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INTRODUCTION

AFRICANS AND Afro-descendants formed an integral part of the Spanish American Borderlands.1 Compared to their actual presence, however, they were largely missing from histories of Latin America and the Borderlands for most of the twentieth century. While specialist scholars explored their presence, in most studies African contributions are still largely a footnote. Even when they enter historical narratives, they are but numbers, as the vast majority of records discussing Black bodies are those associated with economic production rather than their social and political lives. While absences of Black voices and lives in histories have been blamed on this lack of documentation, it is without a doubt also a function of continued systemic racism both in the academe of the United States as well as Latin America. Certainly, within the United States, educational disparities, combined with outright bias, have disproportionately barred people of color and African Americans in particular from the university professorate. Similar patterns can be seen in Latin America as Euro-descendants of mostly elite backgrounds had more opportunities to become scholars. Even when scholars, regardless of race or ethnicity, did produce scholarship on Africans and Afro-descendants, it was marginalized as specialized literature rather than as part of mainstream histories, making such subjects easy to ignore. Furthermore, Africans and Afro-descendants, especially in the context of Latin America and its borderlands, were difficult to place within prevailing historical narratives of both European triumphalism and indigenous resistance as a middle group who in many cases both defended and resisted empire. Ignoring such contributions for the sake of narrative clarity, however, only compounded cycles of neglect and erasure.

While there have been for decades groups of dedicated and excellent scholars calling for the increase in the awareness of Africans and Afro-descendants in the history of the Americas, the growth of popular movements both in the United States and Latin America has furthered the imperative for uncovering the prominent role people of African descent played in the history of the Americas. In the United States, while certainly much is owed to the civil rights movement in the 1950s and 1960s, the recent rise of Black Lives Matter in the last few years has brought to the forefront the erasure of Africans and their descendants from historical narratives. While cases of police brutality in the United States brought people to the streets, as the movement has progressed it has indeed moved to discussions of the perpetuations of certain historical narratives that have allowed systems of oppressions to persist. Evidence of this deliberative erasure for the sake of maintaining traditional narratives that erase Black lives and other historically oppressed groups is abundantly clear in attempts by state legislatures and other groups to ban the teaching of the history of racism in the United States. In particular, Critical Race Theory (CRT) has emerged a particularly divisive issue. Although originally meant as a framework for legal reforms in the United States to dismantle structural racism, one of CRT’s core tenets is that the social construction of race, in many cases through telling of histories, has been a means of oppressing non-European groups within legal structures. CRT, however, is widely accepted and utilized by historians of race and is essential to understanding the chapters in this volume. Indeed, attacks of CRT only serve to reinforce its basic framework.2

Incorporating Africans’ and their descendants’ contributions and voices in Spanish American historical narratives has followed a similarly difficult road. Like in the United States, most histories in the nineteenth century were centered on European triumphalism. When indigenous populations entered the narratives, it was a narrative of a defeated, savage people. Africans were almost completely ignored. This erasure was in line with ideas of some countries’ official attempts to shirk or eliminate non-European cultures and even peoples. Argentina was probably the most notorious in these attempts with concepts such as “whitening the country” (blanquear el país), which sought to make their country more European through increased immigration from Europe. Some Argentine scholars from this period, for example, saw the inclusions of people of color in the nation as a remnant of the barbarism of colonialism that diluted European immigration with the inclusion of people of color.3 While such machinations of erasing people of color from Spanish American nations was impossible given both demographics and resistance to such ideas, it had a profound effect on the writing of its history.

