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Editor's Introduction 

Many writers have generalized about the racial and social fluidity of 
society on New Spain's far northern frontier, but none have based their 
generalizations on as much empirical data as Alicia Tjarks. Dr. Tjarks 
belongs to a generation of historians who, under the influence of French 
social historians, are making greater use of quantitative techniques to 
understand peoples of the past. She has made excellent use of census 
records to answer a variety of elusive questions about common people in 
eighteenth-century Texas: What was their average life expectancy? What 
percentage of the population were children? What percentage of the adult 
population was male? female? single? married? widowed? lived out of 
wedlock? How common were illegitimate children? 

This article appeared originally in the Southwestern Historical Quarterly, 77 (1974): 
291-338. It is reprinted here in condensed form with permission of the publisher and the 
author. Although some material has been deleted where indicated, for the convenience of 
researchers notes and tables retain the same numbers which appeared in the original article. 
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Ms. Tjarks provides fascinating answers to these questions. Her 
method of arriving at those answers was necessary. Unlike historians who 
study literate elite groups, those historians who wish to understand more 
about the average frontiersman are handicapped by a shortage of literary 
sources—letters, government documents, diaries, and wills. Census data, 
on the other hand, have enabled Tjarks to compose demographic profiles 
of illiterate groups. Census data also have many limitations, as she 
suggests. Tjarks found, for example, that settlers in Texas resembled the 
californios described by Servin in their tendency to "whiten" 
themselves—to misrepresent their racial ancestry to the census taker. 
Demographic analysis, then, requires much more than counting. Like 
other modes of historical analysis, the demographer needs to approach 
documents with skepticism and sensitivity and use them in conjunction 
with a variety of sources. 

In the article that follows, Tjarks discusses her methods and her 
conclusions. This article has been shortened substantially because of 
space limitations in this anthology. Students doing research on this 
question should consult the original. 

Alicia Vidaurreta Tjarks has studied on three continents. She 
completed her undergraduate work in Argentina, the country of her 
birth, and did graduate work in Spain (Ph.D., University of Madrid), and 
in the United States (Master of Library Science, University of Denver). 
Dr. Tjarks, who has taught at universities in Spain and Argentina, has 
been Ibero-Ameriean bibliographer at the Zimmerman Library, 
University of New Mexico since 1973. Her numerous publications range 
over a wide variety of subjects, from a book on El comercio ingles y el 
contrabando (Buenos Aires: 1962), to a bibliography of Brazilian travel 
literature (Rcvista de Historic! de America, 1978). The piece reprinted in 
this anthology forms part of a book-length manuscript entitled "Economic 
and Social Life in Colonial Texas, 1770-1790." Dr. Tjarks has published a 
related study in the Revista de Indias (1973-74), "Evolucio'n urbana de 
Texas durante el siglo XVIII," and a similar work on New Mexico: 
"Demographic, Ethnic and Occupational Structure of New Mexico, 
1790/' Americas, 35 (1978): 45-88. 



Comparative Demographic Analysis 
of Texas, 1777-1793 

Demographic analysis has been a very much neglected area in the 
history of Spanish Texas. A few historians and scientists have provided 
scattered information based on some census reports from the late 
eighteenth and the early nineteenth centuries.1 This limited statistical 
information leaves, however, an important gap, as these general data are 
insufficient for a thorough demographic and social study of the Spanish 
period of Texas, and are at times even contradictory. Perhaps the political 
history of Spanish Texas—accurately called the "key of New Spain"—has 
exerted too strong an attraction on the researchers or perhaps those 
census reports have been inaccessible because widely scattered over the 
world, in collections like the Archivo General de Indias in Seville, the 
Archivo Histdrico Nacional in Madrid, the Biblioteca Nacional of Mexico 
City, or the Archives Division of the Texas State Library and the Bexar 
Archives at the University of Texas, both in Austin. For whatever reason, 
the fact is that a more profound and objective study of the demographic 
aspect of Spanish Texas history, of the racial and social characteristics and 
movements of the population has been delayed and avoided up to the 
present. What is presented here is not a complete detailed analysis, but 
some appraisals that can guide future research in this area, so that 
historians, as suggested by Harley L. Browning, "at least those concerned 
with economic and social history, can benefit from a better understanding 
of the demographic perspective."2 
The social structure of colonial Texas, like that of many other frontier 
areas, possessed several traits that made it different from the Mexican 
society of the eighteenth century. Lyle N. McAlister's classification of the 
Mexican population, based on their economic characteristics, holds some 
validity relative to Texas in general terms. McAlister viewed the 
Mexicans as divided into three classes: the upper class, consisting of the 
owners of haciendas and mines, rich merchants, the higher echelons of 
the clergy, and the bureaucracy; the middle class, consisting of smaller 
ranchers and mine owners, small merchants, clerks and civil servants, 
artisans, and the lower clergy and bureaucrats; and the lower or 
proletarian class, including poor artisans, peasants, peddlers, servants, 
and vagabonds, all people without land and property.3 At first glance this 
classification seems applicable to Texas, but closer scrutiny reveals that its 
generalities are inadequate because of numerous exceptions. The northern 
borderlands of New Spain became the assembly point for 
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a quite heterogeneous population, coming from all walks of life and 
places. Such a frontier society can be identified with the relatively open 
society of the Conquest much more easily than with the cohesive and 
hierarchical structure later imposed by Spain on its American possessions. 

