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Don Pedro Pino fue; Don Pedro Pino vino (Pedro Pino went; Pedro Pino returned).

—This refrain, mocking the futility of New Mexico’s participation in the Spanish Cortes of 1812 in Cádiz, Spain, was often heard in Santa Fe upon the return of don Pedro Bautista Pino, New Mexico’s delegate

The Cortes was called to unite all parts of the Spanish Empire in support of King Fernando, then in the custody of Napoleon Bonaparte. It produced the Empire’s first Constitution, but life in New Mexico, the colony at the end of the world, seemed in no way changed by the trip. All the changes Pino proposed and documented would come later.
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INTRODUCTIONMy Sancho Panza Years


To start my narrative at its true beginning, I would have to say it was that priest from Durango who changed my life. I must have impressed him with my ability to read Latin prayers. He’d shown me the prayer card that altar servers were to use during Mass at La Parroquia, our church on the plaza in Santa Fe.

“I know you won’t be able to read the responses out loud, joven, the way you are supposed to, so just pretend to mumble something,” he said as we walked out of the sacristy.

So, when I read “Introibo ad altare Dei,” off the card in a clear voice, he gave me a surprised glance with raised eyebrows before turning back to continue the rest of the prayers, bowing and stepping up to the altar.

On Sundays, older men in the community, the parish mayor­domos, assisted the priests at Mass, but this was not a Sunday. It was Father Viramontes’s final service before returning home with the caravan heading south, and no grown men were available on a market day, so my grandfather asked me to serve in his stead at mid-morning on a weekday.

Father Viramontes was barely taller than me, and I was just twelve. He had a close-cropped beard and hair, and his mustache was shaved narrowly in a thin line across his upper lip. While a short man, he was very muscular with a thick neck and broad shoulders that pulled his cassock tight across his chest. He’d been our priest in Santa Fe for two years, but this was the first time we’d spoken. I knew he was not young but also that he was not as old as my grandfather. To tell the truth, until that morning I’d never thought about him at all. His dark brown eyes stared directly into mine as he questioned me after Mass. I couldn’t look away.

“There are no schools in Santa Fe, joven, so where did you learn to read?” he asked as we hung up our vestments in the sacristy after the brief service.

The only worshippers that morning were a handful of elderly women, viudas and abuelas, all of whom wore long black dresses and draped their heads with black mantillas. Andrea, our cook and housekeeper, was friendly with Señora Gonzales, the youngest of them. Señora Gonzales often stopped by our house to visit with Andrea on her way home from church. Her husband had died in a fall from a horse years ago, Andrea told me, and Señora Gonzales had never remarried, “though she has had many offers since then.” She wore a string of rosary beads around her neck, with a tiny silver crucifix that reflected candlelight at certain angles. This morning, after the Mass ended, she remained in the pew at the front of the chapel and led the group of widows in a loud version of the sorrowful mysteries of the rosary.

This group of women was present whenever there was a Mass, funeral, baptism, or wedding at La Parroquia. I’d grown up thinking of them not as people but as another important part of our church’s interior, like the sad-faced santos near the altar and the silver candlesticks with long white tapers were part of the church. And their black garb was a distinctive uniform identifying them as belonging, just as Father Viramontes’s cassock identified his belonging right there at  the altar.

I was dimly aware that there were few twelve-year-olds in New Mexico who were literate in 1810, then but his enthusiasm for my ability to read surprised me. No one in the family made much fuss about it except for occasional teasing comments from my older cousin, Veronice, who also, when we were alone, begged me to teach her to read.

“Granpapá’s secretary, don Bartolomé, gives me lessons every day. It’s part of how he helps granpapá. He says I may have to take his place someday and he wants me to know what to do.”

“So, you can write, too, Juanito?”

“Oh, sure. And I can do calculations. Bartolomé says calculating accurately is especially important if I am to handle granpapá’s ledgers someday. I like to draw, too. But mostly I like to read. I have read all the books in granpapá’s library. Except the ones in English. I don’t know English yet, and Bartolomé says we really don’t need to know English because the americanos and the tejanos are infidels and heretics whose books are not worth reading. What do you think about that, Padre? Do you know English? I think I would like to learn it.”

The priest’s eyes widened at my sudden verbal barrage, and he said nothing for a few seconds. Then he pulled on his square black felt hat with a little ball on top and gave me a few soft pats of encouragement on my head before responding with a smile.

“I don’t know much English. Not so far at least. But look, Juanito, I believe God gave us brains to use not to put away in a locked box. So, by all means learn English. Learn French. Learn about the winds, the stars, the animals and birds. Learn about the whole world. Learn something every day of your life. Turn learning into your prayer, your conversation with God. And then use that learning for your people, Juanito, your sad, rude, dirt-poor gente nuevomexicana.”

He sighed as we parted at the back door to the church. “Adiós, Juanito. Que Dios te bendiga y a toda la familia Pino.”

I never saw Padre Viramontes again. Weeks later we heard his caravan had been attacked on La Jornada del Muerto by Navajo raiders before they reached Paso del Norte. His remains were buried out on the prairie by the searchers when they located them. I suppose his bones are still out there, unmarked now after all these years. But his gifts to me endure: his words, of course, but more concretely the book he left for me when he departed.

When I reached for the book, I was awed by its size. A leather-­bound edition of Miguel Cervantes’s masterpiece, Don Quijote de la Mancha, it seemed to me it almost weighed as much as I did. I had to hold it with both hands. Sixty years later, I still marvel at its heft when I pull it from the shelf to reread it as I do every couple of years.

The first reading of Don Quijote took me many months. I had to ask Bartolomé the meaning of all the words I was unfamiliar with, so he began to read it with me. It became our textbook for the year, almost our sole curriculum.

We discussed at length its notions of honor, chivalry, duty, heroism, and idealism. Neither of us ever considered the possibility that it might be satirical or humorous. That possibility crept into my consciousness only much later, and when it did, I fought against that insight until life events forced me to accept Cervantes’s masterpiece as satirical commentary not a work intended to make the accident-prone would-be knight any kind of model to follow. I had at last to acknowledge that sometimes accepting truth can mean accepting the absurd—and that embracing absurdity in life’s adventures can confer a definite sort of wisdom, even if not heroism.

