward believed that “laziness was not generalized across Spain; in Cataluña, Valencia, Galicia, Asturias, and Vizcaya the people apply themselves pretty well.”39 Campomanes praised the women of northern Spain (in particular those from Galicia, Asturias, Cantabria, Vizcaya, and Guipúzcoa) who fished, sold fresh fish, cultivated the land themselves, and sold bread. Those women “did not disdain to apply themselves to however many tasks their ability might permit and make them able to sustain their families.” They also cared for livestock, guided the carts, harvested and gleaned, and even worked the land when men were absent. However, physical labor did not in any way compromise their reputations: “Their customs, robustness, and modesty are worthy, and they give them a decided superiority.”40 In 1778 Cornide advocated for the use of Galician families as colonists, connecting these diverse ideas about demography, poverty, work, family resettlement, and women. He reminded Gálvez that Gallegos were poor but industrious and that Galician women were known for their “extreme fecundity”—all virtues that could be put to use on the Patagonian coast.41 Gálvez clearly agreed.


Royal authorities formulated the plan to colonize Patagonia in order to manage a variety of crises on both sides of the Atlantic. Based on their Enlightenment understanding of poor women’s place in eighteenth-century society, they looked to the resettlement of northern Spanish peasant women as a means to resolve demographic, economic, and social issues on the peninsula and to bring stability and security to the periphery of the Spanish empire. But first, they would have to convince some women to volunteer.





CHAPTER TWO


“It will be very advantageous to have some families”


Gender and the Recruitment of the Colonists
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[image: image]BY THE SPRING OF 1778 GÁLVEZ WAS READY TO PUT THE PATAGONIA project into action. As confident as he was in the project’s ability to resolve some of Spain’s most pressing problems, he was also certain that conditions among the northern peasantry were desperate enough that they would respond enthusiastically to the king’s call for volunteers. However, recruitment proved to be much more difficult than authorities in Madrid ever imagined, and gender quickly became central both to the attempt to attract colonists and to their decisions to enlist. For the Patagonia project to succeed, the authorities had to convince peasant women that leaving behind everything that they held dear for the chance at a new life on the distant coasts of Spanish America was the best choice for themselves and for their families.


As Gálvez had decided to focus recruitment efforts in Galicia, the project’s peninsular base would be the Atlantic port of La Coruña, which had been open to trade and limited passenger travel to Buenos Aires since 1767, and he appointed Jorge Astraudi (1715–1795), the interim intendant of Galicia, to head the peninsular side of the project.1 As the Crown’s representative in La Coruña, and as the royal official with authority over both the military and the treasury, Astraudi was in the best position to muster the resources necessary for this transatlantic endeavor.


His first task was to distribute nearly four thousand copies of the royal edict asking for volunteers to cities and towns across Galicia:


In the provinces of the Río de la Plata, it will be very advantageous to have some families from Spain who are well versed in all types of field work and other similar labors, suitable for the best instruction in domestic things, so that by their example the natives of that region might achieve the desired perfection in everything that makes a good citizen. For these reasons, the King has charged Your Lordship with bringing together some poor families of this kingdom [Galicia] capable of fulfilling that objective, negotiating with them the terms under which they might go obediently to the destination determined by the Viceroy of Buenos Aires, of course offering that the cost of the voyage on the mail ships from that port will be paid by the His Majesty. I charge you to make the arrangements to carry out the King’s order, notifying me of the number of families who present themselves to make this journey and the number of persons who make up each one [family].


[Signed by José de Gálvez Aranjuez 22 June 1778]


I send this to all the cities, towns, and places of this kingdom for the general knowledge of all the inhabitants, for the use that each might deem appropriate. Individuals who are inclined to pursue this prospect should present themselves to me to discuss the clear advantages that will come from the new establishment and hope for the great, innate piety of His Majesty and his paternal love for his Vassals:


[Signed by D. Jorge Astraudi Coruña 29 June 1778].2


Once city officials received the edict, Astraudi expected them to post the copies in public and use any means possible to get word to their citizenry. What they did with the first edict is unclear, but a letter from the city of Pontevedra in Galicia—in reference to a second attempt to attract volunteers in the spring of 1779—describes the process that those officials undertook to implement the monarchy’s plan. Having received two copies, the city council posted one “in the customary place” and reported that the other remained with the council “so that they might convoke the citizens of the town.” The council then called a town meeting on a Sunday at 10:00 a.m. to read the edict aloud. That morning they rang the church bells to call the inhabitants to the main plaza and waited patiently for them to arrive; however, much to their disappointment, no one showed up. The councilors waited until noon, but still no one appeared, so they disbanded.3 City councils across Galicia presumably took similar steps and experienced the same dismal lack of enthusiasm. In all, only 36 families and 11 single men (a total of 168 people) answered the first call for colonists, a far cry from the 200 families that Astraudi needed to recruit.