This is not an isolated or casual fact. Texas was incorporated into the 
Spanish realm when the colonization of Central Mexico had been already 
completed. San Antonio, originally just a tiny garrison town, was settled 
by peasants from the Canary Islands, who, fortified by their own rural 
past and their innate toughness, adapted themselves perfectly to the new 
environment, despite isolation and need. The social stratification of the 
vice kingdom, which reached its most significant momentum in the second 
half of the eighteenth century, was not completely absent, however, from 
this new frontier society. It unquestionably existed, but only in such an 
extenuated and permeated way that it presents—unlike the situation in 
some other regions of America—a clear case of acculturation of the 
European, a process which at the beginning of the nineteenth century 
would turn into a complete identification with the natives and the 
environment.4 

It is pretentious, however, to define that Texan culture as a democratic 
society in the current sense. The new province was formed under the 
influence of the social order ruling in New Spain, but without the 
presence of really closed ethnic or economic groups. This circumstance 
was primarily determined by the scarcity of the original European 
population, which was readily followed by larger contingents of settlers 
from Mexico. Racial miscegenation was strong in this second wave of 
immigrants. They came to the borderlands looking for social and 
economic improvement, particularly after 1749, when the vicekingdom 
underwent a great agrarian crisis, resulting in an intense internal 
migration. The sequels of the dramatic economic crisis suffered by New 
Spain in 1785-1786 were even more largely effective in the increase of 
the borderland population. These effects were principally felt in 
agricultural and mining areas, where the scarcity of food and work, as 
much as the extremely high cost of living, triggered the "giant 
migrations"—as they were appropriately called by Enrique Flor-
escano—which enticed some groups of people from northern Mexico to 
move in search of a better way of living, even to such isolated areas as 
Texas.5 According to Silvio Zavala, "the frontier was not a safety valve, 
but it was a land of opportunity."6 

As a consequence of the mixture of races and classes, Texan society 
experienced an increasing upward mobility, a phenomenon about which 
census reports and parochial registers frequently bear witness. It is 
remarkable that, along with the continuing concept of a caste society, 
differences due to skin color and other related circumstances were 



mmographic Analysis of Texas 139 

reduced to such a point that a society definitely heterogeneous, both in its 
origin and in its composition, emerged in Texas. 

The information relative to the population of Texas available in printed 
sources, which refer to that province or to the vicekingdom of New Spain 
in general, is relatively abundant, although quite contradictory. The 
period considered was recorded through one of the initial stammerings of 
statistical techniques, since the first general census was carried out to 
fulfil the Royal Order of November 10, 1776, which demanded periodic 
census reports for all inhabitants of America and the Philippines.7 

Examining the census reports (padrones) from Texas one will occasionally 
find satisfactory answers to his questions, and the demographic 
information gathered permits some conclusions pertaining to the 
population of Texas, wrhich do not always agree with those already 
accepted. The roaming Indian tribes cannot be included in the general 
estimate of the Texan population. Some information about them exists, 
such as the estimates supplied in 1778 by Athanase de Mezieres, 
lieutenant governor of the town of Natchitoches in Louisiana, to the 
commander general of the Interior Provinces, the Chevalier de Croix, or 
the data provided by a few tribal censuses, like those taken by Nicolas de 
la Mathe and Esteban de Vaugine, in 1783, and by Governor Domingo 
Cabello, in 1785. These figures, however, are merely approximate or 
rough estimates, notwithstanding that they resulted from commendable 
efforts.8 Consequently, the present analysis will consider only the Indians 
of the missions and those who lived permanently in the Spanish towns. To 
proceed otherwise—that is, trying to add into the calculations a minimum 
of 6,000 pagan Indians (Croix mentioned 7,280 in 1778) to some 3,000 
inhabitants of the three Spanish towns—would lead to an extreme 
ambiguity and lack of precision.9 

The present study had to adopt the methodology suitable to prestatistic 
and protostatistic periods, applied by the French School and the Berkeley 
Group.10 All existing sources, even if in many cases very incomplete, 
have been used to cross-check data, particularly in the racial aspect. The 
baptism registers from the parish of San Fernando de Bexar and from the 
missions are primary demographic and social sources, invaluable for the 
study of the dynamic social structure; they not only provide quantitative 
information about birth, but also supply rich collateral material about 
racial groups, miscegenation, and illegitimacy. Matrimonial registers are 
very fragmentary, invalidating a thorough analysis of this aspect, but the 
census of 1793 allows the identification of exogamic and endogamic 
marriages, at least among the civilian population. Gaps in information 
created by the lack of obituary books have been partially filled by 
marginal notes in baptismal registers, which indicated the demise of those 
who had been baptized. Even if the monthly reports of the governors to 
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the commander general seldom contain quantitative information, they 
cannot be discarded as reference sources relative to sanitary conditions, 
epidemics, harassment by Indians, and similar factors that influenced the 
growth of the population. Finally, no demographic model was applied in 
the analysis of age and fertility, as there is no way to assure that they could 
validly apply to Texas at that time. 

From the first census in 1777 to that of 1793, twelve general and local 
censuses were taken in Texas. In some cases only partial information is 
available, not only because of loss of documents (as in 1793, a year 
for which only data from the civilian population of San Antonio, 
Nacogdoches, and the new settlement of Bayou Pierre could be found), 
but also because of the census takers' occasional omission of the 
population of the missions from the count. In spite of the multitude of 
reports on hand, it is obvious that the orders of Jose' de Galvez were not 
received with enthusiasm by those in charge of taking the population 
census. In San Antonio, for example, Governor Domingo Cabello had to 
threaten the alcaldes of the Cabildo with fines and imprison two former 
members of this corporation to force them to carry out their duty.11 

