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PROLOGUE


LUIS ALBERTO GARCÍA-GARCÍA

There is a historiographic narrative of how borderland communities in the American Southwest and northern Mexico developed historically as places where armed violence was commonplace from the sixteenth to the nineteenth centuries. Furthermore, these communities had a warrior and military culture that influenced the formation of a frontier society in response to a constant state of war against Indigenous groups. Several historians have studied this aspect: Héctor Aguilar Camín in La Frontera nómada: Sonora y la Revolución Mexicana (1977), Friedrich Katz in The Secret War in Mexico: Europe, the United States, and the Mexican Revolution (1981), Daniel Nugent in Spent Cartridges of Revolution: An Anthropological History of Namiquipa, Chihuahua (1993), Ana María Alonso in Thread of Blood: Colonialism, Revolution, and Gender on Mexico’s Northern Frontier (1995), and more recently Lance R. Blyth in Chiricahua and Janos Communities of Violence in the Southwestern Borderlands, 1680–1880 (2012) and Luis Medina Peña with Los Bárbaros del Norte: National Guard and Politics in Nuevo León, 19th Century (2014).

I have also studied this topic. In my book Guerra y frontera: el Ejército del Norte entre 1855 y 1858 (2007), I discussed how, during the War of Reform (1857–1861), an army was formed in northeastern Mexico that fought in this civil war based on the local experience of the “Indian”* wars. This force played a prominent role in this conflict, and many of its members were protagonists of the political-military evolution of the second part of the Mexican and frontier nineteenth century. This was not so different from some River Plate armies of the same period or the Villista forces during the Mexican Revolution half a century later. While writing that work and analyzing the others, the existence and importance of the role played by military organization and self-defense traditions in the northeastern frontier culture of nineteenth-century Mexico became evident. At the same time, I realized that if this process were analyzed only from the nineteenth-century temporality, many of the origins and particularities of these traditions would be left out. Thus, to achieve a better understanding of these historical phenomena, I decided that I had to research the subject that included the colonial period.

Later, as a graduate student, I took the “Spanish Borderlands” seminar under the direction of David J. Weber. During this course, the need to broaden the analysis of the peculiarities of frontier military culture became apparent. The overused argument that the northern frontier populations developed their traditions of organized violence as a reaction to Indigenous attacks seemed incomplete and reductionist. I had to look for the origins of these customs and practices beyond a war against Native Americans, which eventually led me to trace their roots to the Castilian frontier of the thirteenth century.

The next question was to delimit the geographical area since, having found this vein, I initially thought of including in the study other border areas of Latin America with similar problems, such as Argentina, Uruguay, or Chile. This was unfeasible given the limitations of time and resources, so I decided to focus in-depth on a single area: northeastern Mexico and Texas. I made this decision because this geographic area has been much less studied compared to northwestern Mexico and the regions of New Mexico, Arizona, and California. In addition, choosing populations from both sides of the Rio Grande would be a study with implications beyond the regional; this text is intended to contribute significantly to understanding the region within national and cross-border dynamics.

The book project is a testament to my dedication to this topic. After the manuscript was rewritten in Spanish, it was honored with the Atanasio G. Saravia Award for professional research in Mexico in 2018. The book was later published by Fondo de Cultura Económica in 2021. Kenneth Andrien, recognizing the historiographical value of the text, suggested an English version for a wider audience. This version is the result of my commitment to this research.




	*During the colonial period, the term “Indian,” Indio in Spanish, was a sociolegal category of the stratified Ancien Régime.
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Introduction


