Baja California Indians in the
Spanish Maritime Service, 1720-1821

BY W. MICHAEL MATHES

The general concept of Baja California Indians, Cochimi,
Guaycura and Perict, presented by eighteenth century Jesuit,
Franciscan and Dominican missionaries has been one of marginal,
indolent and inept peoples requiring extensive instruction to be-
come adapted to Western civilization." While this may have been
true in part, as well as a means employed by missionaries to
justify their presence on the peninsula and the retention of their
charges as neophytes, it has, nevertheless persisted to the present.

These ethnological concepts notwithstanding, the aboriginal
peoples of Baja California, unlike their contemporaries of the
Atlantic, Gulf of Mexico and southern Pacific coasts of North
America, were skilled in dealing with the sea. The aboriginal
construction and use of rafts (balsas) among the coastal Indians
of Baja California was universal and well noted by observers in
the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries.” These balsas were
constructed from three, five or seven bundles, up to two meters
in length, of reed-grass (carrizo) or logs of corcho (Erythrina
flabelliformis) or other trees, depending upon the availability of
materials. Joined by cords or wooden pegs, the bundles or logs
were tapered from the center to the sides to form a type of prow;
propulsion was by means of single or double bladed wooden
paddles or by hand paddling,’

With these primitive craft, the Cochimi, Guaycura, and parti-
cularly the Pericti of Cabo San Lucas, La Paz and Islas Cerralvo,
Espiritu Santo and San José demonstrated remarkable dexterity
in fishing and in hunting sea turtle. Carrying from one to four
persons, balsas were used for communications between the penin-
sular coast and gulf islands by the Cochimi and Perict, by the
former between the Pacific coast and Isla de Cedros, and by the
Guaycura across Bahia Magdalena to Isla Margarita. While there
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was no apparent aboriginal maritime contact between the penin-
sula and Sonora and Sinaloa, coastal transit was commonplace,
with early observers reporting seaborne travel over thirty kilo-
meters distant from land.* Notwithstanding other deprecatory
statements regarding Baja California natives, these skills of navi-
gation were subsequently recognized by the Jesuits who, after
over a century and a half of attempted secular settlement on the
peninsula, succeeded in establishing a permanent mission under
Juan Maria de Salvatierra at Nuestra Sefiora de Loreto-Conché
in 1697.

The isolation of Baja California, its arid climate and harsh
topography had resisted permanent settlement, however the es-
tablishment of Jesuit missions in the agriculturally productive
river valleys of Sinaloa and Sonora provided an excellent source
for supply and avenue of communication for the new California
missions. Following patterns set by Fernando Cortés in 1535 and
Isidro de Atondo y Antillén in 1683-1685, the Jesuits in Baja
California initiated seaborne supply and communications between
Loreto and the mainland coast on a regular basis in 1698, utilizing
small brigantines and longboats. Although trans-gulf voyages
were dangerous due to weather and the poor condition of the
vessels, they proved to be the mainstay of the missions through-
out their history.’

In January 1701, Salvatierra, acting as visitor of the Jesuit
missions of northwestern New Spain, founded San José de la
Laguna de Guaymas in Sonora as a supply station for the Cali-
fornia missions. Nevertheless, the older missions of the lower
Rio Yaqui, with their large herds and ample fields, Santa Barbara
de Huirivis, San Miguel de Belén, La Asuncién de Nuestra Sefiora
de Rahiin, San Ignacio de Térin and Santisima Trinidad de Pétam,
and that of La Exaltacién de la Santa Cruz del Rio Mayo, were
the more usual sources of supply, with Santa Barbara de Huirivis
at the mouth of the Rio Yaqui maintaining several warehouses
and granaries for storage of provisions for California, as well as
anchorage facilities for ships out of Loreto.® In that supply from
the Sonora coast was destined not only to the California missions
but also to the Real Presidio of Loreto, crews of the ships, often
soldiers, were in the employ of the latter as well as the Jesuit
Province of California. It is most probable that an occasional neo-
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phyte formed a part of these crews, however no specific mention
was made to this effect and, in fact, little mention of the nature of
supply-ship crews appeared in early documentation.