In addition to being few in number, the first group of volunteers bore little resemblance to the type of colonists that royal authorities desired for the new outposts. Although the edict called for Gallegos, at least five of the families were headed by men from other parts of Spain, including Matías Lagarreta and his wife, Ana María Castellanos, from Vizcaya and Antonio Berdonces who hailed from Andalucía. All of the married couples had children, but the average age was more than thirty-eight years old for the husbands and thirty-six for the wives. Rather than attracting young families whose reproductive potential would be useful in the Americas, the edict had brought in mature couples. All of these women were already mothers and most were at the end of their childbearing years. Moreover, although soldiers were not supposed to be enlisted in the project, the very first volunteer, Marcelo Mendián, was a retired soldier who had made the transatlantic voyage to Montevideo once before in 1772 as a member of the Mallorcan regiment.4 Few of the men described themselves as either farmers or artisans.


Not only were the first volunteers disappointing, the fact that the cohort consisted of only thirty-six families was a serious setback for Astraudi. So, why did so few inhabitants of poor, overpopulated Galicia answer the call from the king? According to Enlightenment economic theories, Gallegos, who were the “slaves of all,” should have been eager to leave their tragic circumstances for a brighter future in the Americas. However, the feeble response to the royal edict revealed how little the Italian-born Astraudi and the other authorities knew about the people they governed. Although the economic situation in Galicia may have seemed dire to economists, a variety of other factors, many of which were connected to the gender expectations of the region, hindered Gallegos’s participation in the project.5


First, in Galicia long-distance migration was purely a masculine, not a family, endeavor, so much so that both single and married Galician men felt a certain cultural imperative to migrate. In Galician peasant society, women inherited as much as (or more than) men, engaged in nearly all of the same agricultural tasks, and were accustomed to heading households. In some parts of the region, couples lived with the wife’s family (uxorilocal residence), leaving young husbands subject to the authority of their mothers-in-law. In this context, many men felt that they could make a more substantial contribution to the household by leaving. Gradually, long-distance migration became so associated with masculinity that men who stayed at home were viewed as weak or even effeminate.6


Moreover, by the time that Gálvez announced the Patagonia project, the migration routes followed by Galician men were already well established. For at least a century, Gallegos had been following in the itinerant footsteps of their fathers, brothers, and cousins. Skilled men, especially stonemasons, found work in Madrid and other expanding cities, while those with few skills worked the harvests in underpopulated Castile or found employment as menial laborers in expanding port cities, including Oporto and Lisbon in Portugal and Sevilla and Cádiz in the south of Spain. These peninsular migration routes were also influenced by the region’s gender expectations. Generally, Gallegos intended their migrations to be temporary, as the permanent abandonment of family was associated with neglecting one’s masculine responsibility. Thus, no matter how far they traveled (Lisbon was a good ten days from Santiago de Compostela, Madrid was at least twelve days away, and Cádiz was a distant twenty days from coastal Galicia), as long as they remained on the peninsula, men could maintain the cultural fiction that in time they would return home to their families. As a consequence, prior to the middle of the eighteenth century, the numbers of Gallegos leaving for the Americas remained low.7


In addition, Gallegos’ access to land clearly discouraged family migration. Most rented property through long-term leases, known as foros. These leases generally provided the owner with fixed rents for the lives of three kings and allowed peasants to work, pass down, and sublease the land as if it were their own.8 Partible inheritance, in which all siblings inherit equally, also helped ensure that most Galician peasants had enough land to cultivate a small vineyard or grow some grain and raise a little livestock. Few would ever become rich, but as José Cornide noted, there were very few Gallegos who “did not have land to cultivate or industry capable of subsisting.”9


Most Gallegos may have had access to land, but the small size of their parcels may have actually encouraged men to migrate. As a result of partible inheritance, 50 to 60 percent of the peasants of western Galicia cultivated plots of only around one-half hectare. In 1750, on average, Gallegos cultivated fewer than one and a half hectares (slightly more than three and a half acres) per inhabitant. Some men viewed these tiny farms as too small, as they were manageable for women to work with or without male labor. Thus Gallegas (women from Galicia) generally migrated within the region, to work as wage laborers or domestic servants while they were single, but once married, they expected to remain at home and tend the family farms.10