THE PICTURE ABOVE IS A FRAGMENT OF THE LIENZO DE TLAXCALA, A MESOAMERICAN codex portraying the destruction of the Mexica Empire and other events of the sixteenth-century conquest of Mexico by the Spaniards and their Native allies. Surprisingly, the mounted conquistador is not wearing metal armor. Neither is he using the typical crested helmet, or morrión, which modern stereotypes so often associate with the conquistadores. Instead, he wears a simple hat. Most of the European men who followed Cortés were too poor to possess metal armor; undoubtedly, this conquistador belongs to that category. Instead of an expensive suit of armor, he uses the attire of the light cavalry forces of Castile and Andalusia, which just half a century earlier had been the militarized borderland between Christian and Islamic Iberia. The horseman’s protection is a doublet, a type of leather jacket armor, and he is armed with a lance and a heart-shaped shield. This type of shield was originally of Arab design and known as addárqa before the Spaniards adopted and renamed it as adarga. These small but important details suggest that this Spanish conquistador is dressed and equipped in a manner practically unchanged since the eleventh century. This practical and affordable gear and clothing was ideally suited for the kind of low-intensity, raid-based warfare that characterized the borderlands of medieval Iberia. Note also that he is fighting alongside Tlaxcalan allies against Indigenous enemies. The system of alliances proved invaluable for the Spaniards as they penetrated inland throughout the Americas. Like his garb, this tradition of cultivating allies across ethnic lines also traces back to the context of medieval Spain.

Now let us jump forward two full centuries to consider a second image, a portion of the Segesser II codex painted around 1720 by Pueblos in New Mexico under Franciscan direction. The image portrays the destruction of a presidio’s Spanish soldiers by a confederation of the Great Plains tribes allied with French soldiers. Note again the figure of the Spanish soldier. Comparing him with the conquistador from the previous image, we can see that the two soldiers’ gear and clothing are nearly identical. Indeed, after two hundred years, the most noticeable change is the length of the hat’s brim. In fact, other sources document the use of weaponry, such as the adarga in northern Mexico as late as 1834.1 Like his sixteenth-century predecessor, the Spanish horseman depicted in the Segesser II painting fights alongside Native allies, perhaps Puebloans. He is also facing a European enemy, not Moors nor Mexica, but rather French soldiers in typical eighteenth-century fashion, some of them wearing tricorn hats.

[image: A mounted conquistador holds a shield and a spear. Indigenous people walk in the same direction as he does and also carry weapons. Behind him, someone is mounted on a horse and holds a bow and arrow.]
FIGURE 2. Segesser II (right side detail). 1720–1729. Courtesy Palace of the Governors Photo Archives (NMHM/DCA), 149804.




Taken together, these two pictures, as well as other testimonies, suggest a noticeable continuity in the military system that the Spaniards used in their North American borderlands from the time of Cortés until well into the nineteenth century. This continuity had its origins in medieval Spain. Although the military system of the Spanish borderlands was transformed and adapted to new circumstances, its core features remained mostly unchanged. This style of waging war faced challenges not only from Native American traditions but also from Enlightenment modernity as embodied by the Bourbon administration, and finally from the emergence of Mexico and the United States as new nation-states. This book argues that the local military organization in the northeastern borderlands of New Spain/Mexico retained an eminently medieval Iberian character from the earliest Spanish presence in the area during the seventeenth century until the second half of the nineteenth century.

This study examines four particular settlements, which provide a representative sample in the region: San Antonio and Laredo in modern-day Texas, and Lampazos and Bustamante in the northeastern Mexican state of Nuevo León. All four of these populations were integrated through military cooperation, trade, and family bonds, and they formed part of a line of communications connecting northern Mexico and Texas. Studying them side by side highlights the similarities in their basic principles of military organization and cultural patterns. At the same time, they offer a diverse sample of populations, illustrating the different ethnic groups and colonization models characteristic of the broader region. Bustamante began as a Tlaxcalan agricultural town, while Lampazos began as a mission and later developed into a military settlement. Laredo was a settlement for military settlers, and San Antonio included a mission, an agricultural settlement, and a presidio. In this way, we can track and analyze the historical patterns in the region extensively and in depth.

Several historians, including Brian DeLay, Sean F. McEnroe, and Luis Medina-Peña have produced groundbreaking recent studies of this region.2 Other previous studies of the area, however, have tended to be overly descriptive and not analytical, often treating each military settlement as unique and unrelated to others in its historical development. This study, in contrast, explores the common characteristics of each while at the same time placing it within the broader imperial, national, and hemispheric contexts, using a comparative framework similar to those found in studies of the Atlantic world by scholars like Jorge Cañizares-Esguerra, Daniel K. Richter, and others.3 Such a study can help to explain how a similar cultural background of the European settlers in North America—both Spanish and English—contributed to shaping the culture of the United States, understood in continental terms. For purposes of literary variety, I use the terms frontier and borderlands interchangeably, defining them both as areas of cultural exchange that produce a unique result across time and space.4

