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At dawn, frost silvered the yellow cottonwood leaves strewn in the dirt in front of the visitor center. The men had built a bonfire to warm their morning’s play. A fusillade of sharp reports—stone knocking upon stone—rang echoless in the cold, clear air. I sat just outside the circle of men, witnessing a cultural paradox whose roots stretched more than five centuries into the past.

It was October 1994. Near the end of three years of research for a book about those prehistoric geniuses of the Southwest, the Anasazi, I had come to Jemez Pueblo in northern New Mexico. Nine of the ten men laboring before my eyes were from Jemez and its neighbor pueblo, Zia, ten miles to the south. As Puebloans, they were direct descendants of the Anasazi who had built such wondrous villages as Cliff Palace at Mesa Verde, Pueblo Bonito in Chaco Canyon. The tenth man was an Anglo archaeologist named Bruce Bradley, who lives in Cortez, Colorado. The paradox lay in the fact that, at the moment, Bradley was teaching his protégés how to make arrowheads.

At the time of Coronado’s landmark entrada into the Southwest, in A.D. 1540, every Zia and Jemez man knew how to flake and chip formless lumps of chert and obsidian into sleek points that—hafted to straight sticks that were fletched with bird feathers, sent winging from a well-flexed bow—could bring down a deer in the forest or an enemy on the trail. Gradually, however, during the decades after the Spanish conquest of New Mexico in 1598, under Don Juan de Oñate, the Puebloans lost the art of arrowhead making. There was no reason to keep that craft alive, once the men had learned how to use harquebuses (the small-caliber muskets of the day) and, later, rifles.

Through twenty years of trial and error, Bradley had taught himself to flint-knap so well that he could turn a core of creamy chert into any kind of projectile point he wished, from the long, fluted Clovis point favored by Paleo-Indians 9,000 years ago to the tiny triangular arrowheads Puebloans reserved, in the years just before the Spanish came, for killing rabbits. On that chilly October morning, the Zia and Jemez men had assembled under Bradley’s tutelage not out of some atavistic yearning for a golden age before the Europeans had come and changed everything, but simply because they had formed an archery club.

Beside me sat another Anglo, Bill Whatley, who was serving as official archaeologist for Jemez Pueblo. It was Whatley who had arranged my visit. Evidently the paradox before our eyes had set him musing, just as it had me, for now, out of the blue, he leaned close and whispered in my ear, “Do you know that these guys still have Spanish documents they seized during the Pueblo Revolt, which no Anglos have ever seen?”

Electrified in that moment by Whatley’s revelation, I have been haunted by it through the ten years since that October morning in front of the visitor center. In 1994, despite all the research I had done for my Anasazi book, I possessed only a vague understanding of the Pueblo Revolt. In 1680, I knew, the various pueblos scattered along the Rio Grande and to the west had united, for the first and only time in their history, to make a lightning strike that drove all the Spaniards out of New Mexico. Inevitably, I knew, the Spaniards had returned and accomplished the reconquest, but not before the pueblos had enjoyed twelve years of freedom. Yet about how the Revolt had been organized and pulled off, about the eighty-two years of tribulation under the Spanish yoke that had preceded it, about how after 1680 Puebloan unity had fallen apart and allowed the reconquest, and above all about what had happened in New Mexico during those twelve years without the Spanish, I knew next to nothing.

Two years ago, I scratched the old itch and returned to the Pueblo Revolt, as I began work on this present book. The mild sense of guilt I felt about my ignorance was shared, as I soon learned, by many a Southwest savant. Archaeologists and anthropologists who had toiled in New Mexico for two or three decades confessed to me a kindred ignorance of the details of the great uprising of 1680. A handful of books purported to cover the Revolt, but to my mind they did so in an unsatisfying fashion, leaving the central questions unanswered. All kinds of myths had attached themselves to that stunning interlude in New Mexico history, but it seemed impossible to test the truths that lay at their core. Most surprisingly of all, I began to suspect that even among today’s Puebloans, the living memory of the Revolt was dim.

This struck me as a strange state of affairs. As one historian justly observes, the Pueblo Revolt remains “the point of highest drama in New Mexico’s long history.” From the Indian point of view, the Revolt, in its complete eradication of the European oppressor from the people’s homeland for more than a decade, far outmatches in terms of lasting impact the famous massacre of Custer’s army by the Sioux and Cheyenne at Little Big Horn in 1876. In its tragic dimension, the Revolt and reconquest took a toll among the Puebloans every bit as dolorous as the better-known campaigns of the Cherokee Trail of Tears or the Navajo Long Walk to Bosque Redondo.

As I immersed myself in research on the Pueblo Revolt, I discovered that the Spanish record of that conflagration was voluminous and vivid. Yet the documents preserved in archives in Seville and Mexico City represent but a portion of the testimony recorded at the time by friars and governors, for great piles of those documents were burned by the Puebloans during the Revolt. And who knows how many pueblos today still hoard, in secret repositories, long-lost chronicles seized from the oppressor in 1680? What would a scholar not give to be able to peruse the documents Bill Whatley told me about that October morning at Jemez!

Watching the men strike flakes of chert free from their cores, I mused further—about just what value those hoarded documents must possess for the Jemez. As I would come to see, in struggling to fathom photocopies of records from the archives in Mexico City, the orthography of handwritten Spanish in the seventeenth century is so arcane that only experts in a field called paleography (“old writing”) can read it. It seemed doubtful that anyone at Jemez could decipher the records seized in 1680 and guarded so zealously ever since. In Ladakh, I had seen Buddhist monks reverently curating ancient scrolls that they had no idea how to read. But that veneration could be explained by faith: the scrolls had the power of holy relics. Perhaps for the Jemez, the three-century-old scribblings that they kept hidden away from the eyes of prying scholars were relics in a reverse sense: talismans of the tyrannic power the Puebloans had wrested from the Spanish in 1680, charms against the oppression they had borne ever returning in full force.