The lack of adequate maintenance and poor navigational skills
of the crews caused continuous failures of trans-gulf vessels and,
due to the high losses in this regard, as well as the high costs of
new ships, in 1720 Father Juan de Ugarte determined to construct
a brigantine in California. Employing Indian loggers and car-
penters in Arroyo San José de Magdalena, giiéribo ( Populus bran-
degeei) was cut and hewn, and on 14 September 1720 the first
ship built in the Californias, El Triunfo de la Cruz, was launched.
While primarily intended for routine supply voyages, El Triunfo
de la Cruz was assigned in 1721 to explore the gulf coasts of the
peninsula and Sonora as far north as the mouth of the Rio Colo-
rado in search of better routes between the two coasts. Com-
manded by Father Juan de Ugarte and an English pilot, Guillermo
Strafford, the brigantine sailed from Loreto on 5 May with a crew
of four Spaniards and thirteen Baja California Indians. Accom-
panying the ship was the longboat Santa Bdrbara crewed by five
Baja California Indians, one Yaqui and two Filipinos and, while
no details were given in regard to the service of the seamen, the
success of the expedition, which returned to Loreto on 15 Octeber,
indicated that the Indians served competently, probably as:a
result of prior maritime experience. Shortly following her return
to Loreto, on 1 November, with Fathers Juan de Ugarte and
Jaime Bravo and crewed by neophytes from Loreto, El Triunfo de
la Cruz sailed to La Paz for the founding of that mission.”

While maritime service by neophytes was apparently irregular
and informal between 1697 and 1767, the continual transit be-
tween Loreto and the Sonora-Sinaloa coast during that period
indicates that it was necessary and commonplace. Certainly the
shipyard at Loreto employed neophytes for repairing as well as
the construction of the longboats Concepcion and Lauretana.’
In the main, however, Jesuit policy in California resisted civil
settlement and interference, thus preventing extensive employ-
ment of Indians in the few secular agricultural, livestock raising,
pearl fishing and mining enterprises there, and it was not until
the expulsion of the Jesuits in January 1768 that Indian employ-
ment in the naval service was formalized.
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Following the expulsion of the Jesuits and their replacement by
Franciscans in March 1768, Visitor General José de Galvez, as
a part of his plan for the occupation of Alta California, estab-
lished the Naval Department of San Blas on the coast of Nayarit
on 16 May. The department, under Commissary Francisco Hi-
josa, was empowered with the control of all maritime activity
in relation to the Californias including recruitment, payment of
salaries, ship construction and repair, mail and supply. Thus,
the remaining ex-Jesuit ships Concepcion, Lauretana, Guadalu-
pana, San Francisco Xavier, Pilar and Rosario were incorporated
into the San Blas fleet, the first being used to carry the Galvez
family to Ensenada de Cerralvo on 12 May. To oversee activities
in California, Gélvez followed twelve days later, however, bad
weather delayed his arrival at Cerralvo until 5 July.’

During his sojourn in Baja California, Galvez conferred with
Fray Junipero Serra, president of the Franciscan missions, and
Gaspar de Portol4, captain of the overland expedition planned to
Alta California. The Californias were to be explored, occupied
and supplied as far to the north as possible, with San Blas playing
a major role in this expansion. While no specific provisions were
made for the employment of Baja California Indians in this en-
terprise, as a part of the crew of the San Carlos under Vicente
Vila, Juan José Carpio and Juan Antonio Carpio, Indian cowboys
from Loreto, sailed for Monterey in 1769, and some eight to
twelve Baja California Indians, primarily Cochimi, were in-
corporated into the Portola overland expedition to San Diego to
serve as drovers, cowboys and overseers in the Alta California
missions.’® Also in that year, Matias Félix, a Cochimi, was ap-
pointed master (arrdez) of the longboat Guadalupana, newly
commissioned for mission supply."