This book answers several interconnected questions: How did the Spanish military organization in the borderlands of medieval Iberia influence that of northeastern New Spain/Mexico and other borderland regions in Latin America? How different were the northeast’s social structures and military organizations from Spain’s communities under study? How significantly did the change in political order from community-royal rule to modern citizenship in the Mexican nation-state affect the communities under study? How did the geopolitical transformations during the nineteenth century affect the ways those communities organized themselves for war? In order to answer these questions, we must trace the evolution of the Spanish borderlands military systems from the Middle Ages through the nineteenth century.

The first chapter begins with the Spanish Reconquista (711–1492) and then examines the Spanish colonization of North America until the Chichimeca War (1545–1600). The chapter traces the common patterns of warfare in medieval Iberia, analyzing their evolution over time. It shows how Castile’s character as a frontier society in a permanent state of war shaped its political institutions. Although the closure of Spain’s borderlands in 1492 ushered in a more modern centralized state, the medieval model of warfare and colonization of the borderlands endured in other geographical areas as new generations exported these patterns throughout the western hemisphere. This chapter lastly explains why, in the borderlands of North America, the medieval military heritage was able to last and evolve, while it died out elsewhere.

The second chapter explains the process of colonization and settlements in the northeast borderlands during the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. It shows the influence of medieval institutions on the area’s colonial experience and how they became firmly rooted in the culture of its inhabitants through their protracted experience of warfare. This chapter illustrates how these frontier values endured in northeastern New Spain, while in Spain itself they had disappeared centuries before. It also explores the contrast and evolution of war and political participation in the northeastern borderlands, highlighting how they differed from contemporary Spain. Additionally, it describes how these ideas and practices affected the region’s Native inhabitants as well as the ways Native people reacted, adopted, and integrated them. Although Spanish authorities continually tried to bring the area into conformity with the legal forms of metropolitan Spain and central New Spain, local traditions stubbornly persisted. Chapter 3 focuses on the emergence of the Bourbon dynasty and the imposition of its administrative policies, adopted from France in northeastern New Spain. It explores the consequences of the clash between the Bourbons’ centralizing administrative reforms and the more traditional ideas of inhabitants of the region. The chapter also analyzes how broader geopolitical changes complicated that process, as the northeastern frontier became central to Spain’s imperial security for Spain because of French, British, Native American, and later American expansionism into the area.

The fourth chapter studies the impact of Mexican independence in the region, focusing on the transition from a constitutional monarchy to a federalist republic with a proactive nationalistic agenda. During this period, Mexico drew upon the cultural inheritances of the French Revolution and the Cadiz Constitution to establish new political and military institutions such as the National Guard, National Militia, and Civic Militia. The chapter explores how these innovations impacted the local traditions of the northeastern borderlands without fully erasing the influence of their medieval origins. The final chapter explores the rupture of the region from the rest of the Mexican nation-state during the complicated period of 1835–1845. It examines how the local inhabitants were antagonized against governmental policies because of the refusal of the central government to recognize and use the regional structures of defense and political order. The chapter also studies the effects of the Anglo colonist’s presence in the region and the increasing scale and frequency of Indigenous raids. Those factors made local structures based on gaining political voice through military participation stronger during the rest of the nineteenth century.







CHAPTER 1
The Development of the Spanish Medieval Military Ethos



SPAIN EXPERIENCED A TRANSFORMATION PROCESS THROUGH EIGHT CENTURIES of Islamic presence during the Middle Ages. This fact meant that Spain had a unique and different development from the one lived by the rest of Western Europe at the time. Even though this had repercussions in many areas, this book addresses the enduring consequences in the military sphere. In the Iberian Peninsula, the conflict between Muslims and Christians led to the formation of a borderland society in which military organization became an integral part of the culture. This chapter analyzes the common patterns of Spanish-Castilian society and its military organization during the Middle Ages and the early colonization of America during the sixteenth century. It also looks into the Andalusian-Muslim counterpart and its North African links to explain their influence on the emergence of a militarized society in Castile. Moreover, it explores the conflicts of the period known as Reconquista, not just the conflict with the Muslim presence but the wars among the different Christian Iberian kingdoms and their expansion overseas to Italy, North Africa, the Canary Islands, and the Americas. This section focuses on the strategies adopted during this period and how they developed. It also examines the role and motivations of individuals of both sides to participate in warfare, the way they were organized, the different categories of participation in military actions, the ways they were regulated, and the social categories that derived from war. Thus it shows why such a model of military colonization was successful in some situations while not in others. Finally, the chapter elucidates why this military culture fell into disuse in Spain while it experienced a new resurgence in America.