In any event, all kinds of knowledge of what scholar France V. Scholes called “troublous times in New Mexico” vanished in the bonfires and seizures of 1680. Santa Fe, for instance, was founded in 1610, yet the earliest surviving map of the town was drawn only in 1767. Of course there were earlier maps, but they have disappeared. As a consequence, we do not know precisely where the climactic battle in August 1680 between the Puebloans and Spanish, culminating in the siege of Santa Fe, took place.

In another respect, the Spanish record is fundamentally unreliable. So sure were the officers and settlers in New Mexico that they carried a superior civilization into the midst of benighted savages, so arrogant were the friars in wielding the absolute truth of their Catholic faith to wipe out the “hideous apostasies” of the native religion, that it is frequently impossible to read between the lines of Spanish dogma to figure out just what was going on at Taos or Jemez or Acoma.

As for the Pueblo record of the Revolt, it looms for the Anglo scholar of today as a yawning void. An old truism of the Southwest has it that Spanish persecution in New Mexico was so severe that it drove the Pueblo religion (and indeed, the very culture) underground. Underground, it remains today. Yet the secrecy that lies at the heart of Puebloan life goes far deeper than a response to the Spanish. In basic ways, it long predates European contact, forming an intrinsic feature of the culture. In 2004, moreover, it has become harder for an outsider to learn anything new about the Pueblo belief system or Pueblo history than at any time since the 1870s, when Anglo ethnographers began working in the Southwest.

At the time of Coronado’s entrada in 1540, Spain was at the height of its glory, the most powerful nation in Europe and perhaps in the world. Its monarch, Charles I, had been elected Holy Roman Emperor in 1519; as the Hapsburg Charles V, by 1540 he presided over a domain that stretched from the Netherlands to North Africa, from Austria to Mexico and Peru. Charles’s reign provided the seedbed for an unprecedented florescence of Spanish culture, bringing forth in subsequent generations such writers as Cervantes and Lope de Vega, such painters as El Greco and Velàzquez.

In contrast, by the 1670s, on the eve of the Pueblo Revolt, Spain had become a distinctly second-rate power. She had suffered not only the crushing decimation of her Armada by the British fleet in 1588, but had lost one war after another, in France, in Holland, in Italy, and elsewhere. Catalonia and Portugal had successfully revolted against Castilian rule. Under the feckless Charles II, Spain suffered an irreversible decline. The Venetian ambassador to Spain characterized Charles’s reign as “an uninterrupted series of calamities.” Thanks to warfare and the exodus of Spaniards to the colonies, the population of Castile itself declined from 6.5 million in 1600 to 5 million in 1680. Beginning in 1677, earthquakes, plague, and crop failures dealt further blows to the mother country. In cultural terms, the vaunted “Golden Century” had come to its close.

The decline of Spain had a bitter relevance for New Mexico. No part of the sprawling colonial empire of New Spain lay farther from its capital in Mexico City than the northern hinterland called Nuevo México. By horse and cart, it was a journey of six months and 2,000 miles from Santa Fe to Mexico City. For a governor to send a message to the capital and receive his answer thus routinely took at least a year. To communicate with the king in Madrid took considerably longer.

As Castile preoccupied itself with threats and troubles nearer home, the remote colony luxuriated in an anarchic autonomy that spawned grotesque abuses. Settlers routinely ignored Spanish laws promulgated since the 1570s to protect natives from the excesses of the first conquistadors. More than one governor of New Mexico set himself up as an absolute despot, growing rich off the labor of Indians reduced to virtual slavery. More than one friar in the colony arrogated to himself the right to punish native “heresies” with torture and execution. Sexual exploitation of Puebloan women, including rape, was commonplace, even on the part of priests sworn to celibacy. As if all this were not burden enough for the Pueblos, for eighty-two years after the conquest church and state in New Mexico waged a relentless struggle against each other. There was no possible way for a “good Indian” to serve both masters.

It is not, perhaps, going too far to see New Mexico in the 1670s as a colony gone collectively mad. Freed by Spain’s troubles at home from the corrective hand of humanizing civilization, the leading figures of Nuevo México lived and ruled as they pleased. A stunning symptom of that madness is that the Spaniards never saw the Revolt coming. As the colony’s governor complained in an official dispatch, written less than a month after he had lost Santa Fe, as he straggled south down the Rio Grande with his fellow survivors, the uprising was “wholly contrary to the existing peace and tranquility” of the colony. The “cunning and cleverness of the rebels,” the governor ruefully confessed, was abetted by “a certain degree of negligence” on his own part, for he simply did not believe the first rumors of rebellion that reached his ears.

Pursuing my research on the Pueblo Revolt, I read everything I could get my hands on, from the eyewitness Spanish accounts to modern histories of New Mexico to archaeological site reports to the many scholarly articles about the Revolt, as well as a novel based upon it, published in 1973 under the by now very un-PC title, Red Power on the Rio Grande. I also visited today’s pueblos, and spoke to as many Puebloans as I could—not very many, as I was hardly surprised to discover—who were willing to share their thoughts about the Revolt with an outsider.

From the start, however, I did not intend to write another quasi-objective history of the uprising, in the vein of Robert Silverberg’s The Pueblo Revolt (1970) or Andrew L. Knaut’s The Pueblo Revolt of 1680 (1995). I wanted instead to undertake a journey through the landscape where the Revolt had unfurled. Just as I had found while researching my previous book about the Anasazi, hiking into the wilderness gave me at least as much insight into my subject as hours of interviewing or burrowing through stacks and archives. A petroglyph carved on an obscure basalt boulder sometime after 1540 captured the shock of first contact better than any number of firsthand accounts. A day spent contemplating the ruins of an ancestral village, all but lost in the forest on top of a high plateau, conveyed to me the integrity of Pueblo life before the Spanish came better than some dry ethnographic report.