In 1790, as a consequence of the creation of the intendance system, and 
also for taxation purposes, the viceroy, Conde de Revillagigedo, ordered 
the first general census in New Spain.12 With detailed instructions and a 
printed model on hand, municipal, parochial, and district authorities, 
between 1791 and 1793, carried out this census. Now called the 
"Revillagigedo Census," its results were in part disclosed by Alexander 
von Humboldt, although many of the data he published have been later 
questioned.13 The reports included data on the population, including 
such characteristics as age, sex, place of birth, race, occupation, and 
marital status, information which supplemented the data provided by the 
preceding local census sheets.14 

In Texas the most important antecedents are the two censuses taken by 
Governor Cabello in San Antonio in 1779 and in La Bahia (presently 
Goliad) in 1780. Even if these reports do not furnish significant details like 
the age of each member of the family, or even if they mistakenly classified 
as "Spaniards" all the inhabitants of both presidios of Texas—while many 
of the soldiers were mestizos, and some even mulattoes—they provide 
such other interesting facts as details on real estate and other property or 
information relative to the occupational structure of the population. These 
census reports can therefore be considered the first economic census of 
Texas and the only sources furnishing such information before the 
1790s.15 

The inadequacies of these earlier population counts brought about the 
preparation of the general census of Texas. The deficiencies of the 
methods used in this 1791-1792 census are clearly revealed in the 
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correspondence of Governor Manuel Muftozwith Bruno Diazcle Salcedo, 
then intendant of San Luis Potosi.16 The confusion and incompleteness of 
the figures and the inadequacy of those in charge of the census operation, 
make analysis of the data from the general census practically useless, both 
because of its irregularities and because of the exaggerated data it 
presents, which must be rejected after a simple comparison with data 
offered by the reports of the preceding and later years. The authorities of 
Nacogdoches clearly testified to this inaccuracy when they confessed to 
the governor that they omitted many classes of information because they 
did not know how to procure it or how to present it in writing.17 The rales 
set down by Revillagigedo prescribed that the census should not be taken 
among the people belonging to the military garrisons of the vicekingdom, 
a deplorable decision in the case of Texas, where a considerable part of 
the population was concentrated in the presidios of San Antonio and La 
Bahia, as dependents. The military and their families, however, were 
included in the census of 1790, making that year's report one of the most 
complete, together with the already mentioned reports on 1779-1780.18 

In the late eighteenth century, Texas was certainly one of the least-
inhabited territories of New Spain. The Interior Provinces had an average 
of six inhabitants per square league; Texas and Coahuila showed scarcely 
two; and only desert Baja California had a lower ratio—one inhabitant per 
square league.19 If, for mere reason of comparison, one takes into 
account the whole population of New Spain at that time, estimated by 
Humboldt for 1793 at 4,483,569 souls, the population of Texas was so 
small that it could not make up 1/10,000 of that total.20 

The first exact statistic on the total population of Texas can be found in 
the report of 1777. This report, called here the "Croix Census," was 
undertaken by Teodoro de Croix (then commander general of the Interior 
Provinces) upon the orders of Jose' de Galvez, as Viceroy Antonio Maria 
de Bucareli y Ursiia did in the other provinces of New Spain.21 In Texas, it 
shows a population of 3,103 souls for that year, including the inhabitants of 
the missions. 

The only retrospective data available for the eighteenth century are the 
following: 3,090 souls in 1742 (1,290 Indians and 1,800 Spaniards and 
Gente de Castas) given by Peter Gerhard; 1,500 persons in 1744, as 
estimated by Henderson Yoakum—a total quite reduced for that time, 
particularly when Yoakum indicates that this population was centered 
largely in San Antonio; and a final estimate of 1,846 people living in Texas 
in 1760, elaborated by Sherburne F. Cook and Woodrow Borah on 
information furnished by the Bishop of Guadalajara for that year.22 

Even for later periods the data are fluctuating and doubtful. In his 
general report of 1781, the Chevalier de Croix gave an approximate total 
of 4,000 persons living in Texas in 1780. Vicente Riva Palacio estimated a 
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population of 3.394 inhabitants in the earl\ nineteenth « enhir\ a hiu.ie 
that seems to be- much closer to the re.il population m flit Li*.! drt ud»- • *!' 
the eighteenth centurv than the one prouded b\ a t '«sn!#'iiipH!sii\ atoo;r.t 
of Governor Juan Bautista de Elfcueza'bal in ISO}, whn report*d that the 
population of Texas was 4,800 people, 2,500 of whmn lived in S,in 
Antonio.23 With manifest lack of realism HumboMt indicates 21 000 
inhabitants for that same year, while for 1S10 Fernando \a\a;r » \ 
Noriega goes back to a reduced total of 3,334 souls If the information of 
these contemporaries offers so many variations, the data supplied In later 
scholars are in no way more uniform, thus for the ht tanning of the 
nineteenth century, Bancroft comes up with a total of 3,900 peoplt, a 
figure which is increased by The Handbook of Texas to 7,000 
inhabitants.24 All these evaluations, with the exception of the moderate 
estimates of Navarro y Noriega and of Bancroft, lose validity and precision 
through confrontation with the actual data of the census reports. To prove 
this one can simply take into account the report of Governor Manuel de 
Salcedo, who indicates a total population of 3,122 persons in 1809, a sum 
that, if compared with the one given in 1777, proves that no sensible 
change had occurred in thirty years.25 

As a matter of fact, the population of Texas remained stagnant when it 
did not decrease, as it did during the period 1778-1783. A slight increase 
in later years can be attributed much more easily to the migratory flow 
from the north of New Spain than to natural demographic expansion. Life 
was shorter in the borderlands; permanent warfare against the Indians, 
the fight for subsistence in a hostile environment, a deficient and limited 
diet, and, above all, epidemic diseases like smallpox and matlazahmtl 
fever, which specially ravaged Texas (as most of New Spain) during the 
years 1785-1786, resulted in the loss of many lives, particularly among 
the infant population.26 Since 1790 one can observe a tendency toward 
slow demographic expansion, even though a momentary retrogressive 
slump of more than 100 people occurs two years later. 

