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Mayans, missionaries, evidence and truth: the 
polemics of native resettlement in 
sixteenth-century Guatemala 

W. George Love11 

At a time when awareness of a crisis of representation occupies scholarly thinking 
throughout the human sciences, there is both obvious need and valid purpose in 
questioning basic research assumptions. One such assumption is that a single, definitive 
version of historical truth can be known. This issue is illustrated by reconstructing the 
case specifics of one episode of native resettlement in sixteenth-century Guatemala for 
which detailed records exist, records which close textual scrutiny reveals to be ambiguous 
and contradictory. Documents written centuries ago, like the folk who penned them, 
deceive and misinform, at times concealing as much as they reveal. If accurate depiction 
of present-day relationships between land and life taxes our geographical imagination, 
how can writing about places and peoples “far away” and “long ago” present any less of 
a challenge? Historical geographers must approach the use of evidence creatively as well 
as critically, mindful at all times to contextualize their findings so as to minimize the 
imperfection inherent in all human testimony. 

Man may embody truth, but he cannot know it. 
Franz Kafka”] 

The empty space between what Carlos Fuentes calls the “real country” and the 
“legal country” is one that permeates Latin American history.12] In colonial 
Guatemala, few enterprises illustrate the enormous distance between promise 
and performance, between what was supposed to happen and what actually 
occurred, than the policy of native resettlement known as congregaci&.13] As 
promulgated by Spanish law, congregacih was a means whereby Indians found 
residing in dispersed groups would be brought together, converted to Christian- 
ity, and moulded into harmonious, resourceful communities that reflected 
imperial notions of orderly, civilized life. t4] In practice, outcomes differed so 
markedly from the original intent that, in certain parts of Guatemala, contem- 
porary observers expressed outrage, astonishment, and despair that such a 
grand scheme could amount to so little. ~1 No region of Guatemala, save the well- 
known exceptions of Verapaz and Lacandon country, confounded Spanish 
efforts in this regard more than did the Cuchumatan highlands.t6] Here, in a land 
Bishop Andres de las Navas once acknowledged struck terror in the hearts of his 
predecessors, Indian families dwelled, throughout the colonial period, in con- 
ditions quite unlike those envisioned in the cultural blueprint imaginatively 
devised by the conqueror for the conquered.[‘] 
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While much has been written about congregaci&, the country that is 
portrayed in the literature is characteristically more legal than real.F81 Such an 
imbalance, given the nature of imperial bureaucracy and the state of extant 
documentation, is perhaps understandable, but it clouds our vision, it deludes 
and distorts, in the end affords us a view of idealistic legislation, not lived 
experience. Few Indians ever recorded how they felt about being converted to 
Christianity or being moved from one place to another, so it is difficult to hear 
their voices, to reconstruct a narrative from their perspective.1’1 There were, 
however, a number of clergymen who observed and debated the complex 
business of congregaci&, missionaries whose job it was to get Indian families 
down from the mountains and resettled in towns built around a Catholic church, 
friars who enticed and coerced, baptized and buried, toiled with mixed results to 
create a Kingdom of God on earth. The testimony of several such individuals 
forms the touchstone of this paper. 

Even though native resettlement may have been a project all missionaries 
agreed was both necessary and beneficial, it was not something undertaken in a 
spirit of collective endeavour. In the battle to save Indian souls, friars waged war 
not just against the Devil but amongst themselves, the members of one religious 
order contesting matters of spiritual hegemony with the members of another “as 
if the saints had been enemies . ” [“I No two orders in colonial Guatemala paired 
off against each other with more demeaning regularity than did the Dominicans 
and the Franciscans, as will be apparent below. We focus first on a Dominican 
point of view, specifically a letter written by Fray Tomas de Cardenas and Fray 
Juan de Torres as a demanding year, 1555, drew to a close. Their eyewitness 
account of events and circumstances in the Serrania de Sacapulas, an isolated 
part of highland Guatemala much of which is coterminous with the eastern 
ranges of the Cuchumatanes mountains, provides a rare, “on the ground” 
opportunity to assess the polemics of native resettlement as reported by two men 
responsible for its execution.[“] 