The first time I read it I took Don Quijote as a guide and inspiration. And despite the many ways I’ve grown in my understanding of it since then, I still find that I often refer back to Sancho Panza and don Quijote’s adventures when I’m struggling with problems or decisions. I also must admit, with embarrassment, that during the years of the Cortes, the comical knight-errant was for a time my model. This manuscript is a journal of my first years in Cervantes’s aura, a time I now remember as my Sancho Panza years—and the amazing journey to Spain and back that his work informed.







1
Selecting New Mexico’s Delegate to the  Cortes de Cádiz



A few months after I’d begun working my way through Cervantes’s masterpiece, with much help from Bartolomé, who almost seemed even more fascinated than I was with the splendid story we were decoding together, I was called into the kitchen one morning by Grandfather’s cook and my nursemaid, Andrea. Wiping flour from her hands on the apron tied around her ample waist, Andrea smiled at me, puffed out her cheeks, and blew some strands of her gray hair away from her face. I knew that smile. It meant she had an errand in mind for me.

“Mi’jito, mire. I need you to race down to the plaza and bring back some green chiles.

Look for that man from Tesuque, I think Valdez. He always has good chiles. Tú sabes, enough for me to make some nice rellenos for dinner. I thought I had some, but they aren’t the tasty, twisted ones that don Pedro likes me to crush and mix into the meat, so …”

She patted my back, gently propelling me toward the door. With her other hand she pushed a couple of copper coins into my fist.

“Juanito, óigame. Don’t you get sidetracked. Come right back, ¿me entiendes?”

She knew I sometimes got distracted while running errands. I wanted to follow her instructions, and I intended to go there and get back fast, but my plans were interrupted when I turned the last corner and came upon a large gathering of men blocking the way into the plaza.

I tried to wedge myself past the crowd, but the men were so focused on something that I couldn’t see from my height that I wasn’t able to push through. They were completely unmoved by my shoving and grunting. I was about to give up when Bartolomé came up behind me.

“What’s causing all this excitement, Juanito?”

“I wish I knew, Barto, but all I can see are the backs of all these men and their sombreros. They’re filling the whole street and blocking my view. I’m too short. Can’t you ask one of them what’s going on?”

“Barto” is what I usually called Bartolomé, my teacher when Grandfather wasn’t around to correct me. I spent most of my time with him. I didn’t have a lot of friends with kids my age, so to tell the truth, he was practically my only companion to share conversation and information. He was forty years my elder but so bent and frail that he, too, was unable to see over the mob’s mass. It took him several attempts before we found someone willing to tell us what was taking place.

“It’s the americanos, viejo. Didn’t you hear the news? Governor Manrique has decided to let them go. We might have a chance to see them when they leave the cárcel. Some of these desgraciados hope they might even do some trading before they are sent on their way.”

“Trading? Mierda,” Bartolomé said.

“You know those cabrones güeros’s guns, ammunition, and trinkets have already been confiscated by Manrique. They can’t have anything left to trade except their horses, and if they get rid of those how will they get home?”

There was no one to debate him, however, because the man who’d begun talking to us had pushed forward deeper into the crowd leaving us behind. I would have liked to see what those americanos, those cabrones güeros, looked like but Barto was ready to give up.

“I’ve seen plenty of tejanos and americanos, and believe me they aren’t much to look at, Juanito, especially after they’ve been in our jail for three months. Fleas and bedbugs can take the starch out of the toughest and meanest adventurers.”

He pulled me by the arm to a narrow walkway, and we circled around the crowd to the vegetable vendors camped out in front of our parish church.

“Barto,” I said, as we scanned the fruits and vegetables displayed on blankets and in baskets, “why did the governor put those men in jail, anyhow? Did they commit a crime or rob someone?” Bartolomé pointed to a basket of twisted, dried green chile pods, with a touch of orange at their tips. “Get those, Juanito. That’s the kind Andrea prefers. I told her I’d help you find the right kind, not some of those rotten old ones the farmers might try to push off on you.”

On the way home I asked him several more times why Manrique had jailed the americanos. When he ignored these questions, but continued to march homeward without speaking, his head down and his walking stick balancing his limp, I got louder and louder. By the time we stepped over the acequia madre, I had stopped following him but was walking alongside, shouting at his most accessible ear. I didn’t know whether his silence meant he didn’t want to answer or that he didn’t know how to answer. Either way I was frustrated, and I showed it by shouting at him. But the louder I got the tighter he squeezed his mouth shut.

He stopped to catch his breath when we came to the tumbling stream we called the Río Santa Fe that runs through the center of town. This crossing was always a concern for Barto. It was only eight feet wide here, but he couldn’t cross on the railing-less bridge of thick planks that spanned the icy waters unless he paused to collect his breath—and courage—several times. I was used to racing across without looking, so his slowdowns and full stops while he shifted his feet uncomfortably before venturing farther on the planks gave me another chance. I stepped directly in front of him and was determined not to move out of his way until I got my answer.

“Barto, why did the governor put the güeros in jail?”

“Por Dios! You are like a garrapata, boy. You latch onto something and won’t let go.” His words scolded but his tone and the barely concealed smile I glimpsed when he shook his head told me part of him admired my tick-like behavior. I knew his answer would be truthful, not pap meant to keep me dumb and innocent. But he waited until he had looked around, checking to make sure we were out of earshot of anyone else before he answered.

“First,” he said, as if we were sitting down for one of my daily lessons, though in fact we had been working our way through manure-clogged streets on foot, avoiding catastrophe at every turn, “I don’t know why you couldn’t wait until we got home. Some things shouldn’t be shouted in the streets. They take privacy. Learn to respect the silence of your elders as much as their words, young man. I am glad no one was around to hear that display.

“Now, as an answer to your question. You already know that we are a colony of the Spanish Empire, ruled by King Fernando and subject to his dictates …”

“Dictates?” I asked. “What are those?”