The demographic development will be different in each of the Spanish 
towns. All through this period San Antonio maintained the traits of a 
typical border town, where the ups and downs of the population were 
more conspicuous, mostly because the capital of Texas had become the 
rallying point for the migrants from other areas.27 The expansive trend 
was much more pronounced in La Bahia. It started there around 1792 and 
reached its summit in 1796, with 1,138 inhabitants. From then on, 
economic stagnation reversed the trend, reducing the population to 405 
persons by 1810. This development is easy to explain; La Bahia offered 
little incentive to civilian settlers, mainly because of the lack of irrigation 
for agriculture and because of the threat of raids from the Indians of the 
Gulf Coast. Nacogdoches, the town of the eastern border, doubled its 
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population between 177S and 1810, when it reached a total of 655 
inhabitants The demographic expansion here was based on the slow but 
constant immigration of settlers from Louisiana and of other foreigners, 
inostK French and Englishmen. If the census of 1792, so imperfectly 
carried nut. could be considered valid, this would have been the year of 
the lamest population of Texas in the eighteenth century, with 3,210 
inhabitants. But it is wiser to use the more realistic report of 1790, which 
shows a total of 3,169 Table 1 >. 

The stagnation and demographic weakness of the population of Texas 
are more noticeable in a comparison of Texas and Louisiana data. 
Louisiana, in the very short period of sixteen years, between 1769 
("O'Reilly Census"' md 1785, more than doubled its population. In 1788 
the city of New Orleans alone had 5,338 inhabitants, or approximately 66 
percent more than all the residents of Texas.28 

The chronic situation of depopulation and little development had not 
yet changed in 1811, when Miguel Ramos Arizpe, deputy of the Eastern 
Provinces of New Spain at the Spanish Cortes in Cadiz, denounced the 
lack of official support in stimulating the colonization of Texas, and 
recommended that such a task should not be neglected at a crucial time 
when preservation of the area to Spain was vital because foreign pressure 
was mounting on its frontiers.29 

Analysis of the census reports between 1777 and 1793 on the basis of 
sex indicates a constant predominance of the male population—another 
characteristic trend in the borderlands, particularly in those areas 
guarded by* military garrisons—even though this established ratio of male 
predominance is not so pronounced as to warrant description as sexual 
imbalance (Table 2). In some particular cases, as at the mission of San 
Antonio de Valero on the eve of secularization, the female almost matched 
the male population. Still with reference to the missions, one should not 
be deceived by a slight increase of the masculine rate in the last decade of 
the century, notwithstanding the continuous depopulation of the 
Franciscan establishments. This change did not result from an increase of 
the Indian male population, but from a migration of mestizos, mulattoes, 
and even Spaniards to the mission lands, where they went to live as 
agregados, arrimados, or servants. 

The census of 1792 registers the highest rate of female population in the 
century, resulting probably from a distortion of data through the 
exclusion, since 1791, of the inhabitants of the military garrisons from the 
reports. At the mission of Espiritu Santo, in La Bahia, one finds in 1785 
the only case of clear female predominance, but a relative sexual balance 
will be the norm in the following years. A logical explanation of this fact 
can be found in the lack of success of the missions in La Bahia, where 
desertion of the male Indian neophytes was all too frequent. 



demographic Analysis of Texas 145 
  



140 Alicia Vidaurrcta Tjarks 

TABLE 2 MASCULINE INDEX OF THE TOTAL 

POPULATION 
______________________      (1777-1793) __________________________________ 

______ Male__________________ Female _______  
Total 

Year       Population                              Percent                                Percent         Index of 
of Census         Total            of Total           Total           of Total      Masculinity 
_______________________ Population ______________Population ____________ 

1777 3,103 1,708 55.05 1,395 44.95 1.25 
1782 2,840 1,561 54.96 1,279 45.04 1.22 
1783 2,819 1,549 54.95 1,270 45.05 1.22 
1784 2,828 1,567 55.41 1,261 44.59 1.24 
1785 2,919 1,584 54.26 1,335 45.74 1.185 
1786 2,574a 1,406 54.63 1,168 45.37 1.21 
1787 592b 323 54.56 269 45.44 1.20 
1789 1,861C 990 53.19 871 46.81 1.14 
1790 3,169 1,763 55.63 1,406 44.37 1.25 
1792 3,005d 1,354 45.05 1,651 54.95 0.82 
1793 I    l,863e    1      1,005________ 53.94      |         858 _______ 46.06     |       1.17 

aExcludes Nacogdoches. 
"Only La Bahia and corresponding missions. 
cOnly San Antonio (garrison, civilian population, and missions). 
^Does not include the garrisons of both presidios and their dependents. 
eOnly civilian inhabitants of San Antonio, Nacogdoches, and Bayou Pierre. 