The project’s emphasis on married couples, which may have been a somewhat scarcer commodity in Galicia than in the rest of Spain, further complicated the recruitment efforts. The intensity of male migration was such that many parishes were left with as few as eighty-five men for every one hundred women, and half of all parishes had some dearth of men. In parts of the region, more than one-third of households were headed by women, some of whom were married but whose husbands had migrated and many others who had remained single their entire lives. During the eighteenth century, at least 14 percent of Galician women never married and in some areas 20 to 30 percent remained single. Of course, just because these women remained unmarried, they did not necessarily refrain from relationships with men. Cohabitation was common, as marriage offered little stability for women if their husbands intended to migrate.11 However, the Patagonia project was not open to couples living in such informal arrangements.


By the end of September, Astraudi was seriously concerned about the lack of volunteers and tried to redirect the project in ways that would attract potential colonists. He suggested to Gálvez that they include military men and foreigners among the enlistees (having already contracted the retired soldier Marcelo Mendián). The inclusion of military men was critical, not so much in La Coruña but in nearby Ferrol, where the expansion of the military base meant that there was a large population of soldiers, soldiers’ families, and military veterans. According to Astraudi, military officers had contacted him and said that “there were an infinite number of married couples with children and many of them had six or eight young children.” Not only did these men have many useful skills, but allowing them to enlist in the Patagonia project would relieve some of the pressure on housing in the area and help alleviate their poverty.12 However, Astraudi’s desire to include former soldiers in the project conflicted with the Crown’s goal of ending the use of military men as settlers on the frontier, and Gálvez firmly rejected his proposal.


By mid-October 1778 Astraudi was eager to get the project underway, and he rushed to arrange for the first volunteers to set sail. As he had not made prior arrangements for their passage, he was forced to rely on the regular mail ships that traveled between La Coruña and Montevideo. Mail service between the two cities had existed since 1764, and the ships carried some passengers; however, between 1770 and 1777 an average of only twenty-nine passengers per year traveled by mail ship to Montevideo. The trip was expensive—around two hundred pesos—and was permitted only under certain circumstances to soldiers, clerics, and a few merchants.13 The next ship to depart was the mail frigate the Princesa, but most of the passages had already been booked by the newly appointed bishop of Buenos Aires, Sebastián Malvar y Pinto, and his entourage; a judge appointed to the audiencia of Charcas; and some other passengers. As a result, Astraudi could only find accommodations for twenty-one colonists.14 On 21 October 1778, the Princesa and its small band of six peasant couples and their nine children departed for Montevideo.
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Figure 2.1. Galician Farmer from Betanzos, by Juan de la Cruz Cano y Olmedilla. Colección de Trajes de España tantos antiguos como modernos que comprehende todos los de sus dominios. Madrid: Casa de M. Copin, 1777, no73. Reproduced courtesy of the Fundación Joaquín Díaz.
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Figure 2.2. Galician Peasant Woman, by José Rivelles (Juan Carrafa engraver). Colección de Trajes de España. Madrid: Calcografía Nacional, 1825, cuaderno 6/N022. Reproduced courtesy of the Fundación Joaquín Díaz.


As soon as the Princesa set sail, Astraudi began the process of preparing the passenger list for the second ship, the frigate Nuestra Señora de los Dolores. He quickly reached a deal with ship owner Juan Pablo Genovés for a much cheaper passage. The royal treasury had paid 165 pesos per passenger (including the cost of rations) on the Princesa, while an adult passage on the Dolores cost only 120 pesos per person over the age of six and 117 pesos per child between the ages of two and six. Infants traveled for free. Driving a hard bargain, Astraudi later negotiated the fares down to 110 pesos (for those over age six) on the ships acquired by Miguel de Goyeneche.15


By the end of October the number of volunteers for the second voyage had grown to 146, and as the authorities took stock of them, these peasant colonists were more like what they envisioned for their new establishments. At least sixty-six of the seventy-four adults were Gallegos, and there were twenty-nine married couples. The married men in this group were slightly younger on average (thirty-five years old) and a number were quite young. Benito Seoane was only twenty-three years old, and he and his nineteen-year-old wife, María, were parents of a one-year-old daughter. There were also a number of young couples without children, like Manuela Espinosa and her husband Amaro Fernández. At twenty-four and twenty-seven years old, respectively, they were exactly the kind of colonists whom Astraudi hoped to attract.