Although administratively subject to the Department of San
Blas, the Loreto naval service generally functioned independently,
particularly in relation to recruitment. Rank and salaries, estab-
lished by Gélvez in 1768, were uniform in the two departments
without regard to caste. The highest rank out of Loreto was that
of boatswain (contramaestre) with a salary of 300 pesos per
year, followed by boatswain’s mate (guardidn) at 216 pesos,
arraez at 120 pesos and seaman (marinero) at 96 pesos.'’ To
provide continuous recruitment in the Loreto service the Colegio
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de Marina was established in that port and was attached to the
presidial complement. Thus, recruitment of mariners was carried
out by presidio commandants, and maritime personnel were in-
corporated into the muster of the presidio, however, neophyte
enlistees also remained as charges of the mission and were in-
cluded in the annual census as a part of its population.' Further-
more, although enlistments were formal, pay and retirement was
disbursed from the presidial allotment, and maintenance was
provided by the crown, neophytes in the naval service could, at
any time, petition and receive a release from service to return to
mission life, and were considered temporarily detached from their
mission on enlistment.'* Annual salaries were raised in 1772 to
350 pesos, 280 pesos, 200 pesos, 120 pesos and 60 pesos for guard-
ian, master (patron), carpenter and caulker ( carpintero, calafate),
marinero and cabinboy (paje) respectively. However, these were
adjusted by Royal Order of 26 March 1774 to 336, 240, 144 and
60 pesos.'*

Baja California Indians enlisted in the naval service were prin-
cipally employed in the transportation of mail and supplies be-
tween Sinaloa and Sonora and Loreto, between Loreto and Mu-
legé, La Paz and San José del Cabo, and in the carrying of salt
from the pans of Isla del Carmen to Loreto, however, when a
shortage of seamen occurred at San Blas, they were transferred
to that port. During the Franciscan administration of the missions
from 1768 to 1773, such use of neophytes in maritime service
was opposed, and in June 1770, Father President Fray Francisco
Pal6u formally requested Governor Matias de Armona to restrict
service to voyages related solely to mission supply and communi-
cations." This request had little impact however, and in the
census of Loreto taken by Paléu on 19 May 1773, preparatory to
the transfer of the peninsular missions, the following neophytes,
all Cochimi, were listed as in the naval service: Damian and
Baltasar Careaga from San José de Comondti, Estanislao Montes
from San Francisco Javier, Francisco Javier from Santa Rosalia
de Mulegé, Placido, Lucas, Timoteo, Benito, Ignacio and Cosme
from San Ignacio, Benno, Alonso, Salvador and Pablo from Santa
Gertrudis, Diego, Basilio, Policarpo, Simén, Tadeo, Ignacio, Ni-
comedo and Juan Nepomuceno from San Francisco Borja; and
the Guaycura Sigismundo Lascano from La Purisima Concepcién
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de Cadegomd.”” With the arrival of the Dominicans a similar
census was taken by Father President Fray Vicente de Mora on
1 August 1774, indicating a decrease in the number of neophyte
seamen to sixteen through the deletion of Estanislao Montes,
Sigismundo Lascano, Plicido, Lucas, Timoteo, Cosme, Pablo,
Nicomedeo and Juan Nepomuceno, and the addition of Juan
Ignacio Marin and Faustino Vega from the Perici mission of
Santiago.'® Such a decrease was probably due to the removal of
some neophytes to Alta California by the Franciscans as had been
reported by Paléu to Governor Felipe Barri on 19 July 1773."
This decline in numbers of seamen was but temporary, and
maritime service continued to attract neophytes. Furthermore,
with increased activity of the Naval Department of San Blas in
exploration of the Pacific northwest after 1774, the demand for
personnel in coastal navigation increased substantially. In 1775,
in response to pressure from the Dominicans, Governor Felipe de
Neve ordered Comissary Francisco Hijosa to return Baja Cali-
fornia Indian sailors serving in San Blas to Loreto. On 20 June
Hijosa replied that some Indians were being returned forthwith,
but that others could not be returned because they were badly
needed by the maritime commandant, Lieutenant Ignacio de
Arteaga.”” While no specific mention was made in contemporary
documentation, it is quite possible that some Baja California
Indians may have served aboard the Santiago and Sonora under
Bruno Hezeta and Juan Francisco de la Bodega y Quadra on their
voyage from San Blas to Nootka Sound in 1775, as well as on the
subsequent voyage of the Princesa and Favorita under Arteaga
and Bodega to southern Alaska in 1779. 4
Since complaints to Neve were of little effect, on 20 February
1777 Mora wrote directly to Viceroy Antonio Maria Bucareli y
Ursia. The communique opened with an attack on Neve by
stating that housing for Indian sailors in Loreto was substandard
in that the governor required the sailors to construct their own
homes without building and maintenance allowances. Further-
more, Mora continued, the norm was to employ as many neo-
phytes as possible in the maritime service and during their enlist-
ment they were mistreated and unjustly punished, citing the case
of Matias Félix who, on 29 June 1776, was placed in irons for
sixteen days due to delays in the arrival of the mail and supply
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boat from Todos Santos to Loreto, and of the arbitrary reduction
of Indians serving with the rank of arrdez to that of marinero.
Finally, neophytes taken from domestic service at Santiago and
Santa Rosalia de Mulegé for a specific voyage had not been re-
turned to their missions as promised and very frequently Indians
were recruited prior to the harvest season, thus reducing the
subsistence production level at the missions.”’ Despite the force-
fulness of these complaints, they were not acted upon and,-in
fact, maritime service by neophytes increased to the extent that
their relationship to the missions virtually ceased. To a great
degree enlistment accomplished more efficiently the function of
the mission, Hispanization of the Indian culturally and linguisti-
cally.