Some readers may find my take on the Revolt one-sided—too sympathetic to the Puebloans, too hard on the Spanish. If so, so be it. My book, to repeat, is not meant to be an “objective” history, but rather a bearing of empathic witness to one of the great triumphs and tragedies of American history—not a disinterested recitation of events, but an engagé account of what I found in New Mexico.

The easiest trap in such a work, of course, is to romanticize Native Americans, à la Dances with Wolves. I hope that I have retained a healthy skepticism about the pueblos, an awareness of the limitations of oral tradition, a clear-eyed appreciation of the ravages that acculturation has wrought upon today’s inhabitants of Acoma or Hopi or Jemez. But I began and ended my effort in admiration of the culture of the pueblos, as of that of their Anasazi ancestors.

About the sixteenth- and seventeenth-century Spaniards, I am far more ambivalent. For every Bartolomé de las Casas, the Dominican friar who became the eloquent champion of the Indians in the New World, there were a dozen Pedro de Alvarados (the genocidal conqueror of highland Guatemala).

The central mystery of the Pueblo Revolt remains what happened between 1680 and 1692, during the years the Spanish were absent from New Mexico. Even for today’s Puebloans, I suspect, those twelve years linger as something of a lacuna in the middle of their long past in the Southwest.

Yet of the scores of tantalizing hints as to what transpired during that Puebloan interregnum, I would hope that I have made a partial synthesis, one that previous commentators have not attempted. The ambiguities of that period do not prevent our forming an understanding of what is still one of the most astonishing chapters in North American history.

And I hope that my readers, as they accompany me on my rambles through New Mexico, can taste some of the joy I felt in lonely canyons and on lordly mesa tops, some of the curiosity that tantalized me as I talked with Puebloans who told me only what they thought it was safe for me to hear, some of the fussy pleasure I found in squeezing latent meanings out of old texts. This book is meant as a passionate personal journey into the heart of a mystery. I do not presume to have emerged, on the last page, with anything more than a key to the puzzle. But that key, if I have succeeded, at least fits into the lock. And a lock can be opened with a turn of the hand, or a twist of the mind….
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Nearly naked, their skin glistening with sweat and dust, the pair of young men halted in the main plaza of San Marcos Pueblo. It was August 9, 1680. The youths, whose names were Catua and Omtua, had run that day all the way from Tesuque, twenty-five miles to the north, to deliver a message. Now they asked for the opi, or war chief, of San Marcos.

Inside a small room made of adobe walls, with a mud-covered grid of wooden beams and sticks for a ceiling, the opi, along with the cacique or headman of San Marcos and several other village leaders and shamans, waited for Catua and Omtua to speak. In the dim light, the San Marcos men watched as the youths produced a knotted cord made of yucca fiber. The San Marcoseños stared at the cord, awed by the gravity of the moment. Now the runners explained. Untie one knot each day, they said softly. When no knots remain, attack. The command was not to be taken lightly, for it came from Popé himself. And Popé had further decreed that if San Marcos failed to join in the assault, a horde of Puebloans would descend from the north and kill every villager, women and children included.

The meeting broke up. The runners returned to the trail to set off for another pueblo farther south. As they watched the lean young men retreat into the distance, the leaders of San Marcos felt the first stirrings of a purifying rage. It tasted like joy—the bursting of a dam that held in check a reservoir of resentment that had been brimming for decades.

All the leaders except one: the cacique himself. Inside the opi’s chamber, the others had noticed their headman’s discomfort. They knew that the cacique had certain ties to the despised Spanish governor of New Mexico, Don Antonio de Otermín. Now, to their dismay, the San Marcoseños watched the headman prepare for a journey of his own. Within an hour, he had left the pueblo, headed in the opposite direction from that of Catua and Omtua—north, toward Santa Fe, fifteen miles away.

No matter: let him go. But now, on the edge of the San Marcos plaza, only a few dozen yards away from the opi’s room, Father Manuel Tinoco, the Franciscan friar who for the last six years had ministered to the ignorant children whose souls God had appointed him to save, emerged from his mission church. Perhaps the cacique had whispered some warning in his ear, for it was clear that the priest realized that something terrible was about to happen. In a panic, he gathered up the skirts of his brown robe, mounted a horse, and rode for his life toward Galisteo, another pueblo eleven miles to the east.

This man, the San Marcoseños were not willing to let go. On foot, several warriors took to the trail that led to Galisteo. At a certain point—some say halfway to the neighboring village, some say in a field within sight of Galisteo—the pursuers overtook Fray Tinoco. They pulled him from his horse, then bludgeoned and stabbed him to death where he lay in the dirt.

Two days later, scores of San Marcos men gathered on a hill with their allies from Pecos, San Lázaro, Galisteo, and La Ciénega. They prepared for their march to Santa Fe, where already the addled Spaniards under Otermín had taken refuge inside a stockade at the center of the town. Ecstatic with the fever of millenarian vengeance, the Puebloans prepared to undo eighty-two years of oppression, poverty, and illness, by wiping every last one of the hated invaders from the face of the earth.

[image: image]

Three hundred and twenty-three years later, on a bitterly cold day in late March, with snow whipping on a thirty-mile-an-hour wind, I strolled across an undulating shelf of land beside a dry arroyo—the ruins of San Marcos. The shelf was barren of trees but strewn with weeds and cholla cactus. The ground was littered with broken bits of pottery, white, gray, and occasionally black-on-orange, as well as with chert flakes of all colors.

Each undulation, I knew, hid a long row of back-to-back cubicles, twenty-two rows in all, buried beneath the drifted sand and soil of the centuries. One of the largest villages ever built in the prehistoric Southwest, San Marcos once comprised as many as 3,000 rooms. In the square depression before me, during the centuries before the Spanish had come, mystic dances in the plaza had marked the seasonal round, and men and women had coiled the pots and flaked the scrapers and arrowheads whose debris I found scattered in the dirt.