To understand why these peasants decided to volunteer for the Patagonia project, it is important to remember that migration was more than just a reflexive response to harsh economic circumstances. Across Europe, peasants were remarkably mobile, and to different degrees single men and women, as well as entire families, were willing and even expected to relocate at some point in their lives.16 Certainly poverty, taxation, population pressure, and access to land influenced many peasants’ decisions to migrate; however, a wide range of other social, cultural, and personal factors also came into play.17 Even peasants moved for adventure, in response to interpersonal conflict, and merely out of a sense of restlessness. For some, migration was a part of broader family strategies, while for others, the decision to leave reflected purely individual motivations.18


Although the project piqued the interest of few Gallegas, many of those who did answer the call for volunteers were already experienced migrants. The first two ships carried thirty-eight adult women, at least one-third of whom already had some documentable migration experience before coming to La Coruña, and their itineraries demonstrate the role played by short-distance migration to the port cities of La Coruña and Ferrol in preparing the women for participation in the project.19 For instance, the first enlistee, Marta Muñiz Villar, from San Martín de Lestón (22 kilometers southwest of La Coruña), had moved to La Coruña well before the inception of the Patagonia project. Perhaps she accompanied her first husband to the city or maybe she went there in search of work as a young widow. She must have met her second husband, Marcelo Mendián, there, as he was from a village east of La Coruña. Their son was then born at the port in 1776. Antonia Armada, a passenger on the Nuestra Señora de los Dolores, also had prior regional migration experience. She was from the parish of Santa María de Castro in Narón, about 55 kilometers north of La Coruña, while her husband hailed from San Vicente de Lagoa, 130 kilometers to the east. Her eldest child, José, was born in her native village, but then she and her family migrated to the port city of Ferrol, where her two younger sons were born.20


Typically, Galician women migrated to the region’s expanding port cities enticed by the possibilities of work as domestic servants.21 La Coruña served as a magnet for single working women and became quite the city of women. Between 1752 and 1787 the population almost doubled and women far outnumbered men.22 The situation in Ferrol was much the same. With a rapidly expanding population, only about 20 percent of women who married there were natives of that city.23 Although most female migrants were single, these burgeoning urban economies provided new opportunities for married women as well.


Whether alone or accompanied by husbands and children, short-distance migration offered critical new experiences for women.24 Consider, for instance, the experience of Josefa López, who moved to La Coruña at least thirteen years before the Patagonia project. Her native village of San Esteban de Morás sat just outside (twenty-two kilometers) of the city. When she made the short journey to La Coruña, she did not encounter significant cultural or linguistic changes; however, the differences between the busy port city and the sleepy village of her childhood were considerable. San Esteban de Morás was a smallish town of 830 inhabitants compared to La Coruña’s nearly 14,000.25 The quiet homogeneity of the village would have contrasted with the busy, cosmopolitan nature of the port, where she would have seen sailors and soldiers from around the world and heard dozens of languages. From a gendered perspective, La Coruña offered more possibilities for women than she would have known at home. The city was teeming with young women much like herself who had journeyed from their tiny villages in search of work. Women ran boarding houses, owned shops, sold fruit and fish in the public market, and worked in a variety of professions, including as bakers and cloth makers.26 It is likely that there she met her husband, Ramón, who was from Frades, just to the north of La Coruña. Thus, in her initial move from a small town to a big city, Josefa acquired new knowledge and experience that would be foundational for her decision to enlist in the colonization project and make the transatlantic journey.


In addition to acquiring their own migration experience, some of the peasant women came to understand the complications of resettlement and adjustment to new cultures through their spouses. Twenty percent of the women on the first two ships had married men from other regions of Spain, including Aragón, Valencia, and Andalucía. As they learned to cook their husbands’ favorite foods or sing the refranes of their hometowns, they acquired the tools for cultural adaptation that would prepare them for life in the Río de la Plata.


For many of the women, the move to Galicia and the potential transatlantic journey were just the next phases in an already peripatetic life. Eight of the earliest women to volunteer were from outside Galicia, including Josefa Sermilo, the wife of Vicente Estevan. At thirty-two years old, she came to the Patagonian project with extensive migration experience. She was from the diocese of Santander, where she must have met her Gallego husband, as her two eldest children were born there. At least seven years before the project, the family migrated to Ferrol, where her two youngest children were baptized. Her younger sister, María Sermilo, had also traveled extensively before coming to Galicia. María had married Cristóbal Martí from Valencia, and like her sister, her two oldest children were born in Santander. Her third child, María, was born in Valencia, and the three youngest in Ferrol. By the time María’s family boarded the Nuestra Señora de los Dolores to make the transatlantic journey, they had already traveled across most of the Iberian peninsula.27