TABLE 3 MASCULINE INDEX OF 

THE TOTAL ADULT POPULATION 
______ _ _ _ _ , _____________ (1777-1793) _________________________________  

Male Female 
Total 

Year Adult Percent Percent       Masculine 
Population         Total _____of Total Total of Total Index 

___________________________________Population                          Population 
1777 2,063 1,147 55.59 916 44.41 1.25 
1783 1,748 952 54.46 796 45.54 1.20 
1785 1,977 1,068 53.05 909 46.95 1.13 
1790 2,314 1,285 55.63 1,029 44.47 1.24 
1792 2,024a 917 45.30 1,107 54.70 0.82 
1793 1     l,292b    I         711________ 55.03      |         581_______ 44.97 1.22 

aNot including garrisons and dependents. 
"Only civilian inhabitants of San Antonio, Nacogdoches, and Bayou Pierre. 
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In brief, the total estimates of the census reports indicate that the rate 
of masculine predominance remains almost stable over the period, and 
that even in 1790 it shows the same proportion as twelve years before 
(1.25 : 1). The sudden decrease observed in 1792 is due to the fact that the 
population of the military garrisons was omitted from the census. In some 
way, a similar process must be reported for 1793, when the inhabitants of 
the missions were also excluded. The resulting year's ratio of 1.17 : 1 can 
be deemed only provisional and of relative value, because it includes the 
population of Bayou Pierre, the new settlement on the eastern border, 
which was largely male.30 

In the analysis of the sexual characteristics of the adult population, all 
inhabitants fourteen years of age and older are considered. This pragmatic 
age limit, used also by the Spanish census takers, is not always coincident 
with puberty, as the study of fertility rates presents numerous cases in 
which women married at the age of fourteen, thirteen, and even twelve 
had children. The same sexual ratio prevails among adults as among the 
total population. The decrease of the masculine rate for 1785 can be 
ascribed to the already mentioned epidemic of that year and to the war 
against the Comanche Indians, which brought about a severe loss of lives 
in 1784-1785 (Table 3). 

There are no reports analyzing the population by age, not even for 
family heads, until the "Revillagigedo Census/' The only useful 
precedents are the "Croix Census" and the censuses of 1779-1780 taken 
by Governor Cabello, which record the age of the family head, the sex of 
his descendants, and their age as over or under fourteen years. The 
"Revillagigedo Census" classified by age all the inhabitants of the 
vicekingdom, but in some areas of Texas" the census takers unfortunately 
omitted to register all children younger than seven years of age, thus 
making these reports inaccurate. The final printed forms or summaries, 
therefore, were discarded for this study, and the local handwritten drafts, 
which painstakingly indicate the age of each of these infants, were used 
instead. 

Adults made up two-thirds of the population of Texas and in San 
Antonio they were an overwhelming majority. The trend is predominant 
and unchanging (Table 4). Parochial baptism registers bear witness to an 
actively normal rate of births, while other sources also inform as to an 
extremely high rate of infant mortality, which explains such a marked 
adult predominance.31 A detailed study, comparing parochial records and 
census reports for San Antonio and depending missions, shows that 
numerous families decreased in size over the years and that practically no 
family failed to lose at least one child during its first year of life. 

Despite such a detrimental factor in population increase, a classification 
of the civilian population of Texas in 1793 by age, in the three towns 
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where the census was taken that year (San Antonio, Nacogdoches, and 
Bayou Pierre), reveals that minors up to ten years of age still constituted 
the largest relative group of inhabitants (Tables 5 and 6). A great part of 
the population was less than thirty years old and the age of forty seems to 
have been the normal life expectancy, especially among the feminine 
population. Very few inhabitants (only 161 of them) were fifty years of age 
or older (Figure 1). 

About two-thirds of the adult Texan population was married, and 
that was a normal trend. Single men greatly outnumbered single women, 

 

TABLE 5 AGE 
OF THE POPULATION 

(1793)a 



 

 

a very typical and common situation in frontier settlements and still more 
outstanding in towns with military garrisons. Most of the immigrants and 
soldiers, however, married women from the local community, thus 
providing a certain stability to such a developing society. But the 
information collected and the social characteristics of the frontier, in so 
many instances beyond the surveillance of the law, bear witness to the 
existence of frequent irregular unions and illegitimate descendancy. It is a 
known fact that the barragania or concubinage, an institution which took 
deep roots in medieval Spain, was transplanted to America, where it 
acquired peculiar shades and became a defining element of racial 
miscegenation.32 In many communities—and in Texas, primarily in San 
Antonio and Nacogdoches—it reached high rates and the persistence of 
such a custom worried some of the authorities, and above all the 
Chevalier de Croix, whose social prejudices rejected many norms which 
governed the lives of the frontiersmen. Consequently, as abundant 
evidence proves, many couples living together, were registered as 
singles. Classification of single inhabitants on the basis of sex indicates a 
predominance of males, not because of a higher masculine birthrate, but 

Figure 1 
POPULATION PYRAMID (1 793) 
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because of women's tendency to marry as soon as they reached the age of 
puberty. This fact determines a sexual imbalance among the singles, 
which achieved its highest point during the century in 1790 (Table 7). 

The percentage of widowed persons is also high, particularly among 
women, as a consequence of the premature death of soldiers and 
neighbors in the wars against the Indians.33 Although this is a preeminent 
reason for the large number of widows, mainly in San Antonio, one should 
not exclude other factors, already mentioned, like epidemics and fevers, 
so easily contracted during long trips and the campaigns against the 
Indians. The sexual imbalance among widowers and widows is 
particularly high in 1790 and in 1792, and the detailed local reports for 
• 1793 warrant the conclusion that most of the younger widows remarried 
soon, as the majority of those recorded that year were more than forty 
years of age (Table 8). 

Information relative to the birthrate has proven to be incomplete and 
otherwise not fully satisfactory, as the sources are very deficient and 
limited to the area of Bexar, providing no data on births in La Bahia and 
the eastern border towns. Baptismal registers, particularly those from the 
parish of San Fernando de Bexar, recorded the baptism of infants among 
the garrison and the civilian populations of San Antonio. Data for the 
missions are fragmentary and relevant only to San Antonio de Valero and 
San Jose'. The disappearance of documentary sources from other 
missionary establishments turns the analysis into a provisional attempt 
and reduces to only relative values the data on birthrate.34 Baptisms 
registered in San Antonio reached their highest level in 1774 and in 1784, 
while they were much less frequent in the missions, except for the year 
1779 in San Antonio de Valero and the year 1784 in San Jose (Table 9). 