It was here that Catua and Omtua had arrived on August 9, 1680. Between the plaza and the mission, whose grid of earth ridges stood atop a bench of land on the northwestern corner of the village, some sixty or seventy yards away, the events of that fateful day had unfolded.

A five-year-long excavation of one small portion of the San Marcos site, undertaken in the late 1990s by the American Museum of Natural History in New York, had uncovered the mission from which Fray Tinoco had fled on the last day of his life.*

Now I wandered down to the arroyo that runs just south of the pueblo. Only here, where the streambed had cut into several roomblocks, could I see the bare, 500-year-old walls of the original village. Even these looked ephemeral, for, unlike most pueblos in the Southwest, made of stones and mortar, this one had been built of coursed adobe—slabs of gooey mud laid one on top of another like squat loaves of bread. I pushed on up the arroyo’s sinuous bed, coming to a thicket of cattails. Still seeping from beneath the earth, the water of one of the village’s three perennial springs flowed clear and cool—the pueblo’s raison d’être, in this landscape watered by less than ten inches of rain per year.

What struck me most forcibly about the ruins of San Marcos was that they lay open to the surrounding plains on all sides. There was no trace of any defensive fortifications, natural or man-made. Although nomadic tribes had begun to threaten Pueblo life even before the advent of the conquistadors, San Marcos seemed to breathe an air of supreme confidence in its people’s right to claim the land.

San Marcos had been a flourishing village at the time of Coronado, who probably saw the pueblo from a distance, if he did not actually visit it. (Scholars have spent more than a century trying to figure out just which pueblos Coronado and other early conquistadors stopped at. The problem is made all the knottier by the arbitrary names the Spaniards bestowed on the villages they visited. San Marcos, of course, was not so called by its inhabitants, but its Puebloan name has been lost to history.)

That March day, as I leaned against the wind and meandered aimlessly across the site, I gained a slow but vivid appreciation of the sheer magnitude of the village, whose roomblocks sprawl across sixty acres of cholla-covered earth. The very beginnings of San Marcos reach back as far as the twelfth century A.D. In its heyday, perhaps in the fifteenth or early sixteenth century, with its 3,000 rooms, San Marcos would have been one of the grandest villages not only in the Southwest, but in the whole pre-Columbian sweep of what is now the United States.

By 1680, however, the pueblo was in decline. Most of the rooms had fallen into disrepair, or were filled with trash. Only some 600 villagers still dwelt at San Marcos. Whatever vicissitudes had turned this once lordly village into a marginal place, they were not reversed by the Pueblo Revolt. After 1680, except for brief occupations by bands of squatters who may have subdivided the ruined mission into cubicles from which they eked out a scrabbling existence, San Marcos was never again inhabited.

Still, despite the bitter wind that lashed my face, as I strolled from ridged mound to flat depression, conjuring up in my mind’s eye the three-story apartments that had looked in on busy plazas, it was not hard to see that San Marcos must once have been a blithe place to live. The springs would always flow, it must have seemed, the corn grow ripe in the adjoining fields, the deer flit shyly through the junipers to the west, where a crouching hunter drew his bowstring. And for quite a while, there was no enemy within hundreds of miles powerful enough to trouble the sleep of the children who nightly curled around small fires laid in the hearths of the snug adobe rooms.
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The cacique of San Marcos was not the only turncoat who betrayed the plot to Governor Otermín. Headmen and other Indian functionaries at Taos, Pecos, La Ciénega, and possibly other pueblos either came to Santa Fe to deliver the news, or whispered it in the ears of Spanish officers who rode at once to warn their governor.

Popé had shrewdly planned the Revolt for August 11, the night of the new moon, only days before the triennial resupply caravan from Mexico City was scheduled to arrive. As soon as Otermín had been prematurely alerted by the loyalists, he had the runners, Catua and Omtua, seized and tortured. Under duress, the young men revealed the meaning of the knotted cords, yet they claimed to know nothing of the causes of the Revolt, for they had not been admitted to the councils of the elders where the uprising had been hatched. It is possible that even as they were being tortured, the runners bought the pueblos extra time, for Otermín emerged from his grilling of the prisoners convinced that the Revolt had been planned for August 13, not August 11.

In any event, with the secret plot now leaked, the various pueblos launched their attacks at once, on August 10. So unprepared were the Spaniards, who had grown complacent in the “peace and tranquility” of their colony, that the forewarning hardly mattered.

At Tesuque, the pueblo from which Catua and Omtua had set out running with their knotted cords, Father Juan Pío had arrived from Santa Fe on the morning of August 10 to celebrate Mass. He was accompanied by a single soldier, one Pedro Hidalgo. The two men rode into Tesuque, only to find the pueblo deserted; even the few cows the Puebloans owned were absent from the fields. Fray Pío and Hidalgo set out to search for the friar’s parishioners. They found them less than a mile from the village, the men armed with bows, arrows, lances, and shields, their faces daubed with war paint.

“What is this children; are you mad?” said the friar, as he rode fearlessly toward the warriors, still intent on gathering them inside the mission church to observe the Mass. But then, discerning the Tesuque men’s intentions, he added (according to Hidalgo), “Do not disturb yourselves; I will help you and die a thousand deaths for you.” Was it blind faith in his Catholic God that gave Father Pío such courage? Or was it, as some have suggested, a genuine thirst for martyrdom, as the loveliest of possible deaths?

The friar carried a shield, but no arms. Hidalgo watched as Fray Pío descended into a ravine with several Tesuque men. A few minutes later, one Puebloan emerged from the ravine carrying the priest’s shield, another beside him “painted with clay and spattered with blood.” Hidalgo wheeled to ride pell-mell back to Santa Fe, as several warriors seized his horse’s reins. In the struggle, the soldier lost his sword and hat, but held on to his harquebus. He forced his horse down a hill, dragging his would-be murderers with him. At last the horse broke free. Hidalgo galloped south for all his worth, as arrows cut the air around him.