In the 1920s, ’30s, and ’40s studies began to emerge that sought to lessen the Eurocentricity of previous narratives. This was aided by movements such as indigenismo, which sought to emphasize the importance of Spanish American nations’ indigenous history and culture over that of European traditions, though in many cases it did little to laud colonial or contemporary indigenous cultures. One of the problems, however, that arises from indigenismo is its tendency to ignore Africans in the construction of historical narratives. Only indigenous civilization mattered in the construction of the past.4 Additionally, mestizaje, or racial mixing including offspring of persons of African descent, began to emerge as an important facet of historical narratives. One of the best examples of this new emphasis is José Vasconcelos’s conceptualization of Mexicans as the Raza Cósmica (cosmic race), a race made up of the mix of the African, Asian, European, and Native American ancestries. While Vasconcelos tries to counter the conceptualizations of the European superiority coming out of an increasingly fascist Europe, his focus on racial mixing as national unifier tends to ignore differentiations in the ethnic and racial compositions of communities throughout Mexico, further exacerbating African cultural erasure.5 Probably the most important historical thinker of this transitionary era in terms of the inclusion of Africans in the Spanish American colonial past was the Cuban anthropologist Fernando Ortiz Fernández. Ortiz coined the term transculturation, a concept where instead of cultures of the colonized being erased by colonizers it mixes with them to form a new culture. Ortiz argued that Cuban culture is the result of mostly African and Spanish cultural mixing. Understanding the nation, therefore, requires understanding the role of Africans in its colonial past.

Reversing the erasure of Africans from Spanish American history in many places, however, did not start in earnest until the 1970s and ’80s. A good example of these shifts toward reincorporating Blacks into historical narratives is the La Tercera Raíz (the third root) movement in Mexico. Led by anthropologist Luz María Martínez Montiel, La Tercera Raíz looked to incorporate the third root of Mexico’s family tree, Africans, into its national identity and historical narrative (the first two roots were indigenous Mexican peoples and Europeans). Many Afro-descendants felt excluded from Mexico’s cultural identity as it tended to emphasize its indigenous, and particularly Aztec, past.6 Other such movements have begun in other Spanish American nations as well, such as Colombia’s Expedición Humana (Human Expedition). Scholars within this movement went on to create the journal América Negra (Black America), which has served as a vehicle for incorporating Black voices into the historical narratives of Colombia and northern South America more broadly.7 While these movements have begun to reverse the erasure of Africans and their descendants from historical narratives in Spanish America, just as in the United States, there is still work to be done.

This volume benefits from the perspectives of academics working mostly on colonial population centers. The majority of studies of Africans and Afro-descendants have focused on the settled centers of colonial power, or on the major economic engines of colonial hegemony: the haciendas, mines, and workshops where enslaved and free Blacks labored for colonial masters.

Exploring the history of the borderlands of Spanish America provides an excellent window into understanding the lives of Africans and Afro-descendants in the Americas. In borderlands it is easier to peel back the veneer of racial hierarchies of the colonial center. A lack of imperial control coupled with Spain’s desperation for settlers and soldiers in frontier areas facilitated the social mobility of Afro-descendants. This need allowed African descendants to become not just members of borderland societies but leaders in those places as well. At the same time, this lack of control also facilitated Blacks resisting the colonization of the borderlands, thus becoming leaders in their own right outside of and against Spanish control. Africans and their descendants were essential actors in helping to shape the limits of the Spanish empire, both in collaborating with and resisting Spanish imperial power. Africans and Afro-descendants built, opposed, and shaped Spanish hegemony in the borderlands, taking on roles that would have been impossible or difficult in colonial centers due to the socioracial hierarchy of imperial policies and practices. Africans and Afro-descendants, these chapters will show, created a space, not just physically, but also economically, socially, and politically, that helped to define the contours of Spanish America. They were indeed at the heart of the borderlands.