“His rules, his orders, even his indigestions. In short, my boy, the king is the one who sets the rules, and we are the ones who have to live by them no matter how foolish they might sound.”

As we spoke, I helped steer Barto across the bridge, my left hand clutching the parcel of chiles while the right latched onto his elbow as I gently propelled him forward to safety and the dirt path that went past our house.

“Does that seem fair to you? I don’t even know King Fernando, but he gets to tell me, you, all of us what to do? I mean, if granpapá, Andrea or you told me to do something, I’d do it, but I know you and them, so I have love and respect. But this king, I don’t … he’s way off in Spain …”

“Have you forgotten the lessons we learned from Don Quixote, Juanito? Men of honor live by rules of chivalry and such. And the most basic rule of chivalry is loyalty to the sovereign. If we start questioning legitimate authority, picking and choosing which dictates to follow and which to ignore, well you can see where that could lead: disorder, violence, oppression. No, as foolish as some of the king’s orders might seem, we follow them because, uh, well, because there has to be someone in charge. A head for the body that is the Empire which we are part of. If every part of a body went off in its own direction, sería una gran pendejada. ¿Me entiendes?”

I kind of saw and kind of didn’t see. I wasn’t sure. But as we seemed to be getting far from my question about the americanos’ arrest, I assured him I accepted his point.

Then I asked, “So, you said first we are part of the Spanish Empire. What’s second?” “Yes, yes, of course. The second point is, I suppose, that many merchants from the United States, the country of the americanos, would very much like to come into New Mexico to trade goods with us. But the king controls that trade. Only he is allowed to give permission for such trading. No one in New Mexico is allowed.”

I looked puzzled, so he explained.

“Trading goods means they have something we would like to have, and we have something they would like to have, so we exchange for what we want. But some of the things the americanos want from us and some of the things we want from the americanos are things the king has decided should not be traded—or at least he wants the Empire to be in the middle of the trading back and forth. He wants tight control.”

His voice had gotten weak. I had to lean closer, barely able to hear.

“What goods? What do the americanos want from us that the king doesn’t want us to give them?”

“Mostly it’s our gold and silver that is strictly to be kept out of their hands. It has always been the Crown that must control gold and silver commerce. But almost everything else we produce the king would prefer to go down the Camino Real to Chihuahua, Durango, and Mexico City on its way to Spain than get taken east to St. Louis by americanos. You know, things like hides, wool, horses, corn, or wine. Whatever we have that we don’t use ourselves is what the king wants to take a bite out of before we get our share.”

We were nearing the house. Andrea had been watching for us and rushed out to take the chiles from me, cutting short my lesson on how being part of an empire wasn’t always something to relish. It was a topic I’d have to return to with Bartolomé when another opportunity presented itself. I wondered what don Quixote would think about such an unfair system. But then I remembered Cervantes’s knight’s fanatical devotion to serving the king, and for the first time found myself thinking that perhaps it would have been Sancho Panza, his peasant squire, who might have sided with us, not the self-proclaimed knight.
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Andrea’s rellenos were delicious, and after everyone else had eaten their fill I went back to the kitchen and asked if I could have a second one. Her face lit up with delight and she took my plate and led me over to the woodstove. From one of the pots on top she served me another relleno, then from another she spooned out a serving of her beans and chicos.

“You are a growing boy, Juanito. Nothing makes me happier than to watch you enjoy my food. Just be careful not to spill on my floor,” she said. As I turned away, she gave me a pat on my back.

I cleaned my plate a second time, wiping up the last bits with a piece of one of her flour tortillas. Then I went to my bed and fell asleep without bothering to take off my clothes.

But in the middle of my deepest sleep, even before the town’s roosters had begun crowing, I was awakened by a great rumbling in my gut. I leapt from the mound of folded blankets I used as my bed and dashed in a panic for the letrina in the yard behind our house.

It was a clear night, and even without a full moon the starlight helped me see my way. As I sat on the wooden seat contemplating the disturbing possibility that Andrea’s wonderful meal of chiles verdes might have been the cause of my distress, I caught sight of a man through the cracks in the door of the letrina who was leaving the house through the same exit that I had bolted from.

As he headed for the street, walking rapidly but silently, I had no trouble recognizing the hunched figure. It was Barto. I yanked up my pants and set out to follow him.

He headed straight for the jail where the americanos were being held. In my bare feet I couldn’t keep up with his pace but managed to keep him in sight as not another soul was out on the streets at that hour. The intersection at the corner of the plaza that had been filled with men a few hours previous was deserted. I stood behind the corner of a building, keeping out of view as Barto approached the man on the bench next to the jail’s heavy wooden door. The guard was leaning the upper half of his body against an enormous musket that kept him from slumping further as he dozed at his post. Yawning, he roused himself and straightened awkwardly when Barto tugged at his shirtsleeve.

From my position I couldn’t hear their exchange, but the guard clapped Barto on the back and, shouldering his giant firearm, limped off down one of the sleeping city’s streets, all of which converged at the plaza near the jail. Barto sat on the bench for a few moments until the sound of the guard’s footsteps had faded. Then, about the time I had decided I should just head home since there was clearly no more excitement to be found here, I heard him knock on the door four times in rapid succession, wait for a count, and then repeat the quartet of blows. He bent to put his mouth next to the door’s lock and muttered something I couldn’t make out. Then he slid a piece of paper under the door. I changed my mind and instead sat down on the ground to be able to maintain my watch more comfortably, warming my bare feet by tucking them under my legs.

In a minute’s time the piece of paper slid back out from under the door. Barto scanned it, then slid it inside his shirt. To my amazement, he then opened the door and stood aside while two barefoot men in filthy clothes emerged cautiously, scanning the plaza and the surrounding buildings. While Bartolomé relocked the door, the americanos (for even an inexperienced witness such as I could immediately see that their hair, their build, and especially their height set them apart from my countrymen) stretched their muscles, bending at the waist several times, rotating their arms and kicking legs out to loosen up. These men certainly didn’t look as if our fleas and bedbugs had taken out their starch. They looked ready for action.