A Dominican perspective 

Cardenas and Torres wrote to King Charles V, from the Dominican convent 
at Sacapulas, on December 6, 1555, the date of the second anniversary of formal 
Crown approval to found and staff an establishment there.t”] A number of issues 
concerned the friars, but foremost of all was their preoccupation that the King 
not be misled by “false information” aimed at damaging the reputation of 
Licenciado Alonso de Zorita, a royal official who had visited Sacapulas and 
surrounding areas during a tour of inspection nine months before.n31 Zorita, a 
native of Cordoba then in his early forties, had arrived in Guatemala in 1553 to 
serve as an oidor, or judge, for the audienciu (court jurisdiction) presided over by 
Alonso Lopez de Cerrato. Armed with a degree from the University of 
Salamanca and several years’ experience elsewhere in the colonies, as well as in 
Spain, Zorita was committed to enforcing the New Laws promulgated in 1542 
for the protection of the Indians. He had his work cut out for him in Guatemala, 
for the oidor found there much that appalled him, whether in the stubborn 
idolatry of the Indians or the shocking way many Spaniards treated their native 
charges. Cardenas and Torres were clearly impressed with Zorita, whom Torres 
described in an earlier letter as “one of the best oidores that Your Majesty has in 
the Indies”.[‘4] Measures which, to the Dominicans, signalled better, more 
responsible government were seen by rival factions, especially Spaniards con- 
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sumed by what the friars deemed “worldly interests”, as meddlesome, punitive, 
and unacceptable. [I51 Zorita, for instance, had recommended that Indians be 
given a year’s reprieve from paying tribute while they constructed houses and 
planted fields in and around the new sites to which they had been moved. This 
recommendation did not please local encomenderos, recipients of Indian goods 
and services for whom, according to Cardenas and Torres, “a year without 
tribute seems intolerable”.t’61 It is in this context, by casting their lot with Zorita 
in the conflict of interests arising from his tour of inspection, that the two friars 
discuss the tremendous obstacles working against successful resettlement. 
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Figure I. The Serrania of Sacapulas 

Not surprisingly, Cardenas and Torres speak first of the difficulties imposed 
by the environment. The precise extent of their jurisdiction is not mapped out, 
but what they call the “Serrania de Sacapulas” stretched from beyond Agua- 
catan in the west, where Mercedarian friars came to be based, to Uspantan in the 
east, with a northern boundary towards the Lacandon frontier in Ixil country 
and a southern one in the vicinity of Chichicastenango and Santa Cruz de1 
Quiche. When, around 1615, Antonio de Remesal (himself a Dominican) began 
to write his Historia General de las Indias Occidentales, the chronicler recorded 
that eight friars based at Sacapulas administered eleven surrounding towns.[‘71 
Of the four Dominicans sent to Sacapulas in 1553, Cardenas and Torres were the 
ones primarily responsible for the conversion and resettlement of the native 
population.t’*] The spiritual beat entrusted them (Figure 1) was thus decidedly 
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far-flung, measuring some fifty kilometres from west to east and over eighty 
north to south. Size, however, was of lesser consideration than the lay of the 
terrain, for Cardenas and Torres without exaggeration remark that “this part of 
the sierra is the most rugged and broken to be found in these lands”.[‘91 In 
remote, inhospitable retreats-even today, many parts of the Cuchumatanes are 
difficult to get to overland-the Dominicans encountered groups “of eight, six, 
and even four houses or huts, tucked and hidden away in gullies where, until the 
arrival of one of us, no other Spaniard had reached”.[201 The physical effort 
involved in conducting such a reconnaissance, one presumably undertaken with 
the assistance of local guides and the cooperation of native leaders, entailed 
risky and exhausting treks that must have taken the friars away from the 
comfort and safety of their convent for days if not weeks on end.[“‘] Remesal 
attributed to Cardenas the ability to traverse the servania “like a mountain 
goat”, and claimed the Dominican “used to walk about those hills as if they were 
the streets of Seville”.l221 The stamina of Torres escaped the chronicler’s notice, 
but Remesal accredited him with a remarkable knowledge of Indian languages, 
six or seven in a11.[231 

