Archaeology and History in Your Backyard—Coronado’s Entrada 1540
Hello everyone, this is Archaeology and History Your Backyard.  This script was written by Bob Berglund, and my name is ______   ______.   KXNM 88.7 FM and the Torrance County Archaeological Society are pleased to bring you a series of programs designed to acquaint you, our listening audience with little known people, places, and events that took place in the past, right here in your own back yard.  Our goal is to inform, educate, and possibly enlist your help in preserving and protecting the past.  


In 1540 Coronado led an entrada, or expedition, into New Mexico from deep in Mexico.  The popular image of the force he led is of a troop of Spanish conquistador soldiers wearing armor and on horseback riding north.  That view of the entrada is far too simple.  The real story is much more complicated and interesting. Richard Flint is author of an outstanding book, No Settlement No Conquest: A History of the Coronado Entrada that is the result of his research into the archives in Mexico City and in Spain.  Why is Coronado important?  It was a turning point and New Mexico was never the same afterwards  

Spain struck it rich in the early 1500s when they conquered the Aztecs in Mexico and the Incas in Peru.  Tremendous amounts of gold and silver were taken back to Spain, and the new world held other riches too.  Even the red dye cochineal extracted from beetles that fed on prickly pear cactus was considered precious in Europe.  Coronado was one of many conquistadors who hoped to hit the jackpot, but didn’t. Most of the 130 entradas that Spaniards undertook in the Americas accomplished little and are largely forgotten to history.

Why the interest in what lay in the unknown country north of Mexico?  For one thing the understanding of geography was that there were 3 continents, Europe, Asia, and Africa, and this belief was supported by religious theories about the lost tribes of Israel.  To believe there existed an unknown continent containing millions of people that weren’t’ descended from the lost tribes was sacrilegious.  It was still believed that North America was really part of Asia to the east of India and that by penetrating further inland rich cities and populations could be found.  The rumors about the fantastically rich 7 cities of Cibola really fed the desire for the Spanish to conquer and to capture the riches to be found.

Conventional wisdom is that the Spaniards were mainly looking for gold and silver.  However, while they certainly wouldn’t have passed up an opportunity to take any they found, many people signed on to the entrada for another reason.  If they could find and conquer a native people that produced valuable goods the individual conquering Spaniards would be granted an encomienda, which was the right to receive tribute from their assigned native subjects.  This tribute or tax could be gold, silver, cotton cloth, or foodstuffs, or in many cases labor; and that would allow the Spaniard to lead a life of ease and honor.  A large number of those who signed on were hoping to settle in the new area and lead a life of ease at the expense of the natives.  To become an encomendero was as good as life got for a Spanish conquistador.  For example, because the population of the Mexico City area was so great, the 313 Spaniards who accompanied Cortes were assigned encomiendas that each often included thousands of native households.

There was, of course, a strong religious justification for conquering new territories and that was to save all of those heathen souls by converting them to Catholicism.  Many Franciscans believed their religious order to be one of two that were expected to achieve the complete conversion of the world and that this would culminate in the 2nd coming of Christ.  These Franciscans considered the opportunity to convert the natives a glorious duty and a great opportunity to hasten the 2nd coming.  Half a dozen Franciscan friars accompanied by a sizeable number of servants and lay helpers enrolled in the entrada.

Some people signed on to pursue occupations and saw the entrada as a means of making a livelihood.  Several took herds of livestock to sell to others on the way.  Also included were a cobbler, a clothing merchant, a tailor, a blacksmith, and a couple of pictorial painters.  Others signed on because they were in debt and their prospects were so poor around Mexico City. 
 The muster roll for the expedition, which survives, furnishes the names of 287 free men.  In addition at least 80 more European men-at-arms are known to have enlisted.  Nearly all of these men-at-arms were carrying native weapons and lances.  There were few firearms and only a few of the elite had steel armor.  In Spain at that time even men of modest means had slaves and servants, with higher ranking men having several.  Most likely 350 to 400 or more slaves and servants accompanied the free men.  Black slaves were very common in the Spanish New World.  Wives and families with children in some cases also accompanied the expedition.

Besides the Spanish soldiers, priests, and merchants who signed on there was another group that signed on for completely different reasons—these were the Mexican Indians, or Indios amigos, who were allies and made up the largest group on the entrada, 1300 to 1500 people.  They came from central and western Mexico and were a central part of the fighting force.  For these people war and its skills were important centuries before the Spanish conquest.  Documents of the era suggest strongly that the opportunity to accomplish feats of war was the chief motivation for the native warriors to sign on.  It was usual for these warriors to be told they could keep captives for their own use.  Later some of these Indios amigos chose to stay on in the pueblo world.  

An interesting part of the story of this expedition is that there was no government financing to help support the effort.  It was all paid for by the participants, and the costs were staggering, so you know the participants were gambling on a big payoff.  Well over 2000 people would have to be fed for a long period.  Their clothing would wear out and have to be replaced.  All the incidentals of life would have to be carried along like cooking utensils, medical supplies, musical instruments such as drums and bugles, chains for prisoners, tools to repair tack, spare equipment, and so on.  All of this would have to be transported hundreds of miles and at least 600 pack horses and mules did part of the job.  The remainder was done by Indian load bearers, who may have numbered in the thousands.  Add the 550 or so saddle horses and their required supplies and the amount of material that was needed to support the entrada was staggering.  And don’t forget the other livestock, the food supply on-the-hoof that included well over 500 head of cattle and 5000 sheep.  The total cost to outfit the expedition is conservatively estimated to exceed 600,000 silver pesos at a time when a laborer might earn 100 pesos a year.  Many of the free men went into debt to participate, and returned 2 years later more in debt than ever.

So picture the scene as 350 armed men mostly on horseback, with at least 400 slaves and servants and 1500 Indian warrior allies on foot, and with many of these people accompanied by wives and families, picture as this crowd moved off to the north on narrow Indian trails, accompanied by several thousand head of livestock—sheep, cattle, mules and horses.  It was a long way from the popular view of a small force of conquistadors wearing armor and on horseback moving quickly along the trails to the north.

There is an interesting sidelight to the story that shows how limited the understanding of geography was at that time.  As Coronado advanced north another party paralleled them by sea with supplies for the land expedition.  The belief was that the 7 cities of Cibola were close to the west coast.  Part of the seaborne force did get up the Colorado River as far as the mouth of the Gila River with small boats, but contact was never established and the effort to resupply the entrada by sea was abandoned.

When you think about an entrada of 2500 or more people accompanied by several thousand head of livestock arriving at Zuni and then in the Rio Grande valley it is no wonder that it caused a major disruption.  The valley was lined with pueblos and fully occupied.  Keeping these arrogant and demanding newcomers fed was a major problem, as was keeping them warm and alive during the winter. 1540 was in the middle of the little ice age and winters were much colder and snowier than anything we have experienced in recent times.

The story of the trip north and the experiences during the 2 years spent in New Mexico will have to be told at another time.  For a lot more detail in a very readable history No Settlement No Conquest: A History of the Coronado Entrada by Richard Flint is highly recommended.

The Torrance County Archaeological Society is currently on winter break.  We are scheduled to meet the first Tuesday of every month from March through November.  You can listen to Archaeology in Your Backyard on Monday at 1 PM, Tuesday at 7 PM, Friday at 10 AM, and Saturday at 4 PM.  Thank you for listening.