Because of the zeal of the friars, who tried to consecrate all marital 
unions, no records of illegitimate births were made in the Franciscan 
establishments. On the contrary, the parochial books of San Fernando 
bring forward a relative abundance of baptisms otexpdsitos (foundlings), 
hijos de la Iglesia (sons of the Church), espurios (spurious), bastards, or • 
children of unknown parents—all names used to indicate the illegitimate 
origin of children. The already mentioned illegality of many temporary or 
permanent unions and the relative licentiousness in which the population 
of Texas lived roused no little criticism from the Chevalier de Croix when 
he visited there in 1778, a year when the percentage of illegitimate births 
started to show an increasing trend. Such a trend reached its highest 
levels at the end of the century, that is in 1799, when 20 percent of all 
births were illegitimate. 

These rising birthrates in San Antonio and the two missions would 
normally predict a constantly developing population trend, if other 
statistical data on the total population did not belie them. In other words, 
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although the birthrate was high, it did not affect the demographic 
development of Texas because of the accompanying extremely high infant 
mortality (Table 10). Most of those baptized were registered as Spaniards, 
followed in order of importance by the mestizos; but a scholar has to be 
too gullible to accept such racial classification without reservations. In 
many cases it was possible to verify that children of the same parents were 
registered as belonging to different, and sometimes surprisingly clashing, 
racial groups. These errors were partly due to the ignorance of the local 
parish priests or to the absence of rules for such a classification, but 
mainly the responsibility for such "mistakes" is the outcome of racial 
prejudice, whose pressure to attain the "whitening of the skin" was so 
strong that it sensitized the parish registrars or misled them, as when they 
recorded as mestizos the offspring of Spaniard and mulatto interracial 
marriages. Some of these and other mistakes have been corrected in this 
analysis,35 in which, however, racial identification of most of those 
illegitimately born was impossible, since a specific indication of their race 
or caste was lacking (Table 11). . . . 

The ethnic structure of Texas became a melting pot of races in the 
second half of the eighteenth century, when the initial group of European 
settlers was followed by a second wave of colonizers, mostly coming from 
the north of New Spain, from all ways of life and racial combinations. The 
medieval caste system had taken deep root in Spanish America, but one 
cannot believe that in the borderlands it could follow the same strict rules 
which were applied to other areas, where the social hierarchy was 
strongly correlated with racial origins.41 Such a principle, which may fit 
"rich" societies like those of Mexico and Peru, loses consistency if one 
tries to adjust it to peripheral areas, especially in the borderlands. 
Although that strict correlation existed in the early years of the 
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colonization of Texas, when the first pioneering settlers from the Canary 
Islands concentrated in their hands most of the land, after the 1770s 
several Spanish Americans acquired the proprietorship of such land and 
became ranch owners and members of the leading class. The influential 
Menchaca family provides the best example of this social uplift of the 
newcomers. The Creoles are strongly identified with the "aristocracy" of 
Texas, if the European pioneers and their descendants, notwithstanding 
their rural and peasant origin, can be so considered. Soon access to the 
ownership of the land was opened also to darker castes and the census of 
1779-1780 reveals that several mestizo, coyote, and mulatto vecinos of 
Bexar and La Bahia were owners of farms, ranches, and cattle.42 

In spite of the racial and social discrimination which existed in colonial 
society, sometimes accompanied by heavy shades of intolerance, these 
traits did not show up so intensively among the racial groups of the 
Northern Interior Provinces of New Spain. This region included Texas, 
where the color of the skin did not carry with it implied social standing. 
On the contrary, as explained above, the society of Texas became 
heterogeneous, as much by its origin as by its composition or perhaps as a 
sequel to the easy social and ethnic upward mobility conditioned by its 
borderland characteristics. 

Several castes developed as a consequence of this ethnic mixture, 
turning Texas in some ways into a miniature projection of the Mexican 
society, which meticulously classified its colored people into fifty-two 
different castes.43 White people, that is European or American Spaniards, 
were the most numerous in Texas, followed in importance by the Indians, 
the castes known as color quebrado (brittle or frail color), which included 
the mestizos, coyotes, mulattoes, and lobos, and finally the Negroes. 
Here another ethnic distortion in the census classification, besides the 
ones already found in the parochial registers, can be observed: in 
proportion to their actual number, mestizos were so classified very 
infrequently, probably because such a name still carried with it, at least in 
the popular mind, a meaning of illegitimacy. It is known, however, that 
many of the soldiers of the Spanish garrisons were mestizos, and some 
were even mulattoes, a fact rejected by the census reports, which 
enrolled all military personnel as "Spaniards. "44 

The Indians, even though many of them were pagans and enemies of 
the Spaniards, always had a high racial ranking in Texas. Not so the 
mulattoes; to use that name was an insult or sure defamation.45 Such a 
strong prejudice promoted repeated racial "migrations" of mulatto 
settlers from the old garrison town of Los Adaes, when they were forced 
to relocate in San Antonio. Over the years they became "mestizos" and 
even "Spaniards" in the military documents and parish books, an example 
of racial ambiguity which soon found many followers among the local 
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colored castes. Instances of such racial migration are numerous, but 
perhaps the most significant example is Antonio Gil Ibarvo, the founder 
and lieutenant governor of Nacogdoches. Naturally he is always 
mentioned in the census reports as a Spaniard, but everybody knew him 
as a mulatto, and his enemies used this circumstance to revile him. This 
questionable status, however, did not prevent his becoming the most 
powerful person on the eastern frontier, or his accumulating considerable 
wealth.46 But if being a mulatto, or worse still a lobo, did lower a person's 
status, membership with the coyotes did not have the same effect. Their 
number increased considerably at the end of the century and their caste 
implied a closeness to the white man or Spaniard, not only in the racial, 
but also in the social sense, because of the status acquired through 
possession of a skin lighter than the complexions of the Negroes, the 
Indians, and even their own mestizo mothers. 