That Indians whom Cardenas and Torres wished “to hear the Word of God” 
only recently had been discovered is made quite explicit by reference to an 
incident that took place “this very year ” [24] The friars lament that “in the . 
serraniu we found idols in abundance, not just concealed but placed in people’s 
houses more or less as they had had them before they were baptized.“l251 It is 
unclear to whom this comment refers. It may apply either to previously 
uncontacted groups or ones that had been resettled earlier but whose allegiance 
to town life and Christian worship could not be guaranteed. Cardenas and 
Torres, however, are in no two minds as to why idolatry was practised where 
they stumbled across it. Indians populate desolate, far-away places so that “no- 
one could reach there who might disturb or destroy their evil living”.[261 The 
people they encountered, the Dominicans note with some relief, “now that they 
are housed together . . . will have less opportunity to practise idolatry and, 
ourselves, more opportunity to watch over them”.[271 They also “can have, and 
do have, churches, ornaments, and other requirements of divine worship”.[281 
Thus resettled, Indians “can more readily be instructed not only in matters that 
concern our Holy Faith but also in proper human conduct”.l291 How many 
people were incorporated by this, and other, evangelizing missions the friars 
never mention, but Remesal recorded that Cardenas alone baptized “more than 
two thousand Indians” during his years at Sacapulas.13’l 

Cardenas and Torres then adopt a firm, pro-Zorita stance with respect to the 
inevitability that some Indians displaced in the process of forging new, Christian 
communities will experience hardship and suffering. To those who bemoan that 
resettlement is carried out involuntarily, that it shifts families from one location 
to another against their will, the friars declare with an air of rigidity more 
commonly ascribed to their Jesuit counterparts that “there is no sick person who 
does not find the taste of medicine unpleasant ” c3’] In this sense, Indians are “like . 
children” and so “one must do not what most pleases them but what is best for 
them”.[32] Cardenas and Torres are insistent. God’s work requires a strong, 
ruling hand on the part of His earthly intermediaries. Only by gathering 
scattered folk together at more convenient, central locations, with or without 
their cooperation, could the expenditure of time and energy be maximized and, 
importantly, the behaviour of neophytes whose conversion was known or 
suspected to be weak monitored closely. 
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If, for the most part, the tone of the Dominicans is sober, unflinching, and 
paternalistic, so also is it poignant and insightful, tinged with foreboding. 
Cardenas and Torres lived, if not with, then certainly in the midst of people 
whose ways they would never come to respect but people whose ways they 
might, in time, understand better. t33] Nowhere do the two friars cut closer to the 
quick of Maya being, or glimpse more clearly why native families would resist 
and resent resettlement, than when they remark “among all these Indians there 
is not one who wishes to leave behind the hut passed on to him by his father, nor 
to abandon a pestilential ravine or desert some inaccessible crags, for that is 
where the bones of his forefathers rest ” [341 Most anthropologists would find this . 

a valid and reasonable observation that, in many cases, still applies throughout 
highland Guatemala today.[“5] Even among the Maya displaced by the carnage 
of the past decade-people with good reason to stay away and forget-the need 
to return and remember endures. 

A stage has been set. Let Tom& de Cadenas and Juan de Torres now speak, 
without interjection, for themselves: 

Sacred Imperial Catholic Majesty: May our omnipotent Lord Jesus Christ be with YOU 
always. Licenciado [Alonso de] Zorita, who is Your Majesty’s oidor for the Audiencia of 
Guatemala, is under attack, beset by the tongues of some fellow inhabitants of Santiago 
de Guatemala. Aware that these people were in the act of manufacturing, or had already 
manufactured, false information defaming his person, and fearing that his silence 
would be taken as proof of guilt, Zorita judged it prudent to arm and prepare himself 
against them, availing himself of our knowledge and testimony as eye-witnesses of some 
of the charges laid against him. Since we see these charges as detrimental to our work and 
calling, and given that we could perform this act of charity as gratitude for the license 
and command our prelate grants us, it seemed only right that we speak out. Thus we beg 
to give notice to Your Majesty of what we might know of the situation, and although our 
testimonies may be in themselves of little worth, we trust that they shall be of worth once 
they are set before Your Majesty, for whom the truth matters most of all. 

In March, 1555, the aforementioned Zorita visited the Serrania de Sacapulas where, 
with the counsel of the Audiencia, the Bishop, and the Provincial of our Order, he 
brought together some settlements as a way of ensuring the more effective conversion of 
the Indians. With respect to this resettlement, we feel, as would anyone without bias, that 
Zorita acted both as a good Christian and as a good agent of Your Majesty, that what he 
did was most justified, far more worthy of honour than reproach, for this part of the 
sierra is among the most rugged and broken to be found in these lands, where there used 
to be settlements of eight, six, and even four houses or huts, tucked and hidden away in 
gullies where, until the arrival of one of us, no other Spaniard had reached. Because of 
this, it was rendered almost impossible to instruct [the Indians] in matters that concern 
our Holy Faith, for they remain attached to the practice of their superstitious idolatries. 
as experience has shown. 