With Hidalgo’s arrival back in Santa Fe, Governor Otermín learned for the first time that the impending plot had already begun to be carried out. At once he sent soldiers to the various pueblos, and to the wayside estancias where prosperous Spanish families lived off the land and the toil of their Indian servants, to warn them about the rebellion; but it was already too late. Otermín gathered the rest of Santa Fe’s thousand-odd settlers into the casas reales (literally, “royal houses”) at the center of the seventy-year-old capital of New Mexico, “so that,” as he wrote in a dispatch penned that very day, “we can defend ourselves and oppose the enemy if the occasion shall arise.” Every harquebus, sword, dagger, and shield in Santa Fe was gathered up; every man and teenage boy was given arms; and guards were posted at the corners of the stockade in which the settlers cowered.

Meanwhile, all over northern New Mexico—and even as far west as the Hopi mesas in what is now Arizona, 250 miles from Tesuque—Puebloans were beginning to carry out Popé’s apocalyptic vision. No one in New Mexico was hated more bitterly than its thirty-three Franciscan friars, and so the cruelest executions were reserved for them. At Jemez, which had suffered over the preceding years more egregious punishments than perhaps any other pueblo, the Indians seized Fray Juan de Jesús, a small, aged man who had served for three years as the resident priest. His captors stripped the friar naked, tied him to a pig’s back, then rode him through the village as they taunted him with catcalls and blows. Then they untied him and forced him to crawl, still naked, on his hands and knees, while one warrior after another rode him like a puny horse, digging their heels into his thighs to urge him forward.

Yet as the Jemez men prepared to kill Father Juan, dissension broke out. An old legend has it that the friar pleaded, “Children, I am a poor old man, do not fight, do not kill each other in order to protect me; do what God permits.” At that, one of the warriors stabbed the priest through the heart with a sword, while others pummeled his corpse with further blows.

We do not know why Father Manuel Tinoco, as he fled San Marcos on August 9, thought he might find safety at neighboring Galisteo Pueblo, but in that hope he was deluded. Another friar, hastening from Pecos, thirteen miles away, hoped to alert Fray Juan Bernal, who was custodian of all the Franciscan friars in New Mexico, but he never reached Galisteo: some say he was killed in a field within sight of the village. Either just before or just after that deed, the Galisteo warriors executed Fray Bernal and his assistant; the manner of their deaths remains unknown.

At Santo Domingo, chosen by Juan de Oñate during his first months in New Mexico in 1598 to serve as headquarters for the church in the new colony, three friars were slain in the mission convent on August 10. Their bodies were then dragged to the church and piled in a heap before the altar. Their putrefying corpses were discovered two weeks later, as Otermín’s caravan of survivors stumbled down the Rio Grande. Writes Charles Wilson Hackett, the great early-twentieth-century scholar who first assembled the Spanish documents pertaining to the Revolt, “Doubtless by thus piling the dead bodies of the missionaries before the Christian altars, which for eighty years had symbolized the hated domination of an unknown religion, the Indian idea of vengeance found its fullest expression.”

All told, in a single day—August 10, 1680—the Puebloans killed twenty-one of the thirty-three Franciscan friars in New Mexico (or, more precisely, nineteen friars and two assistants). The carnage did not end with the priests. From Taos all the way to Hopi, the Indians killed 380 settlers, sparing neither women nor children, virtually all of them on August 10. In an official letter written three weeks later, from the safety of El Paso, a shell-shocked Governor Otermín would characterize that fateful day as a “lamentable tragedy, such as has never before happened in the world.”

As Otermín’s hyperbolic outcry indicates, the Spaniards holed up in Santa Fe, awaiting an all-out assault that would mean life or death, had no idea what had hit them. They had never heard of Popé. It is likely that Otermín did not even learn Pope’s name for another sixteen months, until, in the midst of a failed attempt to reconquer New Mexico, the governor questioned a captive Tesuque man named Juan, who at last named and characterized the shadowy shaman from San Juan Pueblo who had masterminded the Revolt. Almost surely, the Spanish leaders in 1680 never knew that Popé had been one of forty-seven “sorcerers” arrested by Otermín’s predecessor, Governor Juan Francisco Treviño, in 1675. For obstinately continuing to practice their “idolatry” (i.e., the kachina religion, instead of the Catholicism that had bathed their souls in Christ’s mercy), the medicine men were imprisoned in Santa Fe and severely flogged. Treviño hanged three shamans as an example to the others; a fourth committed suicide by hanging. Only when a de facto army of Indians from the northern pueblos descended on Santa Fe and demanded the release of the forty-three surviving shamans did Treviño capitulate and set free his prisoners. It would take another sixteen months after August 1680 for Otermín to learn that Popé had been one of the forty-three captives, and that as he had returned to San Juan, the shaman’s heart smoldered with the first flames of the Pueblo Revolt.

By August 1680, of the roughly 2,900 Spaniards in New Mexico, fully three-fifths lived in the Río Abajo country, south of present-day Albuquerque. Uncertain of the loyalties of the more southern (and more acculturated) pueblos, the leaders of the Revolt excluded all pueblos south of Isleta from the plot. The military officer in charge of this sector of Nuevo México, Lieutenant Governor Alonso García, got news of the massacres to the north on August 11. García made a halfhearted attempt to ride to the rescue of the Spaniards trapped in Santa Fe, but on finding ranches burnt to the ground and settlers dead in the fields, he hesitated. Then word came to García (how, we do not know) that all the refugees to the north had already been killed. The heartsick lieutenant governor turned tail and launched a mass retreat of all the Spaniards in Río Abajo toward El Paso. Upon reuniting with García a month later, at a pueblo just north of present-day Socorro, New Mexico, Otermín would fly into a rage and order his second-in-command arrested.