The racial analysis of the population of Texas (Table 18) proves the large 
quantitative predominance of the Spaniards throughout the period and 
the province, as they constituted more than half of the total population 
(Figure 2). Because of the irregularities in the racial classification as it was 
carried out in Texas, the term "Spaniard' can be used only as a classifying 

Figure 2    € ETHNIC 
STRUCTURE OF TEXAS (1 777-1 793) 
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category, and not as a pure racial identification. When the initially small 
contingent of European settlers married women from the local 
community they started the process of miscegenation. The same can be 
said of the Frenchmen from Louisiana who established themselves in East 
Texas. They came from a land where the Creole and the Afro-American 
were much more numerous than in northern Mexico; therefore they 
acculturated more easily and eliminated all forms of racial segregation or 
discrimination. The census sheets frequently report Frenchmen married 
to or living with Indian, mestizo, mulatto, or Negro women.47 

The highest percentages of Spanish population show up in La Bahia in 
1787 and in Bayou Pierre in 1793. The first case should be attributed 
more to a sudden decrease among the Indian and colored populations 
(from such causes as desertion and epidemics) than to a real natural 
increment of the white settlers. The Bayou Pierre's case is still more 
misleading: most of the 85 persons living in the new settlement were 
foreigners (British, Irishmen, European, Canadian, and Louisiana 
Frenchmen); in Nacogdoches, besides the people of those nationalities, 
was also an Italian. Many times the foreigners were classified as 
"Spaniards" from the European country of origin, as "Spaniard from 
France," or, as in the last case, "Spaniard from Italy." The same 
happened with the Navarro brothers of San Antonio ("Spaniards from 
Corsica") and a "Spaniard born in Canada" in the census of 1779. It was 
probably due to the color of their skin. In the case of the Frenchmen from 
Louisiana, even though many of them were born French, the province 
had belonged to Spain since 1763. 

The reasons for the constant demographic ebb and flow among the 
Indian population originated in their reluctance to live under surveillance 
of the missionaries, in their frequent mass flights from the Spaniards, and 
in their high mortality rate, particularly during the epidemics of 1780 and 
1785. These fluctuations would have been much greater if the census 
reports had not included among the Indians many natives who lived in the 
Spanish towns, most of them coming from northern Mexico, who were, 
completely assimilated into the Spanish population, and who worked 
there as artisans, farmers, or servants. 

Upward social and ethnic mobility can be proven by the increase of the 
caste population, particularly in the census reports for 1792 and 1793, 
where one finds more truth and less concealment as to the real racial 
identification of the registered persons. Nevertheless, already in 1780, of 
100 registered householders who were family heads in La Bahia, 52 were 
mulattoes, and in the same year that racial group, with 86 families was the 
second largest in San Antonio. 

The infusion of pure African blood, coming from the eastern border, is 
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also significant. The Negro, although fewer in number than other races, 
immigrated as a slave or as a freeman. Twice as many Africans as in the 
rest of Texas in the same period lived in the town of Bucareli, and later in 
Nacogdoches, where the inhabitants of Bucareli were transferred. Most of 
the slaves were bought in New Orleans or in the French settlements 
along the Louisiana border by Texan cattlemen, who often used them as 
barter currency in their cattle business.48 Many fugitive slaves from 
Louisiana came as freemen to Texas, living their lives under three flags, as 
they were born French, became subjects of Spain, and later lived as 
citizens of Mexico, having Spanish names and command of that 
language.49 . . .  

The most positive deduction arising from all these trends, however, is a 
marked racial diversification, combined with and induced by an active 
biological and cultural miscegenation. 

As an immediate consequence, these factors encouraged a strong social 
and ethnic mobility, tending toward a free and heterogeneous society, 
which a few decades later was ready to break away from the old order. 