No doubt unaware of the experience that these women brought to the project, when Astraudi wondered why so few Gallegos volunteered, he saw women as the crux of the problem. He was concerned that women were being deterred by people who tried to dissuade them with tales of danger and even death. He became suspicious when, in the process of obtaining the consent of some of the married female volunteers, some of the women were timid or slow to respond to his queries.28 Upon investigation, he found this to be the case with Feliciana López, the wife of Rafael Corbella, a Gallego farmer and stonecutter. Evidently, Feliciana had lost her resolve to enlist after her parish priest told her that “they were going to be captured by Indians, that it was all a trick and that they would perish in the sea or in the fury of the fires upon landing.” This information infuriated Astraudi and he communicated his displeasure with the priest to ecclesiastical authorities. He then used his powers of persuasion to calm Feliciana’s fears. She, Rafael, and their son left on the Nuestra Señora de la Barca one year later.29


Concerned about the dearth of colonists, Astraudi allowed two widows, one widower, two single women, and eleven single men to enlist on the second expedition. The unmarried women were mothers or sisters of the married couples, and the widower’s wife had succumbed just prior to the ship’s departure. Astraudi’s willingness to accommodate these individuals, particularly the older women, may have been due to his desire to see that the project did not get stalled at this critical juncture.


The presence of so many single men on the second ship’s passenger list also reveals some of the authorities’ ambivalence about the decision to prioritize families. Although families would provide the kind of stable households that the Crown desired, few of the married men had the artisanal skills necessary to aid in the construction of the outposts in Patagonia. In contrast, in the first cohort of single men, more than half claimed to be artisans of one sort or another. The two Troytiño brothers and their cousin, José Corral Troytiño, all told the royal notary that they were farmers and had experience with beehives and as wax makers. Antonio Beres claimed to be a shoemaker; Bartolomé Vázquez was a mason; and in addition to being a farmer, Vicente Vázquez was a carpenter and a weaver. The other five men did not indicate that they had particular skills; nevertheless, they were placed on the passenger list. Although ostensibly the Crown did not want to add to the population of single men in the Río de la Plata, it clearly could not envision the construction of these frontier outposts without them, so along with the married couples, the single men boarded the Nuestra Señora de los Dolores in early December 1778. However, delayed by weather, the ship did not depart until the 28th of the month.


Contracting the Volunteers


Once a person, typically a married man, came forward to local authorities to volunteer, he and his family were swept into the complex bureaucracy of the Spanish Empire in general and the Patagonia project in particular. As was true of all transatlantic migrants, the applicants had to request licenses to emigrate to the Indies; however, as participants in this royal colonization project, these volunteers would be vetted not by the Casa de Contratación in Sevilla, but by the bureaucrats in charge of the project in La Coruña. Although there is no mention of such a process in any the documentation, according to Castilian law all of the men had to prove that they were of pure Christian lineage and that they were not emigrating to evade the payment of debts or other legal entanglements.30 If the man was accompanied by a woman, the couple had to prove that they were legally married. It was up to local secular and ecclesiastical authorities to do all the initial investigations, including finding witnesses and copying paperwork, such as baptismal and marriage records. Then, armed with the necessary documentation, the volunteers were supposed to make their way to La Coruña, where Astraudi would give his final approval and they would be enlisted in the project.


In rural areas, the fact that the quality of documentation did not always match the expectations of the royal bureaucracy sometimes complicated the vetting of the colonists, as happened to Feliciana López and her husband, Rafael Corbella, the couple who were almost scared away by the prospect of being taken by Indians. During the process, a priest claimed that the couple was not legally married. Nevertheless, they presented themselves to Astraudi as ready to enlist. When Astraudi became aware of the complication about their marital status, he contacted the bishop of Mondoñedo, who then conducted his own investigation. After some searching, the bishop reported that Rafael and Feliciana were indeed married in January 1774 in Mondoñedo and that their daughter, María, was baptized in May of that year (an interesting fact in itself!). The confusion stemmed from the fact that Feliciana used the name Rossa both in her marriage record and in her daughter’s baptismal record and that there were difficulties finding evidence of Rafael’s baptism.31 Moreover, the priest in question was not even their parish priest. Such bureaucratic miscommunications are not surprising, as clerical literacy was poor and record keeping weak in rural Galicia. Indeed, as we will see, as the project progressed many volunteers appeared in La Coruña without all the necessary documents, and not all of the more than 1,900 colonists actually went through the vetting process. Many men and women merely picked up and moved to La Coruña and successfully insisted on being added to the passenger lists.
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