SPAIN (CASTILE) DURING THE MIDDLE AGES

In AD 711, a Muslim army from North Africa invaded the Iberian Peninsula. That force destroyed Visigothic rule and incorporated most of the invaded territory into the Damascus Caliphate. Some areas, however, were still under Christian rule, areas that the invaders were unable to or did not want to conquer. Different from the fertile lands in the south incorporated by then to the newcomers’ order, the rugged and less productive areas of the north were not considered worthy of conquest. Those independent enclaves formed the nucleus of Christian resistance and acted as the spearhead for future invasions of Muslim territory.

Soon after the shock of the swift Moorish invasion, what remained of the Christian nobility organized the resistance. First, in the far north, mainly in Asturias, in the year 722, a nobleman, Pelayo, defeated a Muslim force in the mountains. In 801, Luis of Aquitania occupied Barcelona. In turn, Asturias became a kingdom that grew to extend over parts of the entire north, from Galicia to the Pyrenees. Later on, because of the fragility of the Christian nobility, the Asturias Kingdom was absorbed by another realm that initially had been an Asturian periphery: León. In this way, by the beginning of the tenth century, the kingdom of León was well established on the territorial basis of Asturias and would later form the nucleus of the kingdom of Castile.1

Originally, Castile was the borderland territory between the Kingdom of León and Muslim Spain. This area was in the corridor through which Moorish expeditions raided the northern Christian areas for pillaging. Therefore, it had a role in defending northern Spain simply due to its strategic geographical location, which would shape not only the character of its warriors but also the profile and actions of its rulers. Some historians suggest, not without evidence, that the name Castile refers to all the fortifications and castles existing in that territory due to the high level of war activity. Strategically, the Castilian enclave was critical for the security of the Christian north. For León, occupying, populating, and defending it was imperative. The problem was the scarcity of resources needed to carry out this endeavor. In a permanent state of war, such a frontier was not an attractive place in which to reside. So to attract colonists, the Leonese authorities had to grant privileges that, in the end, would be important for the institutional development of Castile. The Leonese crown decreed that those men who decided to colonize Castile would be free of any serfdom and would receive lands under the condition of settling and defending them. Contrary to the rest of feudal Europe, there were no juridical restrictions against peasants who owned lands. This tradition became so deeply rooted that even in the middle of the fourteenth century, there were behetrías in Castile, villages that had the right to elect their lord to be their political leader. They could also reject their lord if he affected the interests of the place’s inhabitants, something unique in Europe then. As a result, the proliferation of small properties characterized the region.2

Castile was an open society in which, in some way, men were not perpetually confined to castas, or social classes. There was a social order where the high nobility was at the peak, a low nobility whose members would later refer to themselves as hidalgos were in the middle, and finally the commoners, who were called villanos, occupied the “lower” level. This class hierarchy was not rigid, though, and everyone could conceivably reach the upper level through military merits, and constant warfare against the Moors provided the opportunity for this social mobility.3 Anyone could return from combat with the spoils of war; slaves, goods, horses, and other animals helped to improve their socioeconomic status. By the simple act of capturing a horse, a foot soldier could become a knight. A captive laborer, good armor, or livestock could all improve a man’s fortune and social condition.4 Although the king had some permanent troops at his disposal, the vast majority of Castilian armed forces were independent armies composed of individuals seeking social benefit through war. So Castile had a contractual and popular society that differed from the monarchical, aristocratic, and unitary way of doing things in León.5