While the exact definition of what constitutes the Spanish borderlands is still subject to debate, in practice the term has most frequently been applied to the region that became the southwestern states of the United States and the northerly states of Mexico. This definition was largely thanks to the Boltonians (students of Herbert Eugene Bolton) who saw it mainly as the space between the Anglo and Hispanic influence in the region. This book looks to be free of this Anglo-centric definition, refocusing instead on the borderlands of Spanish-controlled territories in America, rather than solely the history of what became the southwestern United States (in fairness, Professor Bolton envisioned and wrote of borderlands across a hemispheric view of the Americas).8 This broader definition allows us to understand the borderlands in a Spanish American context, which better reflects the actual experiences of the subjects of this book rather than a reconstruction of historical facts framed by current national borders. Furthermore, we define the borderlands not just as a geographic space, but also as a cultural space where the weakness of Spanish institutions allowed for the development of hierarchies and interactions that were anathema to the colonial regime’s core values of subjugation and acculturation of non-European populations.

In line with that way of imagining borderlands as spaces where Spanish control waned, we recognize in this volume that there were internal borderlands as well. By the term internal borderlands, we mean those spaces that otherwise existed within the well-established areas of colonial administration and power that the colonial state failed repeatedly to control. Examples addressed in the present book include maroon communities on the fringes of established colonial centers. Such sites of marronage existed on Caribbean Island colonies, in Andean centers of Spanish power, and in places where the wealth of the Spanish empire passed from the Pacific Ocean to the Caribbean, and thus to the Atlantic Ocean. So-called internal borderlands operated as sites of refuge but also as sites of purposeful resistance, planning, and execution of intentional acts against the Spanish authorities. And these sites were not isolated from frontier borderlands as persons in internal borderlands often found themselves in frontier zones as well, as historians have noted the mobility of Africans and Afro-descendants between these places and metropolitan centers. To be clear, such movement is what enabled such persons to exert authority in some places and negotiate their existence in others, and we should be vigilant in recognizing this phenomenon in the colonial context.

The volume offers additional ways of reading lives on the borderlands of Spanish America. While the order of the essays follows the landscape of the Americas north to south, the essays may also be read from a variety of other perspectives. Comparative regional perspectives exist within and between the essays, some taking transregional approaches. Gender is an important lens in some chapters, while others examine or expose caste fluidity for Blacks in borderlands. Many of the essays feature marronage and sanctuary; the reader may find it useful to examine these themes in differing spaces within the greater Spanish American landscape as meanings of sanctuary varied and indigenous peoples played a role in ensuring the same more in some places than others. Likewise, the reader may wish to compare the use of rival geographies as a mechanism for understanding Afro-descendants’ roles in border regions and how their experience proved similar. In sum, while the book is organized with a specific geographical framework, temporally and thematically the reader will find other manners of engaging these essays if so desired.


Chapters

The book is organized geographically, from the far north of Spanish America in California to the far south in Patagonia. This special emphasis is to demonstrate how widespread African and Afro-descendants presence was in the Spanish American Borderlands. While certain chronologies were factors in the construction of Black lives in the Borderlands, the spare nature of documentation in so many different regions makes it difficult to create an integrated timeline. While this volume is by no means geographically comprehensive, it is designed to give the reader a sense of the far-reaching presence of Africans and their descendants in Spanish American frontiers.

The first chapter, by editor Cameron Jones, examines the lives of Afro-descendants during the Spanish colonization of California. The true impact of Afro-descendants on early California has been little understood, because many Spanish Californians of African descent hid their origins in church records by referring to themselves as “gente de razón,” or people of reason. Some came as settlers, but many were soldiers assigned to the missions to protect against indigenous uprisings. For Afro-descendants the anonymity that came with distance from the centers of political power provided an opportunity to raise their social position. They hoped that the Crown’s desire for Hispanicized settlers could overcome their perceived inferior origin that elsewhere barred them from passing in the higher echelons of society. In some cases, it did, leading to Afro-descendant leadership in California on the cusp of Mexican Independence.