Following the governmental division of the Californias in 1777,
activities of the Naval Department of San Blas were increasingly
directed toward supply and communications in Alta California,
with Monterey as the principal destination, and only occasional
service to Loreto. Spanish involvement in the American Revolu-
tion and the subsequent declaration of open warfare upon Eng-
land in 1780 further drew upon the resources of San Blas, thus
creating a need for greater self-sufficiency of the maritime ser-
vice at Loreto, making it virtually independent and at the same
time highly reliant upon the recruitment of Indian personnel.
This status remained throughout the final four decades of Spanish
domination in the Californias as a result of later involvement in
the settlement of Nootka from 1788 to 1795, the Napoleonic Wars
from 1795 to 1815, and the Wars of Independence in New Spain
from 1810 to 1821.*

Regulations and salaries at Loreto remained subject to those
applied to San Blas, and vessels in the trans-gulf service were
subject to requisition by the Naval Department which also re-
tained ultimate responsibility for their major repairs or replace-
ment.” In 1781 salaries were set at 360, 144 and 60 pesos for the
ranks of patr6n, marinero and paje, respectively.** These were
made subject to special wartime taxation of one peso applied to
Spaniards and Indians alike under a Royal Order of 17 August
1780 which was received by presidial Commandant Joaquin
Caiiete in Loreto on 1 January 1782.** Salaries were subsequently
reduced by the regulations decreed by Viceroy Manuel Antonio
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Flores on 12 October 1798 to 240, 192 and 120 pesos for patrén,
arrdez and marinero, although the rations allowance of the armed
fleet was to be provided in addition to regular pay.” These
salaries remained in force until 1821; however, due to financial
exigencies, they were often not paid and many Loreto mariners
accrued large credits in the account ledgers of the presidio,
amounts which were never paid in most cases.”

The irregularity of pay notwithstanding, maritime service pro-
vided independence, prestige and social mobility to Indians of
Baja California and thus attracted large numbers of recruits.
Prior to 1791 the naval complement at the Real Presidio of Loreto
fluctuated between seventeen and twenty-five men, despite the
expansion from two to three crews by order of Commandant
General of the Provincias Internas Teodoro de Croix on 22 April
1782.% After 1791 the complements ran from twenty-five to thirty
men until the beginning of the Wars of Independence in 1810
when they were again reduced, often to as few as fourteen men.
Of these complements eighty to eighty-five percent were Indian
seamen, caulkers and carpenters, varying in age from seventeen
to forty years, who generally enlisted for one year and, while the
post of patrén was occupied by a Spaniard,” the remaining posi-
tions were held by Spaniards, Mestizos and Indians without caste
distinction. Although desertions were occasional and dismissals
to return to mission life, to rejoin families and for poor health or
incompetence were frequent throughout the period, some in-
dividuals served for many years and established a family tradition
of maritime service.