However, when Bartolomé led them around the plaza to the street where three hundred burros, the primary working stock of all of Santa Fe, were corralled, the men of action balked. Even at the safe distance I had followed, I could hear the taller of the two hoarsely whisper his displeasure at Barto.

“The fuck! We can’t ride these stinkin’ donkeys back to Missouri, Fernández. Ain’t you got horses for us? That was the deal.”

The words were unknown to me, their pronunciation harsh and guttural. But I could gather from their gestures, their facial expressions, and their tone of voice a good idea about what was going on. And events of the next several days helped me piece together what their dialogue must have been.

Barto didn’t back down. “I promised ‘mounts,’ Señor Purcell, not horses. For the route you will have to take, these are far better than your horses. When you get to the Río Napeste, you will find a ford. Cross it to the settlement called Vado, and you can trade them for horses if you must. But to cross the Sangre de Cristo Mountains by a route that evades the trackers that Manrique will send after you, these burros will be perfect. Trust me. They’ll make it up trails and arroyos no horse will want to try. And they won’t be tired after six or seven hours the way horses would. But let’s not waste time arguing. You two need to get going before the alarm goes up.”

I don’t know which I found more amazing. Was it the rapid English employed by Barto, the same teacher who had discouraged me from learning “English, the language of barbarians and heretics?” Or was it the escape plan he had orchestrated for the same two prisoners he already knew were about to be released by Governor Manrique, possibly as soon as later that very day?

Thus, as soon as the two riders had trotted off, bouncing unsteadily on the two sturdy donkeys (and it was not lost on me that Cervantes told us Sancho Panza’s preferred steed was also a donkey) I rushed out of the shadows to confront Bartolomé. He heard me sprinting toward him and turned in surprise. Seeing it was me, he put out his hands to brake my arrival as if fearful I might run into him. His mouth opened to say something, but no words came out, and his shocked expression and frozen posture seemed to beg me to speak first. This I did, starting with his own favorite oath, the first that came to mind.

“Barto, what in the sacred name of, of … of Nuestra Señora de los Remedios is this all about?”

If I had been a soul risen from a grave in the courtyard of La Parroquia floating suddenly in front of him, Bartolomé Fernández could not have been more surprised. His hands flew to his mouth; his eyes widened enormously, and he took a couple of quick backward steps.

“You, Juanito? But how? What did …?” Then, a choked silence as he rapidly shook his head, trying to grasp what exactly it was that I might have heard.

For my part I was struggling to fit the jail break and escape I’d just seen him carry out with the image of him I had formed from our years together of quiet, almost meek, book-centered work. Was this really Bartolomé Fernández, the frail and bent scholar who’d taught me all these years? Where had this version of the man come from? My confusion led me to use a tone with him for which I later had to apologize.

“Don’t even try to fool me, maestro. I was watching. I saw and heard everything. But why did you do it, Barto? What do you get out of this—and what’ll you tell Governor Manrique about how the prisoners got away? Oh, and how come you told me you couldn’t speak English so you couldn’t teach me to use it? I know I heard you tell those vagabundos something in English when you were talking to them. What did you say?”

Instead of answering, he reached out and grasped my arm firmly in the crook of his own, marching me home through the empty streets. He said nothing, and when I tried to say anything more, he put his finger to his lips to shush me too. His jaw was set firmly, and he seemed to be trying to gather his thoughts, working out explanations that might, even if not complete, be enough to satisfy me—or at least shut me up.

The house was as silent and darkened as when we’d left it an hour previously. Faint starlight was all we had to go by. Barto took care to open the latch on the door without any noise. He stood back to allow me to slip in first. Once inside we were careful to avoid rousing Andrea, who was a light sleeper. We had to wait for a minute in the hallway until our eyes grew accustomed to the even darker interior than the night outside. He pulled me after him toward the back room he used as his sleeping quarters and our classroom. Fumbling at the table, he located and lit a candle. He moved to the door and closed it ensuring the candlelight wouldn’t spill throughout the house. When he turned back, he signaled me to sit at my customary pupil’s bench across the table from him. This return to our daily surroundings and roles seemed to calm him. Clearing his throat, he explained what I had observed.

Far from being upset, when the americanos’ escape was discovered, Governor Manrique would be secretly pleased, Barto said. It was the governor’s own plan, a ruse designed to avoid the kind of mob scene that we had observed on the plaza yesterday afternoon. The governor would “pretend” to be angry, but I should try to remember that it would be just a performance. Privately, Manrique would be content—and the reason he’d be content was that it was he who had asked Bartolomé to undertake this charade on his behalf. It was his own scheme.

“Did you see that paper I put under the door, Juan? That was the governor’s offer to them. He wants to increase trade between Santa Fe and St. Louis, but he can’t do that out in the open. If it were seen that he had done something like that, the Spanish government and the viceroy in New Spain would take away his position and replace him with a lackey, a puppet, who would enforce the restrictions on trade that Manrique knows are bad for us.

“So, he asked me to get them out of town before sunrise. That gives them a six-hour head start at least over the soldiers that the governor has to send after them. But he’ll send the troops down the wagon route these traders have developed across the plains and through Apache Canyon. That’s the route the americanos would most likely take, but it won’t be the one they’ve really taken. And by the time that error is discovered, they will have crossed the mountains and the Río Napeste and be heading home with Manrique’s offer of greater commerce between their merchants and ours.”

When Barto finished his explanation, I sat in silence for a few minutes, his words running through my head. I closed my eyes and propped my chin in cupped hands, trying to concentrate on the scheme as its twists and turns swam through my brain. I had to admit it sounded possible—but a part of me said it didn’t feel like the whole story, or even a part of it. And there were many loose ends he hadn’t explained, loose ends that became questions for me to ask.

“So how does the governor explain why there wasn’t a guard on duty? And when people start asking that guy who was supposed to be watching the jail, won’t he point at you? And do you get something out of this, Barto? You aren’t a merchant, and you don’t owe Manrique anything, so why were you in the middle of it? Did he recruit you because he knew you spoke enough English to persuade them? And whose burros did you steal for those guys? It feels like you aren’t telling me everything about this story I want to know, need to know, before I can understand.”