By August 13, Otermín and his thousand-odd fellow survivors were keeping their vigil inside the stockade in the center of Santa Fe, awaiting the attack that seemed inevitable. Of those thousand, scarcely a hundred were men and boys capable of bearing arms. We have today no clear description of that makeshift fortress, no good idea how effective its ramparts were against Indian assault. Still uncertain just how widespread the Revolt was proving to be, Otermín sent out a pair of “Christian Indians” whom he deemed loyal on a daring mission to gather intelligence. A day and a half later, these spies returned with the worst possible news: more than 500 warriors from pueblos ranging from Pecos to San Marcos had amassed less than three miles away. They were awaiting reinforcement by yet more warriors from Taos, Picuris, and other northern pueblos. Once the whole fighting force had gathered, the Puebloans would attack the stockade, level it to the ground, and kill every Spaniard they found inside. “They were saying,” Otermín cited the Indian spies as reporting, “that now God and Santa Maria were dead … and that their own God whom they obeyed [had] never died.”

A mass attack on a fortified stockade, however, with bows and arrows against harquebuses and swords, was not the Puebloan style of warfare. Instead the “rebels” surrounded the fortress and began to wait out the demoralized refugees. On August 15, the siege of Santa Fe began. It would last five days.
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On a warm, cloudless afternoon in October, I alighted in Santa Fe’s central plaza, hoping to conjure up, in the course of an hour’s haphazard stroll, the ghost of the stockade of 1680 among the trendy shops and restaurants of today’s little city. Slanting autumnal sunlight made every red chile pepper hanging in bunches from shop lintels, every leaf turning from green to yellow on the drooping willow branches, stand out with a crystalline clarity.

The usual convocation of Indian merchants, their bracelets and earrings and seed jars and rugs spread out before them, sat elbow-to-elbow on the porch of the Palace of the Governors, soaking up the restorative sun as tourists browsed among their offerings. I heard Dutch, French, and Swedish spoken, as well as English and Spanish. I caught one Puebloan vendor trading a bemused glance with her neighbor as a German harridan tried to bargain her down to half her asking price for a liquid-silver necklace. Behind the shoppers, an elderly tour group stood at attention around a woman who, in the fervid tones of the self-educated expert, was expatiating on the excellent qualities of Governor Pedro de Peralta, who had founded Santa Fe in 1610. Nearby, a circle of appropriately scruffy latter-day hippies kicked a hacky-sack, while two or three homeless men slept off their last-night drunks on wrought iron benches. From curbsides on the other side of the plaza, I heard the crashing thuds of neophyte skateboarders wiping out.

At the center of the one-block-square plaza stands a modest obelisk erected as a monument shortly after the Civil War, commemorating such New Mexico battles as Glorieta and Valverde (the first a Union, the second a Confederate victory). I copied down the inscription on the north side of the monument, which I had first read more than thirty years before:



TO THE HEROES



WHO HAVE FALLEN IN THE



VARIOUS BATTLES WITH _____



INDIANS IN THE TERRITORY



OF NEW MEXICO.



In the space between “WITH” and “INDIANS,” a word had been neatly chiseled out of the marble, leaving a lacuna that might have gladdened a classical scholar. I knew, however, just what epithet had been expunged in some PC spasm of revisionism in 1974: the word was “SAVAGE.”

A few days before, State of New Mexico archaeologist Cordelia Snow, who had worked on several digs in the plaza area, had cautioned me: “We don’t know where Otermín’s stronghold was. It was probably near today’s Palace of the Governors, but we don’t even know where that building stood in the seventeenth century—only in the eighteenth. We do know the plaza was twice as big in 1680 as it is today.

“I’d put my money on the vicinity of today’s plaza. The casas reales that Otermín speaks of surrounded the original plaza.

“In any case, the whole area was a swamp. Santa Fe was a stupid place to lay out a community. A document from 1692 speaks of the stronghold as ‘shaded morning and afternoon,’ because of the profusion of trees growing out of the boggy ground. The swamp itself, according to that document, ‘contained mists of known and evident detriment.’ As early as 1620, there was a plan afoot to move the casas reales.”

I walked east on Palace Avenue, leaving the Indian vendors behind. Within a single block, I passed under shingles touting Tribal Reflections Jewelry; Shibui: Fine Asian Wares; Miss Maybe: An Exceptionally Whimsical Boutique; Diva Hair Design; Knitworks: Creative European Apparel; Paris Flea: Antiques and Interior Design; and several other cutesy shops. No, it seemed impossible to imagine the siege of Santa Fe taking place in this neighborhood. But then I paused before a tiny plaque, affixed to the wall between a pair of boutiques, that read: “A building stood here before 1680. It was wrecked in the great Indian uprising. This house incorporates what remained.”

I wandered to the north and east. The names of the streets gave off a historical whiff: Otero and Marcy streets, Washington Avenue—the first commemorating a nineteenth-century Hispanic legislator and railroad merchant, the second the author of the Gadsden Purchase of 1853 (which added a handsome chunk of Mexico to southern Arizona and New Mexico), and the third, of course, the father of our country. Yet only Cienega Street hinted at Santa Fe’s origins—ciénega being Spanish for “swamp.”

A small ditch that ran through Otermín’s stronghold—presumably diverted from the Santa Fe River, which today runs three blocks south of the plaza—served as the only source of drinking water for the besieged Spaniards. Early on, the Puebloans cut off the ditch, leaving only the jars and pitchers previously filled inside the casas reales to slake the thirst of the thousand prisoners of the rebellion. On my stroll, I found no trace of old waterways near the plaza, unless one counts the storm sewer grates that unobtrusively mark the corners where each pair of streets intersects.

I ambled south to the so-called cathedral that stands a block east of the plaza. Dedicated to the same Saint Francis from whose order all the priests in seventeenth-century New Mexico came, the church, built of warm brown sandstone blocks, dates only from 1869. With its neo-Romanesque windows, its neo-Gothic rosette, this much admired church has always struck me as a bit grandiose. In 1680, another church stood near the center of Santa Fe, perhaps on the very spot where Archbishop Jean Baptiste Lamy erected today’s cathedral. That earlier church must have lain close to the walls of Otermín’s stockade. According to archaeologist Cordelia Snow, “We know that in the 1620s the friars were irate because a fuerte [fort] was constructed in such a way that the cannons stood in the very shadow of the church.”