In the second chapter, Christina Villarreal explores how Black fugitives from slavery forged their own geographies and routes of emancipation in the Gulf Coast borderlands of the eighteenth century, from Texas to Florida. By paying close attention to colonial practices, and by observing other runaways, Black fugitives learned how and where to achieve asylum and/or liberation within Spanish-claimed spaces. In the process, they influenced how Spanish colonial officials exercised control over their territory, administered legal manumission, and enforced religious sanctuary. This essay explores how and where enslaved individuals fled captivity along the Gulf Coast throughout the eighteenth century. Using interdisciplinary methods from feminist and critical geography, the chapter reconstructs geographies of resistance to understand how challenges to colonial oppression shaped imperial territory and created alternative spaces for asylum. Specifically, it traces the movements of Black runaways to map the different routes and sites fugitives created to pursue emancipation. It makes use of archival material from Spain, Louisiana, and Texas to consider the question: how did landscapes of self-emancipation impact the borderlands of Spanish America?

The third essay by Joseph M. H. Clark investigates the linkages between New Spain’s northern borderland and the Caribbean world in the late seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, focusing in particular on the way political and economic changes in both spheres affected Africans and their descendants. The end of the seventeenth century brought sweeping changes to the landscape of European colonization in the Americas. In some scholarly accounts, these developments portend the emergence of two discrete paths of colonial history: one in the Caribbean, typified by the dramatic expansion of plantation slavery, and one in the North American borderlands, typified by border disputes between European and indigenous empires and societies. Clark argues that understanding early North American borderlands as the extension of an existing maritime frontier in the Caribbean allows us to better contextualize African experiences. As demographics and slave regimes underwent stunning transformation in the Caribbean islands, precedents drawn from earlier Caribbean societies informed racial customs in the North American mainland. As in the earlier Caribbean, in new frontier settlements, free and enslaved African diasporas fulfilled a myriad of social and labor roles and used overlapping and contested jurisdictions to access social and physical mobility and to construct distinctive cultural identities. By emphasizing the continuities between Caribbean and mainland settlements, we not only better understand Black experiences in the borderlands, but we also begin to see coherent diasporic identities across times and spaces that often appear fragmented.

The fourth chapter examines the fluidity of racial categorizations in the hinterland of Jalisco, New Spain. In particular, Anne Reid looks at the life of María Faustina who in parish records was labeled as a mulata or a mestiza with her child ultimately being labeled as Spanish. This case of racial (mis)identification speaks to the larger practice of church officials who assigned, sometimes randomly, racial caste categories based on the phenotypes of their parishioners. These racial categorizations suggest that other factors may have also influenced how persons of African descent, like mulatas, could birth Spanish (español) children, despite the rigidity of socioracial hierarchy. Contrary to the dominant eighteenth-century narrative that persons of African ancestry and their descendants could not achieve whiteness, the phenomenon of transcending racial categories from Black, to indigenous, and to white, was much more common in practice than the rigid casta system hierarchies admitted, especially in the borderlands.

Continuing south, in the fifth chapter Mark Lentz examines the intrepid founders of San Benito, Petén, Guatemala, a town on the outskirts of the provincial capital of Petén, where fugitive Belizean Blacks escaped from slavery in British territory in 1795. Like many other enslaved inhabitants in the British territory that bordered Spain’s expansive holdings, the pueblo’s first settlers secured their permission to stay on the Spanish side by requesting conversion to Catholicism. From 1693 until 1790, Spain’s sanctuary policy granted refuge to enslaved peoples fleeing Protestant-ruled lands for Spanish territories if they sought baptism. Yet the policy ended in Florida definitively in 1790. By 1800, neighboring Yucatán no longer recognized the claims of Belizeans seeking freedom. By contrast, hundreds of slaves from Belize continued to cross the imperial borderlands until 1825, bolstering San Benitos’ numbers. Their persistence in the face of an uncertain future ensured that the practice of accepting fugitives from Belize remained in effect through the early independence period, long after Spain had revoked the guarantee of refuge. This chapter examines the legal strategies of these former slaves and how they kept a policy alive locally after its demise at the imperial level. In doing so, they exploited the uncertainty and variability of law on the ground and entrenched practices that prevailed in border regions.