I must confess that I didn’t really ask any of those questions that night. I had, after all, not yet turned thirteen and hadn’t fully developed my sense of suspicion or cynicism about what adults tell children. I was still, in a way, a loyal Sancho Panza, willing to accept the most outrageous explanations from my betters. So, after a few minutes of mulling over what he told me, I thanked Barto for his version and went back to my bed where, exhausted, I fell into a deep and dreamless sleep.

But over the next several days questions began popping up at odd moments. Whenever my imagination drifted back to our conversations and the events of that night, one or more of them would suddenly emerge. They didn’t come out in order and weren’t connected logically to one another, but as Barto provided answers, in time I managed to dig up enough information to piece together the full story. I might have been playing loyal Sancho Panza, but I wasn’t, after all, completely gullible. Barto was too loyal to Pedro Bautista Pino to include him in the version of the story he told me. Grandfather had been away, after all, and on the surface, nothing would have linked him to the americanos’ escape. But it gradually dawned on me, knowing how Pedro and Barto worked together, that it must have been Pino, not Manrique, who had orchestrated the real escape. I didn’t understand how or why yet, but a plan this complex had to have been put together in the active brain of my grandfather. I would have to keep my eyes and ears open to discover how he did it.
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At midday on the day that the prisoners’ escape was discovered, Manrique sent out a column of soldiers to bring back the americanos. They headed southeast on the trail to Apache Canyon, skirting the foothills and following the wagon wheel ruts that had already, even then, been packed down by the hooves of hundreds of oxen, horses, burros, sheep, and cattle into the pathway used to reach settlements at Galisteo and Pecos. That path would widen, years later, into the trail from Jefferson City, Missouri, to Santa Fe. By nightfall, after seven hours of hard riding, the soldiers concluded the escapees must have left by some other route as no one on the trail had seen or heard any sign of them. So, they turned around and headed back to Santa Fe, arriving well after midnight but reporting immediately to the governor.

Manrique spent the rest of a troubled night considering the column’s report. Then he rose early and sent for Facundo Valdez, the guard who’d been coaxed from his post by Bartolomé Fernández. This militiaman was brought before Manrique as soon as the provincial offices opened. Valdez stood in front of the governor’s desk, his military cap twisting in his hands. He offered a weak smile when questioned, readily admitting he’d gone home early in the morning, several hours before his appointed time on watch was supposed to be completed.

But he said, “Don Bartolomé, the secretary for Pedro Bautista Pino, you know that viejito, Excellency? Well, that one came over while I was on guard and told me that it was by your orders that he was to replace me at the jail door. He said you’d approved a shorter watch for me because of the, I think, ‘honorable diligence,’ uh, or perhaps it was the ‘horrible digestion’ he might have said, that I’d shown in my watchman duties. Or something like that. You know how he talks, Excellency. A man can’t always be sure what Bartolomé means since he likes to use five fancy words to say something the rest of us can say with one. Anyhow, he told me you approved my going home to my familia and that I’d done a good job. I am not one to argue with my governor’s wishes, so I left, and he took my place. You know the viejo I mean, Excellency? The one who walks like this.”

Then Facundo bent at the waist and leaned forward, his head staring down at the planks of the floor while he took a great many small, limping steps around the room, in imitation of Barto’s hunched posture. Irritated at the noise and dust the demonstration kicked up, Manrique ordered him to stand up straight and get out of his office. He’d seen enough. The governor felt a headache start to throb and called for someone to bring him a cold, damp cloth to cover his eyes while he rested.

After leaving the governor’s office, Facundo came straight to our house, where he found Barto discussing with me a chapter from Don Quixote, one of which we read every day. Valdez was determined to tell us about his conversation with Manrique in its entirety. He took special pleasure in including his detailed imitation of Barto’s walking posture. My tutor complained this was too exaggerated, but I recognized it as amazingly accurate. We were arguing this issue when a loud pounding on our door silenced us.

“Are you expecting someone, Bartolomé?” Facundo asked.

Barto shook his head. He gestured with his hand that I was to open the door, while he and Facundo stepped away from it. All eyes were on the heavy planks of our front door, which was again being pounded.

I jumped from my bench and raced to open the door, but before I reached it, a uniformed soldier shoved it open, bumping me off balance. I stumbled backward, landing butt first on the floor. I sat there, staring up at the officer who barged past me. His boots and leather belt were polished like mirrors. His sword hung from that belt and was encased in a fine scabbard of dark leather decorated with silver filigree. His dark blue uniform was spotless, and he held his hat under his arm in the formal posture of standing at attention. In a loud, singsong tone of voice, and without as much as a glance at me as I scrambled to my feet, he stared at a spot on the wall above Barto and Facundo and explained his mission.

“Good morning, señores. I am Lieutenant Justo Madril. I serve Governor Manrique as his chief aide-de-camp. I am here to inform you that Governor Manrique has ordered a meeting with Bartolomé Fernández in his office—immediately.”

I stepped back from the soldier and edged next to my teacher and Facundo who stood with their backs to the wall. The expression on their faces showed as much astonishment as mine did at this intrusion and the formality of Lieutenant Madril’s announcement. When Barto moved away from his position at the wall and toward the door, Facundo and I tried to follow. But the governor’s aide-de-camp stuck out his arm blocking us.

“Just Señor Fernández. Alone. Orders of Governor José Manrique.”

I felt disappointed not to be there during Barto’s meeting with the governor and made up my mind I’d find some way to sneak in or at least observe. I figured if someone were watching, Manrique wouldn’t be likely to hurt my friend. However, I noticed Barto himself didn’t seem at all worried. He actually straightened a little, achieving a posture which, if not vertical exactly, at least permitted him to look straight ahead without straining his neck upward.