Finally I hiked up to the top of the small hill that overlooks downtown from the northeast. Here lies Old Fort Marcy Park, commanding the finest view in central Santa Fe—a greensward that aught to be idyllic, but that seems a bit dingy, strewn as it is with broken glass and dog turds. On the edge of the park, a group called the American Revolution Bicentennial Council, joined by the Santa Fe Fiesta Council, erected the Cross of the Martyrs in 1977. A truly ugly monument, the twenty-foot-tall cross is made of metal I-beams painted white. In front of the cross, a small brass plaque names the twenty-one Franciscans from the various pueblos who lost their lives on August 10, 1680. Locals, however, must find the monument inspiring, for scores of them had made donations that won each the privilege of having his or her name inscribed on one of the bricks that pave the platform from which the martyrs’ crucifix soars toward the martyrs’ heaven. I lingered here as the sun sank low in the west, musing on the mute and ambiguous testimony with which landscape so often confounds history.
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On the morning of August 15, the first day of the siege, Otermín’s men saw an army of 500 Puebloans approaching from the south, burning the cornfields and villas on the other side of the Santa Fe River. According to the pair of “Christian Indian” spies the governor had sent out to gather information, these were the Pecos and Tano warriors, the latter term designating the pueblos on the northern edge of the Galisteo Basin: San Marcos, San Lázaro, San Cristóbal, and Galisteo itself. Otermín sent a small contingent of soldiers out to “reconnoiter” this invading force. They found a Tano man named Juan riding at the head of the army. His very appearance bespoke the devastation these Puebloans had already wreaked south of Santa Fe, for he was not only on horseback, but armed to the teeth with harquebus, sword, and dagger, and he wore not only a Spanish leather jacket but a sash of red taffeta that some of the soldiers recognized as belonging to the convent of the Galisteo mission. (Under Spanish rule up to August 1680, even as allies against the “heathen” nomads—Apaches, Navajos, perhaps Comanches—who occasionally raided their villages, Puebloans had never been allowed to ride horses, nor to carry Spanish firearms or swords.)

With “fair words,” Juan was persuaded to enter the stronghold to parley with Otermín. The two men knew each other well, it seems. Yet a sense of the absurd hangs over this initial conference, even as reported by the governor himself, for his account reveals just how out of touch the Spaniards were with the true wrath of the natives they had subjugated for the previous eighty-two years. How was it, Otermín demanded without preamble, that Juan had gone crazy? He was, after all, an Indian who was intelligent enough to have learned Spanish, had lived his whole life in Santa Fe, and had become a promising young leader in whom Otermín placed a great deal of confidence.

Juan deflected the governor’s entreaties. The “rebels,” he replied, had elected him captain. At that very moment, they were bringing to the stronghold a pair of crosses, one white, the other red. It was up to the governor to choose his cross. In Otermín’s own words, “If we wished to choose the white it must be upon our agreeing to leave the country, and if we chose the red, we must perish, because the rebels were numerous and we were very few.”

Somehow, Otermín still didn’t get it. “I spoke to [Juan] very persuasively,” he would later record. The Indian leader and his followers, the governor reminded him, were Catholics, having been baptized in the church. How could they expect to live without the spiritual protection of the friars? Yet even though the Indians had already committed numerous “atrocities,” Otermín would pardon Juan and his followers if only they “would return to obedience to his Majesty.”

Instead, Juan demanded the delivery of Puebloan hostages he believed Otermín had taken captive, including his own wife and children. Eventually, the governor would conclude that this counterstroke was a mere ruse, a way of buying time until the warriors from the northern pueblos could arrive. The parley ended in utter impasse. As Juan left the stronghold, by Otermín’s own admission, his people saluted him “with peals of bells and trumpets, giving loud shouts in sign of war.”

Thus rebuffed, Otermín now had to watch as, “with shamelessness and mockery,” the Pecos and Tanos crept closer and closer to the stockade, burning houses as they came. As a preemptive strike, the governor sent out all his soldiers to engage these Puebloans in battle. The struggle was short but brutal. Otermín claimed that his men killed “many of the rebels,” turning the tables on some by setting fire to the very houses in which they had taken up defensive positions. Spanish losses amounted to only one soldier and the maestre de campo, Francisco Gómez, with fourteen or fifteen soldiers wounded. In the midst of this strike, however, Otermín got news of the arrival of warriors from the northern pueblos, so he had to recall his troops to safeguard the 900-odd women, children, and old men huddled inside the casas reales.

The siege persisted for two more days. The Spaniards “suffered greatly from thirst because of the scarcity of water,” Otermín would report. Horses, sheep, goats, and cattle lodged inside the fortress began to die from thirst. By August 17, the governor estimated that his people were surrounded by 2,500 Indians. If this number counts only warriors, then the Spanish soldiers were outnumbered twenty-five to one; if not, still at least three or four to one.

That day, at dawn, the attack intensified, as Puebloans rained gunshots, arrows, and stones over the walls of the stockade. By that evening, the refugees were reduced to a numb terror: “the entire night,” Otermín swore, “was the most horrible that could be thought of or imagined, because the whole villa [i.e., the town] was a torch and everywhere were war chants and shouts. What grieved us most were the dreadful flames from the church and the scoffing and ridicule which the wretched and miserable Indian rebels made of the sacred things, intoning the alabado [a hymn of praise] and the other prayers of the church with jeers.”