This distinctive Castilian culture, which revolved around military aspects, developed during the period that historians call the Reconquista; the process involved the armed struggle between Spain’s Christian and Muslim factions. This conflict began a few years after the Arab invasion, around AD 772 with the battle of Covadonga, and ended in 1492, when the Catholic kings captured Granada. The use of the term Reconquest implies two simple but fundamental ideas to determine that what the Kingdoms of Castile and Aragon were doing was a just war. First, the disputed territory was to be liberated from a foreign aggressor. Second, it was a religious crusade in which the Moorish opponents were considered infidels and had to be converted or expelled. There was also the question of legitimacy: someone would have to claim to belong to a royal line that predated the Muslim invasion. The Visigothic lineage, however, had been completely destroyed when King Rodrigo had died in the Battle of Guadalete in 711, so it was necessary to invent such a lineage. The way to do this was provided by the Mozarabic* monks who migrated to the north and claimed that the kings of Asturias were the heirs of the Visigothic tradition. As the Asturian kingdom gradually expanded toward Galicia, Alfonso III (866–910) took up the monks’ proposal and put it into practice. One way of strengthening the discourse of legitimacy was for the monarch to promote the cult of the Apostle Saint James, essentially a Galician saint, who would eventually become the symbol of the Reconquest. According to the legend, the Apostle James appeared at the fictitious Battle of Clavijo in 844 and helped the Christian army of King Ramiro I of Asturias to victory. This legend was created and incorporated into traditional folklore to legitimize the Reconquest. At the beginning of the tenth century, Ordoño II (914–924) created the Kingdom of León, which would replace Asturias as the “legitimate” heir to the Visigothic monarchy. But the advance of Castile as the vanguard of the Kingdom of León made it grow in importance. Castile gradually reduced its ties with León until it became an independent kingdom and replaced León as the driving force behind the Reconquest.6

At the same time, Muslim political unity in the Iberian Peninsula was fragmenting. In 1031, the Caliphate of Cordoba collapsed amid internal conflicts between Arabs and Berbers. This allowed the Islamic governors of al-Andalus to govern themselves and become petty monarchs. The caliphate was thus divided into many independent kingdoms known as taifas. This state of affairs was exploited by the Christian kingdoms of the north since the Muslim dominions, divided and weakened, offered no resistance. Therefore, they were forced to pay tribute and occasionally received Christian military aid in their internal conflicts and vice versa. In 1085, when Castile took the important city of Toledo, the Muslim kingdoms realized that the Christian advance threatened their existence, so, in desperation, they asked for help from their North African allies, the Almoravids. The latter were ultraconservative Muslims and lacked the cultural sophistication of their Andalusian coreligionists, but they were good warriors. The Almoravids retook some territories and reunified Muslim Spain in 1103. Such an alliance put the Christian kingdoms of the north in serious trouble, and they were forced to be on the defensive during this period. The Almoravids’ power in North Africa, however, began to wane under pressure from other Berber groups, who eventually displaced them. By 1172, after the expulsion of the Almoravids, the Almohads took political control of the Islamic regions of Spain. The Almohads, another extremely radical Muslim group from North Africa, proved to be even more radical in their interpretation of Islam than their predecessors had been.7

On the other hand, the religious fervor of Christianity, expressed in the Crusades, would feed the Reconquest movement, primarily through French adventurers. During this period, religious orders of a military nature appeared: the Cistercians founded Calatrava in 1150 to defend the city of the same name. Alcántara was established in the same spirit in 1154, and the Order of Saint James began protecting pilgrims on their way to Santiago de Compostela in 1170.8

At the beginning of the thirteenth century, the Christian kingdoms formed a united front against the Almohads. The battle of Navas de Tolosa in 1212 was the turning point in the Reconquest. There the alliance of Castile, Aragon, and Navarre kings defeated the Islamic dynasty. This victory opened the way to the Guadalquivir valley in Andalusia. By 1248, Seville had fallen into Castilian hands. The only Islamic region left on the Iberian Peninsula was the kingdom of Granada, now ruled by the Nasrid dynasty, which had sprung from local Muslim lines. The Nasrid dynasty was weak, and to survive Christian pressure it became a vassal of the crown of Castile. At the same time, however, the Nasrid dynasty sought support from its Moroccan coreligionists, the Marinids. Ironically, the new Muslim partners were more interested in gaining control of Granada than ensuring the Nasrid defense against the Castilians. The Marinid presence further complicated the situation in Granada, as they were involved in alliances and betrayals, sometimes even allying themselves with other Christian kingdoms such as Aragon. Thus, with no other choices, the Nasrid sought help from their Christian rivals and changed the game of alliances. Finally, the Marinids’ pretensions ended with their defeat at the hands of Castile in the Battle of the Salado in 1340. This action marked the beginning of a long pause in the Reconquest until the end of the fifteenth century.9