One of the advantages of having (almost) turned thirteen in Santa Fe was that like every other boy in town of similar age, I spent almost every waking hour roaming the city’s lanes, acequia banks, backyards, and empty lots. My studies with Bartolomé limited my explorations more than other youths, but I still had a thorough familiarity with every shortcut through our village. Thus, I was able to quickly get to the provincial offices, squeeze through an opening in the juniper pole fence on the side of the property, and climb up the branches of the enormous apricot tree in the courtyard outside Manrique’s office. I sat there, grasping a large branch, completely hidden in apricot foliage several minutes before Barto and the aide-de-camp were brought into the governor’s room.

The wooden shutters on Manrique’s window were hooked open in the summer heat, so if I remained very still and the wind didn’t rustle the leaves too loudly, I could hear much of the conversation inside the office. I couldn’t see in, but neither could I be seen.

“Buenos días, don Bartolomé,” the governor said. “I understand that it now appears the americanos’ escape did not exactly follow our plan, did it?”

“But Governor Manrique, what do you mean? I thought I was following your directions to the letter, Excellency. If I’ve made any mistake, I will do my best to …” (Here I missed his words as the governor began to cough at great length and at high volume.)

When I heard Manrique clear his throat, he must have swallowed something from a cup because I heard it bang down on his desk. Once more he coughed, then, after a sputtering false start, in a loud, barely controlled voice he spoke.

“Any mistake, Fernández? Not any mistake, you stupid mestizo bastard. An entire herd of mistakes. A corral full of mistakes. A mountain of mistakes. I should never have trusted a nuevomexicano to carry out a mission of such, uh, delicacy. You norteños have too much Indian blood. You people can’t get anything straight. I had a better impression of you, though, Fernández. I thought your ability with English meant you were an educated man, a man a cut above the bumbling peones who keep this territory ragged and dirt poor. Damn! I was so wrong. The simplest thing …” More coughing ensued, punctuated with what sounded like his fist pounding his chest.

“But, Excellency …”

Manrique cut him off, furious, but controlled now, speaking in a harsh, low voice, so low I couldn’t quite make it out. I edged out farther on the branch on which I was perched, trying to get closer to the window without being noticed. A sudden loud crack announced I’d made a mistake, my maneuver a seriously wrong move. The thinner end of the apricot branch snapped, and I slid noisily downward in a panic. I grabbed at leaves and branches as I fell through the tree and stopped my descent for a moment, only to hear another snap as my brief resting place gave way and I once more headed down, a frightened wail escaping from my throat.

I saw a larger limb and reached out for it but couldn’t keep my balance and succeeded only in flipping myself upside down so that I struck the ground chest first, my chin splitting open when it collided with the hard-packed soil.

The air had been knocked from me and my wound was bleeding, but in my panic, I tried to clear my head and scramble to my feet. Before I could get moving, a soldier picked me up by the seat of my britches and held me aloft for the inspection of the governor and my teacher, both of whom had stuck their heads out of the window. When he realized it was me who’d fallen, Barto closed his eyes and shook his head, as if trying to erase that image from existence. Then he turned his gaze skyward, and his lips formed familiar prayers. I was too frightened and too ashamed to look at him after that.

Besides, I couldn’t stop looking at Manrique, whose fury captured my whole attention.

He focused on me as I dangled in the soldier’s grasp, his dark eyes narrowing into a stare of deep malice as his face reddened, his jaw tightened and the muscles in his neck grew taut. Then he yelled.

“Who does this Indian boy belong to? ¿De quién es este muchacho indio?”

As dazed as I was, “muchacho indio” still stung. Insulted, I tried to explain my identity.

“I am Juan de los Reyes Baca y Pino, grandson of don Pedro Bautista Pino, and I am no Indian, sir. I am …”

“Excellency, excellency,” Bartolomé said. “This lad is my student. He lives in the household of Pedro Pino, my employer and a member of the Santa Fe village council. He has raised the boy as his own and …”

“Enough, Fernández. Why was the boy eavesdropping on our conversation? Did you or Pino put him up to it?”

“No, no! Of course not, Governor. I have no idea why he was here, but I’ll certainly find out when I take him home.”

Manrique stepped back from the window but called for his aide to set me down and tend to my chin, which continued to drip blood down the front of my shirt.

“We aren’t finished, Fernández,” I heard him say inside the room. “But I suppose I’ll have to deal with you later. You can be sure I’ll be in touch soon.”

Barto grabbed my ear, twisting it firmly, marching me out into the plaza and releasing his painful grip only when we were out of sight of the governor’s office. I wondered what granpapá would say about my ragged chin, about Manrique’s threat to “deal” with Barto, and how Barto would explain his role in freeing the americanos. And I wondered if it were really true that I was not Pedro Bautista Pino’s grandson. If not, then who was I?
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My grandfather was not supposed to return from his trip to the genízaro settlement of Abiquiú until the following day. He’d gone to trade fifty head of sheep for blankets, buffalo hides, and whatever else the mixed bloods in that frontier community had saved up since the last merchant from Santa Fe had visited earlier in the year. But when we came up the street to the house, we saw his packhorses drinking water at the tank at the corner and Grandfather’s friend and companion on all his travels, Salvador Leiba y Chaves, tending to them. This powerfully built ex-soldier spotted us and raised his arm in a salute or wave.

“Don Pedro is waiting inside. He wants to speak with you, don Bartolo …”

He stopped mid-sentence, staring at the blood dripping down my shirt. “What’s happened to this boy? He needs attention immediately. Take him to Andrea—she knows how to stop that bleeding. He may have ruined this shirt already.”

Bartolomé pulled me into the house and turned me over to the rough ministrations of Andrea, whose treatment stopped the bleeding and eased the ache, but also kept me away from listening in on my grandfather’s conversation with Bartolomé. I was sent to my room at the opposite end of the house from the sala where Salvador, Grandfather, and Bartolomé took their dinner and remained late in conversation. I had to eat alone in my room, two tortillas, a tough piece of carne seca, and a wrinkled yellow apple washed down with a cup of water. I was being taught a lesson. I fell asleep straining to listen to their conversation filtered down the long hallway and through the crack between the door and its jamb. I couldn’t make out a thing.