This very year in the serrania we found idols in abundance, not just concealed but 
placed in people’s houses more or less as they had had them before they were baptized, 
What is certain is that they would never have tried to do this had it not been for their 
confidence in the ruggedness of the terrain, thinking that no-one could reach there who 
might disturb or destroy their evil living. Now that they are housed together they will 

have less opportunity to practise idolatry and, ourselves, more opportunity to watch 
over them. Furthermore, when each group fparciakdad) is on its own they can neither 
build churches nor have ornaments for mass, not even a little bell to summon themselves 
together to hear the Word of God. They have nothing save a hollow stick that they play 
during their fiestas and dances, something that may serve as a bell but which is, most 
decidedly, an indecent and improper instrument. But now they can have, and do have, 
churches, ornaments, and the other requirements of divine worship, they can more 
readily be instructed not only in matters that concern our Holy Faith but also in proper 
human conduct. No Christian will consider the multifold advantages of resettling to be a 
bad thing. They may only say that it was carried out against the will of the Indians, in 
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answer to which we say that there is no sick person who does not find the taste of 
medicine unpleasant, that one prefers, ordinarily, the taste of that which harms us. Were 
we to require the will and consent of all subjects, especially ones such as these, neither we 
nor our predecessors would have accomplished anything. Not even Your Majesty could 
do something well if he had to ensure the happiness and consent of all, for among all 
these Indians there is not one who wishes to leave behind the hut passed on to him by his 
father, nor to abandon a pestilential ravine or desert some inaccessible crags. for that is 
where the bones of his forefathers rest. Worse still. under the floors of their huts they 
keep their household gods, the ones they call “hearts of the home”. Thus that which, for 
them, is of utmost reason to remain on their ancestral plots is precisely why we should 
not allow them to do so. It is our experience that, to purge them of idolatry, one needs to 
remove them from their gullies and ancient homes. What is so necessary for them would 
never be achieved if we had to respect their will, for in this regard they are like children, 
and thus one must do not what most pleases them but what is best for them. Although it 
causes them grief at the time, after it is over resettlement will bring them happiness, as is 
acknowledged by those who now live together in the same manner as those who were 
brought together previously. All was done in a humane and Christian fashion, and it was 
explained to them what was being done and why. Consequently. many moved voluntar- 
ily, although there were others who, having consented at first, found it difficult when the 
moment came to act. 

In response to what we are told about the aforementioned Zorita-that some Indians 
hurled themselves from cliffs in their despair at the resettlement-we say this: of other 
parts we know nothing, but with respect to Sacapulas and surrounding areas we assure 
Your Majesty that no such thing has occurred, that it must be the dreams or inventions 
of those who are annoyed by the creation of new settlements. As for what some mouths 
say, we know it is because the oidor declares to the Indians Your Majesty’s intention to 
treat them as he would his children, and because the Indians do not want to pay as much 
or even more tribute than was formerly paid to their caciques and masters. This was 
established by the order that, for the year in which they were resettled, granted Indians 
an exemption from paying tribute so that they might better build their houses. To the 
encomenderos a year without tribute seems intolerable, and so they made up whatever 
took their fancy. We know. in truth, that some, indeed many encomenderos favour the 
oidor. It appears that all this has happened because the others did not want there to be so 
much accountability and justice, for they see that Zorita conducts his tour of inspection 
with the greatest diligence, placing under guard Your Majesty’s decrees, favouring and 
defending the Indians with all his strength, seeing that the encomenderas be punished for 
their excesses and tyranny. And so they feel themselves to be slighted. It seems to us that 
they have no reason to complain of their lot. Rather, if they have some account to settle 
with their consciences, they should give thanks to God and to Your Majesty for sending 
them a man who can make them follow the straight road to heaven. This is what we feel, 
and we declare to Your Majesty, in all truth, that this is how it seems to us. It also seems 
just to advise Your Majesty of the character of the Spaniards who live in these parts and 
who, in the pursuit of worldly interests, will so readily concoct false information and find 
witnesses to corroborate it, so that by their hand they can strike down or elevate 
whomever they wish, if one is not aware of what they are doing. In this life in which death 
comes to all. one thing is certain: we see with what little remorse and with how few 
scruples people imagine what they want to about whomever they want to, and how they 
then say what they have imagined without fear of God. It is certain that in them there is 
neither pure innocence nor clear guilt. We therefore beseech Your Majesty that he be 
most alert in this matter, so that the malice of these people may not suffice to sully the 
innocence and justice of good men who endeavour to serve God and Your Majesty, may 
whose royal estate, with God’s will, prosper for many years.i’0’ 