Between 1781 and 1821 Yaqui, Cochimi and Guaycura con-
tinuously appeared on the maritime service muster rolls at the
Real Presidio of Loreto. Among the former, the missions of
Huirivis, Pétam, Térin and Bamoa are represented, as are the
names Guadalupe Asacamea, Ignacio Achumea, José Ignacio
Auguise, Gabriel Justo Ayala, José Ignacio Ceabacot, Irivi, José
de Luna, Diego Piute, Juan Taumea, José Antonio Tegueco and
José Antonio Reyes as short term enlistees. Longer service among
Yaqui was reflected in the records of Juan Ignacio Achemea
(1799-1804), Juan Bacotmea (1785-1789), Luis Cocmea (1787-
1795), Tomas Contreras (1789-1790), José Faustino Guainamota
(1798-1801), Hernando Sevismea (1791-1800) and Francisco
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Siamea (1795-1800), with family service by Juan Pedro Alvarez
of Pétam (1783) and Guadalupe Alvarez (1814-1820), Ignacio
Alamea (1791-1803), Pedro Alamea (1807-1814) and Andrés
Alamea (1816-1820), and Juli4n Usacamea (1799-1804) and José
Maria Usacamea (1800).%

Although extensive, Yaqui enlistees were far exceeded in num-
bers and length of service by Cochimi. By year of enlistment the
following Baja California Indians were incorpordted into the
muster at the Real Presidio of Loreto: Josef Bernardo (1781-
1782), Francisco Borja (1781), Ignacio Borjino (1781), Borja
Candelaria (1781-1787), Andrés Careaga (1781-1800), Juan Car-
pio (1781-1783), Luis Carpio (1781), Miguel Cisneros (1781),
Tomas Cortés (1781-1808), Juan Francisco (1781), Juan Ignacio
Hipdlito (1781-1785), José Ignacio Mosén (1781-1800), Josef
Manuel Orozco (1781-1784), Antonio Vallarta (1781), Ignacio
Maria Vallarta (1781-1787), Matias Covarrubias (1782-1784),
Rafael Cisneros (1782), Cornelio Salesio Guaycuro (1784-1789),
Marcos Moran (1787-1790), José Ignacio Careaga (1788-1799),
José Maria Romero (1788-1790), Agustin Flaco (1791), Cayetano
Flores (1791), José Guiro (1791-1795), Juan Luis Iligii (1791),
Manuel Matatrés (1791), José de la Luz Orozco (1791-1800),
Salvador Aguacero (1795-1800), Ignacio Alipaz (1795), José
Ignacio Cienfuegos (1795), José Maria Cumichi (1795-1820),
Marcos Cumichi (1795), Diego Guiro (1795), José Antonio Mo-
ran (1795), José Norberto Villamil (1795), José Loreto Sara
(1798), Juan Pablo PolicAn (1799-1800), Ambrosio Garabato
(enlisted 1 April, deserted 5 July 1800), Raimundo Mena (1800),
Juan Rubio (1800-1814), Francisco Gregorio (1803-1810), Lucas
José (1803-1804), José Manuel Moran (1803-1810), Baltasar
Yubay (1803), José Maria Orozco (1805-1814), Juan Pedro Car-
pio (1806-1822), Vicente Fernandino (1807)°', José Maria Rubio
(1808), Diego Cumichi (1809), Juan Toméas Cortés (1809-1810),
Joaquin Rubio (1810), Euleterio Cortés (1813-1820), Ignacio
Cumichi (1813-1820), Juan Careaga (1813-1820), Miguel Pa-
juncio (1813), Romualdo Mulegino (1816) and Simén Mulegino
(1815-1820). Of these seamen, only Cornelio Salesio Guaycuro
was clearly not Cochimi.*