In the morning, however, after I had chopped some kindling for the kitchen and hauled several buckets of water to Andrea for her domestic use, just as I was sitting down to a cup of hot chocolate and one of her fresh tortillas slathered with quince jam, Grandfather came into the kitchen and sat down next to me. Andrea was even more surprised than I was at this break in his custom. He always took his meals in the comedor where he presided at a rectangular table he’d brought up from his parents’ home in Tomé. After she excused herself to give us privacy, Pedro got right to the point.

“Juanito, I understand you’ve been sticking yourself in the middle of grown-up things that don’t concern you. Entremetiéndose. I realize you are a curious boy, an adventurous boy, and I generally like to encourage you to learn as much about life, our family, and our community as you would like. But you are still very young, and I don’t want you to become a problem for don Bartolomé. He tells me you were eavesdropping on his meeting with the governor. He tells me you were spying on him in the middle of the night while he was on an important mission. And he tells me you have started arguing with him, questioning some of his actions. That must all stop, Juanito. Your place is to learn from Barto, not to create problems for him.”

“But granpapá, Barto helped the americanos escape. He even got burros for them to ride. He told me the governor wanted him to do this, but that’s not what Governor Manrique was saying when I …”

My grandfather was shaking his head. I had managed, in the space of three quick sentences, to confess my guilt to all of his accusations. I sat in silence for a moment, trying to come up with an explanation, nervously rocking back and forth on the bench. But I had none. Everything he said he’d heard was demonstrated true. I opened my mouth to defend myself but only a strangled, awful sound came out. I felt like crying but choked back the tears of shame.

Pedro Pino watched me for a few moments. He chewed on his lower lip briefly and rubbed his eyes with a balled-up fist. Then he leaned back and sighed.

“Listen to me, Juanito,” he said, standing up and coming behind me, placing both hands on my shoulders. “I am going to explain something to you. You don’t deserve an explanation as you are a child, not a man. But I want to give one to you because someday you will be in the position I am now. It will be you who takes over responsibility for all that must be done, and I want you to be well prepared for taking on that position. You must promise, though, not to share this information with anyone else—no one. Do you understand?”

I nodded, uneasy with him standing behind me where I couldn’t see his face and even more uneasy with the prospect of someday replacing him. I had never heard of this before. He had never said anything about it.

Pedro Bautista Pino was one of the leaders of our colony, a city official of Santa Fe, a respected merchant, a man who had distinguished himself by securing two different community land grants for families from town who were willing to settle and ranch in rural areas, first in Galisteo, twenty-five miles southeast of Santa Fe and then in San Miguel del Vado, twenty additional miles to the east, along the banks of the Pecos River. Some fifty families in all had moved from our city out into those areas, farming and growing livestock on the grassy plains. But raiding Indians, Comanches, Apaches, and Navajos had made life in those settlements very difficult, so my grandfather had taken on the additional responsibility of organizing a militia to defend them from the raiders.

All of that had kept him busy for the past few years, and he was away from our home in Santa Fe much more than he was there. I loved and respected him, was proud of his prominence, but his absences meant I didn’t know him very well—and I didn’t think he knew me very well either. Learning I was to be his successor shocked me.

“Especially Governor Manrique must never get word of what I am to tell you. The only way to make sure he doesn’t is to say nothing about this to anyone. You know he has ears everywhere in Santa Fe. So pledge to me that this will be a complete secret between us. Will you do that?”

As I had never spoken a single word to the governor before yesterday afternoon, I promised. And I had no one to share information with in the entire world except Bartolomé. He was my only confidant.

“Do you mean I can’t even talk about this to my teacher?”

Pedro lifted his hands from my shoulder and returned to his chair across from me. His hazel eyes stared steadily at me, but the stern set of his mouth had relaxed into a small smile.

“Don Bartolomé is fully aware of what I will say. He is part of it. And so is don Salvador. If you must talk about this with anyone you can speak with either of them. But even with them I urge you to speak very little about it. You never know when one of Manrique’s people might overhear.

“So here is what I want you to know.” He took a sip of water, then resumed.

“The governor had asked Bartolomé to speak with the americano prisoners on his behalf, probably because Barto speaks English so well.”

I almost interrupted him when I heard this and began squirming on my bench. I struggled to avoid saying even by my facial expression that Barto had lied to me about not knowing the language of americanos and tejanos. But I knew that for me to complain about Barto would upset granpapá, so I mentally counted to ten to keep my expression calm. It worked. He didn’t notice. It was a trick Andrea had told me she often used when listening to him.

“Manrique’s plan so worried Barto that he sent me a message about it while I was on my way to Abiquiú,” he went on. “But in the meantime, he pretended to cooperate while he waited for me to get back to him with a plan of our own.

“Manrique let everyone think he was going to release the prisoners so they’d go back to Missouri and tell the businesspeople there that all trade operations with New Mexico would have to be carried out in accord with the Empire’s guidelines. But we discovered his real plan was to set up commerce with the americano traders directly with him and his friends in Durango, outside the King’s policies and bypassing all of us in New Mexico. He plans to get rich at our expense. He was going to release the prisoners, but while they were on the road to Missouri, he planned to send a squadron of his troops to arrest them again, but this time take them to Durango. No one here would even suspect they’d been taken south. Once there, the trade deals would be negotiated with Durango comerciantes. Those ladrones would set up shop here in Santa Fe, cutting our local ranchers and traders out of the richest part of the trade.”

My face must have shown complete confusion, for at this point he stopped his explanation and tried another way of making clear what had happened.

“Look, Juanito, it really isn’t that complicated. Here’s what you need to know: The governor had a plan to make money off the americanos but to leave nuevomexicanos as poor as ever. He tried to get Barto to help, but your teacher very cleverly spoiled that plan. Now when the americanos return with trade goods, it will have to be with New Mexicans that they must deal. Don Bartolomé did a very good thing. But we cannot tell anyone about it. I know Manrique will be looking to punish him . . . and maybe us as well since he must realize that Salvador and I were in on the plan.” A sudden insight crossed my mind.