In the sixth chapter, Robert Schwaller returns to a comparative analysis of island and mainland maroon independence, comparing Spanish-maroon conflict on Hispaniola and in Panama. For most of the sixteenth century, Spaniards struggled to control sizable numbers of Africans who had fled enslavement and established themselves as cimarrones (maroons). This chapter will argue that differences in local economies and geopolitical significance of these two regions resulted in different outcomes. Despite similar patterns of conflict, Spanish officials in Panama chose to negotiate with maroons and establish the first two free-Black communities in the Americas. In Hispaniola, only limited negotiation occurred, and officials instead opted for a radical reorganization of Spanish settlement on the island as a means to limit conflict with maroons and foreign interlopers. Ultimately, these cases reveal the multiple forces that mediated the response of Spaniards to maroons in different parts of the circum-Caribbean.

The seventh chapter moves the narrative to South America, as Juliet Wiersema’s chapter explores cases of African autonomy and opportunity in New Granada’s Chocó. By the mid-eighteenth century in this remote mining region, some Africans and their descendants had acquired their freedom, owned their own mines and enslaved workers, and operated in niche markets that addressed local demands, including money lending and canoe transport. These same individuals successfully navigated the complex Spanish legal system, gained vecindad (citizenship), and created strong multigenerational communities with other free-Black mining families.

Charles Beatty-Medina’s essay in chapter eight considers African and Native American marronage on the Pacific coast borderland of sixteenth- and seventeenth-century Quito. The coast of northern Ecuador formed both a hard barrier to colonization and conquest as well as a porous border for escaping African slaves and native peoples. Therefore, it created an autonomous society of independent communities of African and indigenous peoples who held significant power and authority over commerce, labor, and physical control of the region. The coastal borderland, rather than simply a desolated husk of conquest, became a significant focal point of activity for maroon-centered processes of colonization, trade, and social interactions. Understanding the centrality of Esmeraldas in the larger Atlantic world underlines the importance of Africans and Afro-descendants in the development of Spanish America.

Rachel Sarah O’Toole underlines how African and Afro-descendant fugitives, especially those sold from Angola, Congo, and Cabinda, engaged in oppositional strategies to enslavers and colonial authorities in provincial, northern Peru. This ninth chapter explores how primarily fugitive men confronted the rural guard, intent on their capture, calling attention to their masculine qualities that made them equal to enslavers. By examining the ritual language of fugitive communities surrounding coastal sugar and wheat estates of the Peruvian northern coast, this chapter illuminates how West Central African fugitive communities were in dialogue with surrounding indigenous and Spanish sovereignties. Specifically, the gendered politics of fugitive communities reveals how African and Afro-descendant men employed their military skills to claim positions of patriarchal patronage.

In the tenth and final chapter, Alex Borucki examines the range of divergent frontier and borderland experiences of Africans and their descendants in late colonial Buenos Aires, Montevideo, and the countryside surrounding these two towns. The Río de la Plata constituted different types of borderlands for Africans and their descendants. Some of this population had relations with Native peoples who lived outside Spanish control both in the pampas south of Buenos Aires and between the Portuguese and Spanish territorial claims in what is today Uruguay and Southern Brazil. In these borderlands, Africans served as mediators and translators between Spanish colonial interests and the native population. Other Africans and their descendants played an important role in the Spanish-Portuguese colonial borderlands in relation with the imperial politics of this region. Particularly in the maritime region around the Río de la Plata, Africans and their descendants were integral to life on ships connecting Brazilian ports, most prominently Rio de Janeiro, with Buenos Aires and Montevideo in a time of peaking trans-imperial traffic in the South Atlantic. Africans and their descendants used these borderlands to shape their own strategies to gain freedom, autonomy, and subjecthood.