The figure of Rodrigo Díaz de Vivar, El Cid, helps us to understand the prototype of the warrior princes who emerged during this period on the borderland between the Muslim and Christian kingdoms. Diaz de Vivar was a member of the lower nobility who fell out of favor with the Castilian king, Alfonso VI, who banished him from Castile. He assembled a small military force in exile and dedicated it to the war against the Moors. This force accumulated large amounts of booty and gained great social prestige. Thanks to this, the army of El Cid began to receive money to protect towns, not only Christian but also Muslim cities, such as Zaragoza. The Cantar del Mio Cid—the Castilian equivalent of La Chanson de Roland—is a romance that portrays life on the Castilian frontier through the figure of El Cid. One of the main themes of El Cid’s deed is how this type of warrior generated a livelihood through war and how this opened up opportunities for social mobility and access to power. The reading of the poem is compelling in that these military and political values defined Castilian society. The belief that war was a more prestigious and lucrative way of life than other activities, such as trade, would determine the character of Castilians for centuries to come, as would their quest for conquest in the New World.10

An equally important aspect of the military activities of that time was the organization of the self-defense of the villages, which led to the creation of municipal militias. The borderland towns played an important role in containing the Muslim military campaigns: they had the dual function of populating and defending the region.11 Unlike the armies of the nobility, the militias of the towns were well-organized, with their own system of operations and command. The rules required them to hold regular alardes: military reviews and parades. And, as in the armies of the nobility, the figure of the caballeros villanos arose in the militias, a kind of knightly investiture earned by participation in the Reconquest. The militias supported the king, as happened in the battle of Navas de Tolosa. Avila, Salamanca, and Segovia were present in all the battles fought by the Castilian monarch. Their most important role, however, was to protect the vast frontier.12

For this reason, as we have seen, they received privileges such as tax exemption and the right to have their political organization, although always as vassals of the king. This policy starkly contrasted with the Carolingian laws that dominated the rest of Europe, which only allowed knights and nobles to enjoy these privileges.13 The cities with militias were generally fortified and were important centers of institutional, fiscal, economic, political, and military connections and were located strategically for the defense and expansion of Christian territory. The frontier protection was based almost entirely on these types of towns.14 The entire defensive system functioned by incorporating new populations that were not originally Castilian, giving them access to the social practices of military participation. Such was the case with the Mozarabic population of Toledo.

These militia towns used their position as borderland enclaves to negotiate and obtain as many concessions, privileges, and exemptions as possible. By law, these militias had an independent command and could be used according to the interests of the towns that sponsored them. But there would come a time when the Castilian monarchy would see the system of cities with militias as an obstacle to the centralization of power.15 On the other hand, using this militia system in border towns would not end with a pause in the Reconquest. Although a period of large-scale military activity against the Moors had ended, a low-intensity war continued on the Andalusian frontier between the advanced populations of Castile and the Muslims of Granada. For this reason, the municipal authorities of the Andalusian settlements continued to use this system of municipal militias.16

From 711 to 1340, there were many battles and not a few sieges, but such encounters were costly both financially and in human lives. Thus the most commonly used form of warfare was fast raids, designed not to take territory but to plunder, enslave enemies, and destroy their populations. It was a war of attrition, a cheap way to weaken rivals by pressuring them with constant and unexpected raids. This way of fighting was called guerra guerreada. Depending on the scale of the attack, the words cabalgadas and algaras, among other names, designated these quick, intense, and brief encounters. Sometimes they included foot soldiers, but most often only mounted forces were involved.17 During this time, Castilian frontiersmen adopted the Arab riding style, called jineta, with short stirrups for light cavalry.* Of the booty obtained, one-fifth belonged to the king as a tribute, known as the quinto real, and the rest was divided among the expedition participants. This tradition, which was also practiced by its Islamic counterpart as the ganima, split the profits of the armed expedition among its members. In other words, a whole system emerged to make the war profitable and sustainable while weakening the enemy’s financial base. By the fourteenth century, Castile had a well-established military organization derived from the Reconquest. While it is true that some aspects of the organization were a common practice in other parts of Europe, in Castile and other kingdoms of the Iberian Peninsula this kind of organization established a broad base of participants among its inhabitants. Moreover, the Iberian population had incorporated such conflict economically and culturally as an integral part of their way of life. Therefore, the first great pause in the Reconquest did not cause this type of military organization to disappear in Castile; on the contrary, it evolved and was perfected, in part due to the growing power of the monarchy.18