Longevity of service and family maritime tradition was note-
worthy among the Cochimi. While the majority of enlistees served
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as marineros, Matias Félix, Tomas Cortés, Rafael Cisneros and
Juan Rubio achiéved the rank of arrdez, with Juan Francisco,
Andrés Careaga, Tomas Cortés and Antonio Vallarta elevated to
that of guardian.” Service of five years or more was completed
by Salvador Aguacero (5), Borja Candelaria (6), Ignacio Maria
Vallarta (6), Francisco Gregorio (7), and José Ignacio Mosén,
the latter’s nineteen years equalled or exceeded only by Andrés
Careaga with nineteen years and Tomés Cortés with twenty-
seven years of service.” Family tradition or attraction to service
wds notable in the case of the Guiro (2), Mulegino (2), Orozco
(2 with 9 years service by each), Moran (3; 1 with 7 years ser-
vice), Rubio (3; 1 with 14 years service), Carpio (5; 1 with 16
years service) and the particularly unique case of the Cumichi,
José Maria (15 years), Marcos (1 year), Diego (1 year), Ignacio
(7 years) and Gerénimo who entered the service on the Goleta
Nacional Matamoros in 1827.*

While the number of Baja California Indians employed in the
maritime service was an insignificant percentage of the some 7,100
to 3,300 neophytes in the peninsular missions between 1769 and
1800, acculturation brought about by maritime service accom-
plished the goals of the mission system in a relatively short time.
Theoretically, the mission was to Christianize and Hispanicize
the Indian neophytes within ten years, however, in practice,
generation after generation of Baja California Indians remained
neophytes protected from realistic contact with the secular world
by their ministers and subject to decimation by epidemics result-
ing from confinement, increasing civil settlement and promiscuity.
Free from the restrictive regimentation and patronage of mission
life, the mariner became a part of the independent, salaried labor
force of New Spain. Contact with the secular world gave him a
realistic view of life and its problems; the necessity of working
for a living, providing for one’s sustenance and clothing as well as
that of one’s family, and the adversities arising from conflict with
the law and civil authority, encounters with other persons of
different cultural background, and the prevailing caste system.
Travel outside of the immediate locale of the mission to other
regions of the peninsula as well as to the mainland of New Spain
brought the mariners into contact with persons of diverse cul-
tures, Yaqui, Mestizo, Mulato, Filipino, Spanish and other Baja
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California Indians, not only expanding their geographical “world
concept”, but also necessitating their adaptation to a more uni-
versal culture with Spanish as the common language. While op-
posed by mission superiors, secular service by neophytes was
evidently even a determining factor for advancement within the
mission system as reflected by the selection of Baja California
Indians for positions of responsibility in expansion to Alta Cali-
fornia.’

Although many mariners retained indigenous family names,
the majority, upon baptism, adopted an Hispanic name, generally
that of their Godfather who was often a soldier stationed at the
mission. As a result of this practice several family branches were
established, one Spanish and the others Indian, which, with the
passage of one generation usually caused the adjective “indio”
to be removed from the individual’s name in official documenta-
tion, thus making him “espafiol” by caste.”” Certain Hispanic
names adopted by Indian families predominated at specific mis-
sions as follows: Nuestra Sefiora de Loreto: Careaga, Carpio,
Cisneros, Covarrubias, Moran, Orozco, Vallarta, Villamil; San
Francisco Javier Viggé: Cortés, Morn; San José de Comondu:
Careaga, Rubio, Villamil; Santa Rosalia de Mulegé: Cisneros; La
Purisima Concepcién de Cadegomé: Cienfuegos; Todos Santos:
Orozco; San Luis Gonzaga: Salesio; Nuestra Sefiora de Guadalupe
de Huasinapi: Careaga, Romero; Santa Gertrudis: Cisneros, Yu-
bay; San Francisco Borja: Borjino, Mena; and, San Fernando
Velicata: Fernandino Garabato.*

This total Hispanization brought about through maritime ser-
vice and its subsequent transmittal to other family members and
friends prepared many Baja California Indians for integration
into national society following the secularization of missions in
the nineteenth century. Thus, while admittedly few in number,
Baja California Indians tended to “disappear” as Indians and
become identified with the Mestizo population of the peninsula.
Furthermore, the success of the service clearly dispells the myth
of the ineptitude of the indigenous peoples of Baja California
and places them on a level with the Tlaxcalteca allies of the six-
teenth and New Mexican Pueblo auxiliaries of the eighteenth
centuries.
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