What happened after this letter reached the King? Did he or his Council of the 
Indies pay any attention to what was being said? Were the views expressed by 
CLrdenas and Torres even marginally influential in shaping the content of future 
decrees or the cast of later decisions? Was there, perhaps, another side to the 
story? How did the situation unfold? 
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A Franciscan perspective 

On New Year’s Pay, 1556, less than a month after the two Dominicans 
declared their unequivocal support of Alonso de Zorita, four Franciscan friars 
then based at Santiago de Guatemala also wrote to the King.13’l They, however, 
were as vehemently against Zorita and his recommendations as Cardenas and 
Torres were in favour. Several developments distressed them, but they were 
especially critical of the brutal, heavy-handed manner in which, according to 
their observations, native resettlement was being pursued. 

Zorita, to begin with, was held to be “without knowledge of the peoples or the 
languages of this land, which require great effort”.13’l The Franciscans, on the 
other hand, considered themselves “well-versed in the languages and conversion 
of these new people ” [39] They state that “for eight years we have rounded-up . 
Indians who used to live in the mountains and in caves and have grouped them 
in settlements so as to facilitate their indoctrination, as laid down by order of 
Your Majesty”.[40l Now, the friars complain, “things not being quite to the liking 
of Licenciado Zorita, he has forced many people to settle in lands very different 
in climate than those to which they are accustomed”.14’] Of particular concern 
was that Zorita moved people “from cold lands to hot lands, on account of 
which many Indians died and others fell sick ” 14*] . Casualties incurred by the 
forced march were exacerbated because it took place “during the rainy season, 
and a very wet one at that ” [43] Furthermore Zorita ordered this to be done . 
“without beforehand inspecting where people would be moved to, which for the 
most part were barren lands, in contrast to the fruitful, healthy, and pleasant 
ones they abandoned”.14] Some Indians, “wronged and offended”, refused to 
comply with Zorita’s demands. 1451 Zorita responded by ordering “their homes, 
places of residence, and towns to be burned ” 1461 With a suitably apocalyptic . 
turn-of-phrase, the Franciscans claim that “the fire that raged resembled the 
Day of Judgement”. 14’] Chaos ensued. Roads and trails were filled “with poor 
Indian women, tied as prisoners, carrying children on their backs”, left to fend 
for themselves because “their husbands, through fear, took off for the moun- 
tains”.14*l It was a painful spectacle to behold. Only during “the time these 
people were conquered” could the friars recall such scenes of upheaval.[49l 

In order to substantiate their case, the Franciscans present details of two 
unfortunate incidents they allege to have seen with their own eyes: 

Your Majesty should know that one poor man was being forced by Licenciado Zorita to 
move from where he resided, and from where he could support himself, to another place 
where he could no longer support himself, nor his wife or children. He hanged himself, 
and died in despair. Another poor woman was being taken from her home to settle in a 
place six leagues away. Her husband fled into the mountains after he saw that the entire 
town he used to be a resident of had been set on fire. Her children, seeing their mother 
held captive, became frightened and jumped from a cliff. killing themselves. All this we 
have witnessed personally, without mentioning the myriad other injustices these miser- 
able people have suffered and still endure.uO’ 

The friars go on to say that they have attempted, on several occasions, to give 
Zorita the benefit of their advice. Such overtures, however, were disregarded so 
completely that they are moved to compare the destruction unleashed on the 
land to the conflagration which “San Jeronimo tells us burned down the 
infamous Temple of Diana . ” [“] But not only did Zorita refuse to listen to the 
Franciscans. He also refused to listen to Indian leaders better informed of the 
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local situation than anyone, and “through ignorance” stripped them of the 
authority long invested “by their ancient laws ” u2] The end result, the friars . 
regret, is that a land recently pacified and brought to order was once again 
racked by “great unrest . ” ~~1 They contend that a state of agitation ran counter to 
royal as well as Franciscan interests, and begged the King, “in the name of our 
Order, and also on behalf of the majority of caciques andprincipales”, to remove 
Zorita from an office he was manifestly unfit to serve.[541 