According to the religious cosmology of medieval Iberia, the social orders established by God were the oratores, represented by the clergy and the Catholic Church; the laboratores, such as laborers, farmers, or artisans, whose function was to produce goods; and finally, the bellatores, the warriors, whose social role was to defend and protect the previous two. Becoming a member of the Castilian nobility in the Middle Ages meant responding to calls to arms. The Siete Partidas, the first legal code written in Castilian, was clear in this regard, defining the armed duties of the subjects of Castile. This code established the figure of the caudillo—a military leader—as a legal category in the organization of war and on whom fell the responsibility of organizing the defense. So the king had established a private defense system based on individuals who were directly under the command of the royal authority.19

The figure of the caudillo as a military leader had existed in Castile since the beginning of the Reconquest. They were figures who made war and paid for it. In a sense, they could be considered businessmen. With the Siete Partidas, the Crown regulated the functions of caudillos, which constituted an implicit recognition of their quasi-independent functions and powers. In this way, the Crown established support for the military effort by privatizing war; it used this ingenuity extensively during the Reconquest and other Castilian military enterprises. Thus, specific individuals agreed to subordinate their military power to the king’s authority in exchange for privileges such as access to the nobility and economic benefits derived from war and plunder. According to the Siete Partidas, “there is no other warlord than the lord major, who is understood to be the king or the one appointed by him.”20 These caudillos made their royal authority known through the ritualized use of flags, banners, or pennants, depending on the ruling monarch.21

Another example of crown-sponsored military leadership was the adelantado, a title given to the discoverer or peacemaker of a region previously outside royal jurisdiction. This category appeared in the eleventh century and was recognized by the king in the mid-thirteenth century. Those granted this status had civil and criminal jurisdiction over the territory under their control. The Siete Partidas defined the figure of the adelantado as “the man who is involved in an act indicated by the hand of the king.”22 He had three functions: “to punish wrongdoers, the other was to help people obtain their rights, and the third was to warn the king of the state of the country.”23 At first, it was just a title for an envoy of the king to deal with legal matters. But since most adelantados resided on the Crown’s frontiers, it soon became a title for someone who ruled a remote territory. Initially, their title was Adelantado de la Frontera or Adelantado de Andalucía.24 By the fifteenth century, in some cases, it became a patrimonial right.25 This practice developed in the context of medieval Spain and the Reconquest. Undoubtedly, the role of individuals in defense, or rather the privatization of military enterprises, was a growing phenomenon in medieval Iberia, especially in Castile. Moreover, this system would soon find a promising horizon of continuity in overseas enterprises, first in the Canary Islands and on the coast of Africa, and then mainly on the American continent.

The pause in the Reconquest (1340–1482) did not mean peace; during this long period, Castile concentrated on securing its power and expanding its borders at the expense of its Christian neighbors. Most of the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries were periods of constant warfare between Castile, Aragon, and Portugal. The latter kingdoms, in turn, sought to make territorial gains at the expense of Castile, leading to a spiral of armed conflicts between the three crowns. Catastrophes were the order of the day because, in addition to the great epidemics of the bubonic plague, the nobility and the king of Castile had profound disagreements about the distribution of power, which led to several internecine wars. At one point, Castile was fighting in three different wars simultaneously and ended up getting involved in the Hundred Years’ War by allying itself with France, forcing Portugal to do the same with England. There were, of course, years of peace and truce, but in general the period was marked by decades of continuous warfare: Castile was at war with Aragon and Portugal in one way or another from 1356 to 1431. The English Channel was an extension of the frontier war, in which both sides attacked the enemy’s coasts to plunder and take booty. In a sense, they were naval cabalgadas. Although the peace with the Moorish kingdom of Granada ended in 1406, this kingdom was not much affected by the resumption of hostilities since the other wars Castile faced limited it to practicing a low-intensity war on the Muslim border. That is, the Christian and Muslim settlers on both sides limited themselves to raids to obtain booty for the war, but there were no ambitions for territorial expansion or to change the political order of the adversaries.26