Representation of Communities in Scholarly Production

This volume, like so many other academic products, is one written by experts in the regions and periods that made up the Spanish American imperial project in the Americas writ large. That said, it is a product of the academic milieu in which it was produced and does not include direct representation in terms of authorship by the descendants of the peoples addressed throughout its chapters. Our authors have exercised great care in their use of language to express, as accurately as they can, the lived experiences of the peoples who are their subjects on the pages that follow. Representation of a people’s stories by their descendants is a laudable goal and one we hope to see in the places and spaces addressed in the volume, in future scholarship on Africans and their descendants in the Spanish American Borderlands.



Notes
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CHAPTER ONE

“SE LLAMAN GENTE DE RAZÓN”

Afro-Descendants in Early Spanish California, 1769–1821

Cameron D. Jones

SCHOLARS READILY accept that Afro-descendants populated early Spanish California. Though little work has been done on the topic, often cited is the census of 1790, which includes California’s four presidios, San Diego, Santa Barbara, Monterey, and San Francisco, along with its two struggling towns, San Jose and Los Angeles, that identifies roughly 19 percent of their populations as being of African descent.1 The extent of the impact of Afro-descendants in early California, however, has been little understood and little examined. This is because many Spanish Californians of African descent hid their origins in church and state records, often just referring to themselves as “gente de razón” or people of reason. This ethnic designation was prevalent among frontier areas in Northern Mexico (now the Southwest of the United States) and generally meant people who lived in or near the missions that spoke Spanish were Catholics, but not subject to the missionaries.

Furthermore, resistance to understanding the racial makeup of early Californian settlers has come from local traditional narratives in the nineteenth, twentieth, and even into the twenty-first centuries that perpetuate popular racist notions. Local histories tend to portray populations of color in a negative light without any evidence for their allegations except their race, for example, calling the forty-four inhabitants of Los Angeles, who were mostly of color, “half-criminals,” or the “off-scourings of colonial Mexico.” People’s own internalized racism also tends to cause an obsession with the few actual Spaniards living in early California. Some go as far as searching archives for spurious claims of nobility when in reality only the highest, nonpermanent government officials held such titles. The more public manifestation of these Eurocentric historical revisions remains in things like Santa Barbara’s “Old Spanish Days,” where Spanish tradition and history are emphasized rather than the Mexican (or even African) traditions of its settlers.2

This chapter will look both at the number of Afro-descendants and the challenges they faced as soldiers and colonists in California. It will argue that the known estimates of Afro-descendants in California are low at best, given the incentive that hiding one’s identity brought. Just as in the case of María Faustina Trejo (chapter 4) and Africans in the Río de la Plata region (chapter 10), Afro-descendants in California used the ambiguities created by their distance from colonial centers of power and Spain’s desire for Catholic, Spanish-speaking settlers as a vehicle for social advancement. This, of course, did not come without its challenges as the racial hierarchy ran deep within Spanish colonial society. In the case of Afro-descendants, however, at least some did overcome such structural racism to form part of the early California elite and had an important impact on the development of the mission and rancho systems.


Identifying the African Presence in California

The presence of Afro-descendants in California is unsurprising given the larger trends in race demographics in Spanish America. Africans had been present in Mexico since Cortez in 1519. In the early eighteenth century, however, the number of Africans arriving in Mexico exploded, due principally to the British receiving the asiento (or monopoly) over the slave trade to Spanish America. As compared to British and French colonies, a larger percentage of these Africans were manumitted. These higher rates of manumission were due to Spain’s long legal tradition with slavery, which unlike their northern European counterparts had been continuously practiced in the Iberian Peninsula through the medieval period. The Spanish medieval law code, Las Siete Partidas, established the principal that all slaves had a right to manumission if they could pay their enslavers the cost of buying another enslaved person of a similar age and sex to replace them. Courts regulated this process forcing enslavers to accept fair market value no matter if the enslaved person possessed specialized skills valuable to their enslavers. Such high rates of manumission led to growing and economically viable communities of free Blacks and people of mixed African ancestry throughout Latin America. Enforcement of the laws regarding manumission were, of course, inconsistent, prone to corruption, and more carefully adhered to in urban areas where civil and ecclesiastic authorities had more sway over enslavers. Furthermore, while legally free, these Afro-descendants were still subject to both the legal restrictions and limitations imposed by the socioracial hierarchy of Hispanic society. Many moved to frontier regions where social distinctions were more blurred, and people of color could hope to achieve a higher socioeconomic status. Indeed, it was probably for this reason that many Afro-descendants in frontier areas, such as California, chose to conceal their racial heritage. They hoped that the Crown’s desire for Hispanicized settlers could overcome their perceived inferior origin that elsewhere barred them from passing in the higher echelons of society.3