* 

NOTES 

1. Joseph Antonio de Villa-Senor y Sanchez, Teatro Americano, Description general dc 
los Reynos, y Provincias de la Nueva Espaha, y sus jurisdicciones (2 vols.; Mexico City, 1746-
1748), contains general data relative to the population of New Spain, taken from the census 
ordered by Royal Decree of July 19, 1741. This census was carried out between 1742 and 
1746 under the supervision of the Viceroy Conde de Fuenclara. It is now usually called the 
"Fuenclara Census." Even if royal cosmographer Villasehor covers most of the Interior 
Provinces, he omits all data relative to Texas. Further analysis and a summary of the 
"Fuenclara Census," supplemented by additional data on areas not covered by Villasenor, 
can be found in Peter Gerhard, Mexico en 1742 (Mexico City, 1962), 30. With reference to 
Texas, Gerhard presents an approximate estimate of total population, based on a 1740 report 
from the Franciscan missions in Texas, including the civilian population of the towns and the 
inhabitants of the presidios. Juan Agustin de Morfi, Viaje dc Indies y Diario del Nuevo 
Mexico, edited by Vito Alessio Robles (Mexico City, 1935), 275-280, presents a 
demographic, ethnic, and occupational structure of the presidios of San Antonio and La 
Bahia, of the villa of San Fernando de Be'xar, of the ranches and missions, and also of the new 
settlement of Nuestra Senora del Pilar de Bucareli, based on the census taken by Governor 
Baron de Ripperda in 1777. Vito Alessio Robles, Coahuila y Texas en la e'poca colonial 
(Mexico City, 1938), 525-526, using the same information, comments on Texas's racial and 
economic ties with the rest of northern New Spain. The data of the census of 1777, with 
more details for the population of the Texas missions, were also used by Juan Agustin de 
Morfi in his "Memorias para la Historia de la Provincia de Texas," of which, besides the 
original, four manuscript copies are available. The copy consulted for this study is that held 
by the Real Academica de la Historia (Madrid), Coleccio'n Juan Bautista Munoz, Mss. 
9/1930-1931, which includes this valuable demographic information (I, ff. 35-40). See Real 
Academia de la Historia, Catdlogo de la Coleccion de Juan Bautista Muhoz. Documentos 
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interesantes para la Historia de America (3 vols,; Madrid, 1956). See also Hubert Howe 
Bancroft, History of the North Mexican States and Texas (2 vols.; San Francisco, 
1886-1889), II, 2; Edward W. Heusinger, Early Explorations and Mission Establishments 
in Texas (San Antonio, 1936), 193; Carlos E. Castaneda, Our Catholic Heritage in Texas, 
1519-1936 (7vols.; Austin, 1936-1958), IV, 317, and V, 32-34, 400; J. Autrey Dabbs (ed. 
and trans.), "The Texas Missions in 1785," Mid-America, XXII (January, 1940), 38-58; 
Alfred Barnaby Thomas (ed. and trans.), Teodoro de Croix and the Northern Frontier of 
New Spain, 1776-1783 (Norman, 1941), 72-73; Alejandro de Humboldt, Ensaya politico 
sobre cl Reino de la Nueva Espaha (5 vols.; Mexico City. 1941), II, 14, 170-171, 311-317; 
Ernest Wallace and David M. Vigness (eds.), Documents of Texas History (Austin, 1963), 
29-35; Odie Faulk (ed. and trans.), "A Description of Texas in 1803," Southwestern 
Historical Quarterly, LXVI (April, 1963), 513-515; Luis Navarro Garcia, Don Jose de 
Galvez y la Comandancia General de las Provincias Internas del Norte de Nueva Espaha 
(Seville, 1964), 406; Nettie Lee Benson (ed. and trans.), "A Governor's Report on Texas in 
1809," Southwestern Historical Quarterly, LXXI (April, 1968), 611; Sherburne F. Cook and 
Woodrow Borah, Essays in Population History: Mexico and the Caribbean (Vol. 1; Berkeley, 
1970), 168. 

2. Harley L.   Browning,  "Mr.   Historian,   Meet  Mr.   Demographer," Investigaciones 
Contempordneas sobre la Historia de Me'xico (Mexico City, 1971), 619. Mr. Browning 
objectively mentions the scarcity of critical demographic studies which make an accurate 
evaluation of the sources: "I think the main reason for the uncritical acceptance of population 
figures and the often weak and unsatisfactory analysis of these data is due mainly to the fact 
that historians simply are unfamiliar with demographic procedures and therefore are 
ill-equipped to evaluate and effectively utilize demographic data. It is highly unlikely that 
most historians have been exposed to any sort of formal training in demography and they 
seldom give the reader any evidence of familiary with demographic literature."Ibid., 620. 

3. L.  N.  McAlister, "Social Structure and Social Change in New Spain," Hispanic 
American Historical Review, XLIII (August, 1963), 362. For more recent discussion, see D. 
A. Brading, Miners and Merchants in Bourbon Mexico, 1763-1810 (Cambridge, England, 
1971), 247-270; Brading, "Grupos e'tnicos, clases y estructura ocupacional en Guanajuato, 
1792," Historia  Mcxicana,  XXI  (January-March,   1972), 460-480;  and  Brading, 
"Government and Elite in Late Colonial Mexico," Hispanic American Historical Review, 
LIII (August, 1973), 389-414. 

4. Relative to frontier dynamics in northern Mexico, see among others: Silvio Zavala, 
New Viewpoints on the Spanish Colonization of America (Philadelphia, 1943), and "The 
Frontiers of Hispanic America," in The Frontier in Perspective, edited by Walker D. Wyman 
and Clifton B. Kroeber (Madison, 1957), 43-58; Francois Chevalier, La fonnacidn de los 
grandes latifundios en  Mexico   (Mexico City,   1956),  226-229;  Enrique Florescano, 
"Colonizacidn, ocupacidn del suelo y 'frontera' en el Norte de Nueva Espana, 1521-1750," 
Tierras Nuevas, edited by Alvaro Jara (2nd. ed.; Mexico City, 1973), 43-76. 

 

5. Additional information relative to demographic movements and tendencies, epidemic 
diseases, and agrarian crisis periods in New Spain, is provided in Enrique Florescano, 
Precios del maiz y crisis agricolas en Mexico, 1708-1810 (Mexico City, 1969), 151-152; Elsa 
Malvido,  "Factores de despoblacio'n  y de  reposicidn de la poblacidn de Cholula 
(1641-1810)," Historia Mexicana, XXIII (July-September, 1973), 52-58, 67, and 96-101. 

6. Zavala, "The Frontiers of Hispanic America," 45 
7. "Estado general que manifiesta el nu'mero de vasallos y habitantes que tiene el Rey en 

esta provincia de Texas, con distincidn de clases, estados y castas.de todas las personas de 
ambos sexos, sin excluir los parvulos," Bexar, November 6, 1777 (Biblioteca Nacional, 
Mexico City), Archivo Franciscano, legajo 100, n. 5, f. 24. The same census report with 
additional information relative to the economic and populational characteristics of Texas was 
sent by the commander general of the Interior Provinces, Teodoro de Croix, to the Minister 
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