In 1452, with Castile’s internal affairs stabilized, King Henry IV undertook a crusade against the Moors to gain prestige and keep the nobility busy and distracted. This effort produced some trophies, such as the conquest of Gibraltar, but in reality it was a conflict of attrition rather than decisive battles. Again, in 1464, internal Castilian conflicts prevented the kingdom from continuing the war against Granada. The nobility rebelled against King Henry IV, and there were another twenty years of internal armed conflict, once again involving Portugal, Aragon, and France. Finally, in 1484, Isabella, queen of Castile, and her husband, Ferdinand of Aragon, emerged victorious from the conflict. These monarchs formed an overwhelming force that unified most of the Iberian Peninsula under their authority. In short, although the Reconquest would have had a pause in the conflict against the Moors, in reality there was no period of lasting peace. Castilian society lived through a long period in which war played a central role, hardening and militarizing it. Throughout this period, the conflict in the Muslim marchland remained latent, punctuated by brief periods of violence and its peculiarities.27



THE LAST FRONTIER: GRANADA

During the hiatus in the Reconquest (1340–1482), the Moorish kingdom of Granada in Andalusia experienced a low-intensity war, as we have seen. While Castile did not launch a new campaign in the form of a Reconquest on the Andalusian frontier, there were continuous small-scale hostilities involving attacks and looting for livestock, crops, and captives. These events resulted in deaths, surprise attacks, and reprisals; harassment was common and therefore accepted as almost normal by the inhabitants of the area to the extent of not interrupting the dealings and diplomatic relations between Christians and Muslims.28

Armed conflict was always a private affair. The peace treaties agreed to with the Muslims by councils, the nobility, and feudal lords meant little or nothing to the entrepreneurs of the cabalgadas. On this frontier, anyone could wage war at will; nobles with a thirst for political power, social prestige, or economic benefits participated in it. Also, uprooted men, almost bandits, made a living from this peculiar warfare. The military actions were quick incursions destined to plunder the enemy’s towns and farms, to take captives, and even to kill indiscriminately to weaken them for future incursions. These actions were not considered illegal, as they were well established in laws, decrees, and accepted practices of the time. They were part of the population’s borderland culture, where violence became a way of life, mainly organized and carried out by knights and militiamen who refused to become peaceful settlers after the conquest of Andalusia.29

There were different categories of participants in this peculiar state of frontier warfare: almogávares, almocadenes, and adalides. Almogavar, from the Arabic al-mugawir (one who makes a military expedition) and al-mujabir (the bearer of military news), was the name given to those who lived by robbery, violence, and the taking of prisoners. Therefore, they lived by practicing guerra guerreada and raiding the frontier for immediate gain. These groups, formed on both sides of the borderlands, Moors and Christians, were small armed groups feared and hated by the local settlements. The almocadén, from the Arabic al-muqadam (local military chief), was the local Christian warlord
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[image: A map depicts five provinces. Along the Gulf of Mexico, Texas is in the north and Nuevo Santander is directly south of it. The Red River is along the northern border of Texas. The New Kingdom of Leon is to the west of Nuevo Santander. Coahuila is to the west of New Kingdom of Leon, Nuevo Santander and Texas and borders all of them. Nueva Galicia is south of Coahuila. San Antonio de Bexar is along the San Antonio River in southern Texas. Laredo is along the Rio Grande in northern Nuevo Santander. Santander is near the Soto La Marina river in southern Nuevo Santander. In the New Kingdom of Leon, Linares is in the southeast, Cerralvo is in the northeast, Monterrey is in the west, and Lampazos is in the north on the border with Coahuila. In Coahuila, Santa Rosa is in the central north, Monclova is in the central east, Saltillo is in the southeast and Parras is in the southwest.]
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