The scene inside the stockade must have been infernal, as dead animals began to rot, its denizens were “perishing from thirst,” and a nonstop “wailing of women and children” filled the air, while flames and “war whoops” testified to the devastation being carried out beyond its walls. On the evening of August 19, Otermín resolved on a desperate measure—to go out in the morning “to fight with the enemy until dying or conquering.” A measure of the governor’s faith in his God is that he sincerely believed “that the best strength and armor were prayers to appease the divine wrath.” Though the women inside the stockade had been fervently praying day and night, Otermín now implored them to redouble their efforts. At dawn, the three Franciscans sequestered with the refugees celebrated Mass, and every man, woman, and child was exhorted to repent their sins, to accede to the divine will, and to beg absolution “from guilt and punishment.”

Then, “in the best order possible,” with Otermín at their head, the force of 100 soldiers, some on horseback but most on foot, burst out of the stockade’s gates. The thrust took the Puebloans by surprise. “They were attacked in force,” the governor later recorded, “and though they resisted the first charge bravely, finally they were put to flight, many of them being overtaken and killed.” Surging through the ruined streets of Santa Fe, the soldiers set fire to houses inside which their enemy hid. Otermín himself received two arrow wounds in the face and a “remarkable” shot from a harquebus in the chest, and nearly died from loss of blood.

The desperate escape saved the settlers their lives. By the end of the day’s battle, Otermín claimed that his men had slain more than 300 Indians, suffering the loss of only five soldiers. The governor’s reckoning should perhaps be taken with a grain of salt. It would not have been easy to pause amidst the carnage and count the bodies of the enemy. And even as he wrote his official dispatches, Otermín knew that sooner or later he would come under the severest scrutiny for so ignominiously losing New Mexico. A heroic counterattack, under the miraculous protection of the “most serene Virgin,” might put the best possible face on what must otherwise be construed as a complete debacle.

On the other hand, the casualty toll may indeed be accurate. Surprise worked entirely in the Spaniards’ favor. As would be proved again and again in the Southwest, bows and arrows were no match for guns and swords. Otermín’s soldiers had trained most of their lives to wield the harquebus and the sword; the Puebloans who had seized such weapons from settlers they had killed may have been using them for the first time. Finally, even with the loss of some 300 dead, the Indians, in driving the Spanish out of New Mexico, had achieved the ultimate aim of the Pueblo Revolt.

Otermín’s men also took forty-seven Puebloans prisoner. These unfortunates were tortured to reveal what they knew of the plot, then executed on the spot. In that inquisition, Otermín gained a tantalizing glimpse of the shadow of its mastermind, Popé. Some of the captives revealed that the Revolt had been “planned a long time before by the Teguas [Tewa] Indians of the pueblo of Tesuque, and that now, in order to carry it out, they had the mandate of an Indian who lives a very long way from this kingdom, toward the north, from which region Montezuma came, and who is the lieutenant of Po he yemu.” Ever since 1680, scholars have struggled to untangle this cryptic formula.

On August 21, the 1,000 exhausted survivors of the siege of Santa Fe began their straggling retreat down the Rio Grande. Otermín still had no word of the fate of the 1,500 inhabitants of Río Abajo, under Lieutenant Governor Alonso García: for all he knew, they had been massacred to the last woman and child. From the outskirts of Santa Fe, wrote Otermín later, “I left without a crust of bread or a grain of wheat or maize.”

As the bedraggled caravan crawled south, plucking the odd ear of corn from the odd half-fallow field, it found evidence everywhere of the wreckage of the Revolt. At the church in the pueblo of Sandía, just north of present-day Albuquerque, one eyewitness reported, “We went inside and found the convent deserted and destroyed, the cells without doors, and the whole place sacked…. On the main altar there was a carved full-length figure of Saint Francis with the arms hacked off by an axe. The church had been filled with wheat straw for the purpose of burning it, and the fire had started in the choir and in the choir stalls. Everything was broken to pieces and destroyed.”

According to another Sandía witness, the Puebloans’ “hatred and barbarous ferocity went to such extremes that … images of saints were found among excrement, two chalices were found concealed in a bucket of manure, and there was a carved crucifix with the paint and varnish taken off by lashes. There was also excrement at the place of the holy communion table.”

On reaching the pueblo of La Alameda, near present-day Albuquerque, Otermín learned from an old Indian standing in a cornfield that fourteen or fifteen days earlier, García and the settlers of Rio Abajo had passed by on their way to El Paso. It was not until September 6 that the governor caught up with his lieutenant. After imprisoning García in an impetuous rage, Otermín calmed down long enough to listen to his story. At last he freed the man, and the caravan resumed its plod toward El Paso.

Even as he retreated in disgrace, Otermín was obsessed with the idea of avenging his great defeat. The question of “whether or not this miserable kingdom can be recovered” preoccupied his every waking hour. “For this purpose,” he wrote on September 8, “I shall not spare any means in the service of God and of his Majesty, losing a thousand lives if I had them, as I have lost my estate and part of my health, and shedding my blood for God.”

His was a vain avowal. It would fall not to Otermín to taste the fruits of reconquest, but to a more efficient governor and better general a dozen years hence. In a more contrite and private moment, Otermín took on the full blame for the loss of New Mexico. In his unquestioning faith, the governor concluded that God must have “permitted [the Revolt] because of my grievous sins.” In 1683, he was stripped of his in absentia governorship of New Mexico.

The Pueblo Revolt had cost its perpetrators many lives. But it had succeeded as no other rebellion by natives in North America against a European oppressor ever had, or ever would in the centuries to come. By September 1680, New Mexico was rid of Spaniards. After eighty-two years of vassalage, the Puebloans were free to worship the gods that had never failed them, to live in the peace and prosperity their ancestors had known.

Those twelve years of independence, however, would prove fragile and precarious, and during that span, the Puebloans could not for a single day afford the luxury of dreaming that the Spanish would never return.

[image: image]
*A combination of AMNH work with archival Spanish records allows me to invent the imaginative reconstruction of the messengers’ arrival that opens this chapter. Something very like that drama played itself out at San Marcos between August 9 and 11, 1680.
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