“So Barto was being clever, the way Sancho Panza is clever when he helps don Quixote trick the priest and the barber. I see that now. How exciting! It’s what knights-errant have to do to bring about the victory of what is good and honorable over those who deceive.”

My grandfather stared at me. His eyes grew wide under one raised eyebrow, and he cocked his head to one side. I could see in his expression that he was searching for a response. My comment had sounded as strange to him as if I had been speaking Chinese.

“What en el nombre de Diós are you talking about, Juan?”

“It’s what Barto and I read about in Don Quixote de la Mancha, granpapá. That’s what we learn in that book. It’s about fighting evil.”
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I spent a great deal of time over the next two days thinking about what my grandfather had explained to me. I had lots of time to do so, as both my grandfather and my teacher were called to meetings with the governor, and I was explicitly ordered to stay away. I didn’t understand a lot of what he’d said, especially about the trade and commerce regulations of the Empire and the king. I couldn’t see how officials in Mexico, the capital of Nueva España, didn’t have to apply the same rules there as they did in New Mexico. And I couldn’t see how the americanos would be able to tell the difference between New Mexicans and Mexicans. I looked in vain through Don Quixote for some clues as to these strange maneuverings. Chivalry, I decided, played no part in the considerations being made.

But all this thinking and wondering didn’t matter much because at dinner on the evening of the third day after his return, Grandfather announced after blessing our food that the governor had summoned him to the Palace of the Governors that afternoon and told him he had decided to send him to Spain.

It seemed that Governor Manrique had come up with the perfect punishment for Grandfather and Bartolomé for messing up his plan to steal the trade with the americanos for his partners in Durango. He intended to send them to Cádiz in Spain as New Mexico’s representatives to the Cortes, a special gathering, the first ever, of representatives from Spain’s colonies throughout the Empire. Away from New Mexico for two or even three years, they’d have no way of being involved with the new line of commerce. And if they never returned, he would cheerfully lead the colony in mourning their disappearance.

King Fernando had thought of the Cortes as a way to accomplish two things at once. First, he was living as a refugee in Cádiz after being driven from his capital in Madrid by the armies of Napoleon Bonaparte. He was desperate to increase support from all parts of the Empire for his efforts at pushing Napoleon’s powerful forces out of Spain, a support that had not been as strong as the king believed it should have been. The Cortes was intended to rally his subjects to provide more help.

Second, the king was also desperate to head off the rumblings of colonial independence that had begun threatening the Empire’s control of its possessions around the globe. Fernando was frightened by the French Revolution and the American War for Independence. He thought that offering the Cortes delegates an opportunity to share in his power and to draft a Constitution that would spell out how king and subjects would share power could help him hold the Empire together instead of having it break up. So, he invited all Spain’s colonies to come to Cádiz in 1812 to write the first Constitution for the Empire.

The governor had been notified of this gathering some weeks prior but had not announced to the people of his dusty province that they were supposed to send a representative. He knew no one from here had ever ventured back to Spain and few, if any, nuevomexicanos had the resources to undertake such a trip from beyond the edge of the known earth. He was certainly not going to provide any government assistance for what was clearly an utter waste of time and money.

But the Crown’s proclamation of the Cortes of Cádiz and Fernando VII’s call for delegates from every corner of the far-flung empire now offered Manrique a way to penalize his opponents. He dug the royal proclamation from the file basket where he’d dumped it the same day it arrived. Upon re-examination he saw it could give him a way to impress his superiors with his own loyalty to the king. At the same time, it offered a fitting punishment for Pedro B. Pino and his too-clever aide, Bartolomé Fernández, one they couldn’t refuse without appearing disloyal subjects of the Crown.

To the governor’s amazement, however, once he made known the Crown’s request and his intention of selecting Pino for the dubious and dangerous honor, many other public figures from around the colony challenged his choice. Whether motivated by some previously unexpressed and unsuspected fierce devotion to the Spanish royalty or by an unquenchable curiosity to see the greater world beyond the mountains that ring our isolated colony, the response to his announcement was so strong that he had to backtrack from this first plan.

Instead, he called for a gathering at the Palace of the Governors for August 11, 1810, at which time New Mexico’s delegate would be officially selected.

So granpapá, who realized the meeting provided a chance to evade the governor’s determination to banish him to Spain, joined the group gathered at the governor’s offices on the north side of the plaza. Manrique’s reception hall held a dozen of New Mexico’s wealthiest and most adventurous citizens. They had to be wealthy, for whoever was chosen would have to finance much of the trip himself. They had to be adventurous as there was no certainty of making it home safely. The galleon for Cádiz would leave from Veracruz, over 560 Spanish leagues from Santa Fe, a journey that would itself take many months to accomplish before the sea leg of the trip could begin. Then the French army, the most powerful in the world, would be waiting to greet them at Cádiz.

[image: ]
While we waited for Grandfather’s return from the meeting at the Palace of the Governors, I was allowed to join Bartolomé and Salvador at the table in the kitchen. Andrea kept our cups of yerba buena tea filled from the big iron pot suspended over the kitchen fire and several times replenished a platter of biscochitos that vanished steadily as the men speculated about what was going on at the governor’s. All the while I peppered Barto and Salvador with questions, most of which they ignored. Andrea was not usually this hospitable, so I surmised she wanted to keep the men in the kitchen where she could listen to their conversation. She busied herself with the cookies and tea and dinner preparations and added nothing to the speculations of the men. But I kept my attention on her reactions to what was being said through visual cues.

I had spent so much time with Andrea in the kitchen growing up that I could read her cues as clearly as if she were speaking directly to me. I could tell whether she thought one of men’s comments was accurate or foolish by watching how her mouth twitched, or her nose wrinkled or, especially, how her very large and very eloquent eyebrows rose, fell, or vibrated.

“I assure you,” said Salvador, “when the governor sees how many of the caballeros and hacenderos show up, he’ll realize that he can’t send don Pedro. It won’t be viewed as a punishment, but an honor. He won’t want to reward him—so he’ll have to find another way of slicing off a pound of Pedro Bautista’s flesh as punishment for tricking him.”

Andrea’s nose moved
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