Identifying Afro-descendants in the colonial Spanish context, even in the colonial center, can be difficult. The language used to describe different racial groups reflected in many ways the complicated relationship colonial Spanish society had with race. While this is not to say that a racial hierarchy did not exist, racial categories could be more fluid, reflecting the chaotic formation of colonial Latin America itself. As three racial groups came together, European, Native, and African, identifying one’s race became almost impossible. By the late eighteen century, Spanish intellectuals had drawn up complicated lists of how certain racial categories were created, such as specifying that the union of a mestizo and a Spaniard begat a castizo (someone who is one quarter indigenous and three-fourths Spaniard). While such terms were used in colonial documents, such care to determine the exact racial makeup was rarely taken. Race, as a social construct, was determined by appearance both physical and social. Race, therefore, could change depending on the perception of one’s social standing. For example, even a person’s style of dress or clear Spanish diction could allow them to pass as a supposedly superior racial category, or casta.4

In referring to people of African descent, several words were commonly used. While English generally uses Black to describe someone of mostly or completely African descent and mulatto to describe anyone of mixed African ancestry, colonial Spanish used several words. Documents used Negro to describe Blacks and Mulato to describe mulattos, but also used interchangeably Moreno and Pardo, respectfully, to mean the same thing. Afro-descendants seemed to have preferred the latter terms rather than the former in referring to themselves and they seem to have had a more positive connotation particularly in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries. Though less common, however, terms like color quebrado (broken color) and morizco (Moor) were also used to describe people of African descent. In California, no fewer than eleven designations are used to describe race in the historical record. To further complicate the matter, at least in California’s colonial documents, there is no category for a person of mixed mestizo and mulatto heritage. Generally, they are just called mestizos, further downplaying the African influence in early California.5

In California’s historical documents, not surprisingly, the description of people’s race changed over time. The reasons for this could be multiple: from the social standing of an individual affecting how their race was perceived by the community to simply the judgement of the census taker on the color of their skin. William Marvin Mason in his study of the 1790 California census has identified dozens of examples of people’s race changing over time. José María Pico, for example, is listed in 1790 as being a Spaniard, even though his four brothers and mother, María Jacinta de la Bastida, are listed as being mulattos. Pico was from a large family who later gained prominence in California and generally the family is acknowledged to be of African descent. Máximo Alanís had no less than four racial designations over his lifetime including mulatto, Indian, mestizo, and Spaniard. By the end of the colonial period, many of the colonists just began to use the title gente de razón, especially among the soldiers who by 1790 made up 73 percent of the non-indigenous adult male population.6 Therefore, looking at census and church records gives an incomplete picture of the racial and ethnic makeup of early California.



Afro-descendants and the Military

The fact that many of the soldiers that came to California were of African descent also is in line with changes in the Spanish Colonial military during the late eighteenth century. Free people of color in Latin America had a long history of serving in colonial militias. While such service offered little or no pay, it did bestow social prestige, which many Afro-descendants desired. Furthermore, military legal exemptions, or fueros, not only gave Afro-descendants special legal protections but also allowed them to avoid many of the taxes typically imposed on nonwhite populations. Soldiers of color served in segregated militias, which, while giving them prestige in their own communities, did in more settled areas prevent them from being accepted into the highest socioeconomic circles that were generally reserved for people of principally European descent (or those who could
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