Finding the real country 

The correspondence of empire, arranged in neat rows, shelf by shelf, legajo by 
kgajo in the Archive General de Indias, is suffused with contradictory testimony 
of the type presented above. It is not always possible to sift through colonial 
documents and determine exactly what took place, when, and where. The 
pleasure of discovering, and deciphering, relevant material is usually followed by 
the less satisfying but equally demanding chore of deciding how much to believe 
about what has been recorded. Nothing is quite as first it seems, especially when 
the contestants, as in the situation before us, are well-known adversaries. There 
are, however, a number of ways we can contextualize the issues raised by these 
two accounts, these two very different points of view, so as to reach some 
conclusion with a little more sophistication than settling for either side, 
Dominican or Franciscan, on the toss of a coin. Even if we never find the real 
country, piecing together a lesser fiction is more rewarding than remaining in the 
legal country. 

TABLE 1 
Towns founded in the sixteenth century by regular and secular clergy 

Type of Clergy 

Dominicans 
Franciscans 
Mercedarians 
Secular Clergy 

Towns Founded 
by 1555 

.___~_____ 
47 
37 

z (?) 

Towns Founded 
by 1660 

82 
108 
42 

104 

Total 95 336 

Source: Adriaan C. Van Oss, Catholic Colonialism: A Parish History of Guatemala, 1.524-1821 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1986). p. 43. 

That the two orders were in disagreement is hardly surprising, indeed almost 
predictable given the nature of a relationship based on competition, not co- 
operation. Along with the Mercedarians-a smaller, lesser-endowed third party 
in the missionary scheme of things-Dominicans and Franciscans were engaged 
in the mid-sixteenth century in what Adriaan Van Oss calls a “territorial 
dispute . ” WI The two largest, most powerful orders each carved out a sphere of 
influence, the Dominicans to the north, the Franciscans to the west of Santiago 
de Guatemala, within which towns were founded (Table 1) and then jealously 
guarded against rival encroachment. ts61 Sacapulas, in fact, was turned to only 
after an attempt on the part of Dominicans to establish a missionary base in 
Quezaltenango, previously staked out by Franciscans, was rebuffed.ls7] While at 
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least one Franciscan, Fray Gonzalo Mendez, was active in the Serrania de 
Sacapulas prior to the arrival of Cardenas and Torres, the latter were able to 
enter the region and secure missionary control of it without provoking a 
defensive reaction similar to the one generated by Dominican presence in 
Quezaltenango. ls81 Bishop Marroquin alluded to this when, in writing to Fray 
Domingo de Vito in 1553 to approve Dominican plans to build a convent in 
Sacapulas, he stated: “Four missionaries are needed for the sierra, and the land 
behind it, and I do not believe our Franciscan brothers will be upset.“[59l The 
bishop’s statement, in this case, is more wishful thinking than measured 
reflection, for such a competitive sense of territoriality normally ensured that if 
Dominicans were in favour of something, or someone, then Franciscans almost 
certainly would be opposed. Bickering between the orders became so tiresome 
that, on January 22, 1556, a real cPduta was issued that ordered both sides, 
accused of “petty ambition” and “name calling”, to rexolve their differences and 
conduct themselves in a more responsible, Christian fashion.l@‘l 

There is next the question of geographical specificity, always a tricky issue in 
the Guatemalan context. Regional variation or, far more problematically, place 
to place variation within a region, can be so pronounced in Guatemala that even 
careful generalization becomes, at best, tentative and risky. In a land of such 
striking diversity, any statement not grounded by reference to locational 
specifics must be read, and interpreted, with caution. An awareness of the spatial 
limits of representation may be said to characterize the Dominican perspective, 
but is less developed among the Franciscans. Cardenas and Torres, for example, 
acknowledge that they have heard about “some Indians” feeling so dispossessed 
by congregacicin that they “hurled themselves from cliffs”.16’] The Dominicans, 
however, then categorically state that “of other parts we know nothing, but with 
respect to Sacapulas and surrounding areas we assure Your Majesty that no 
such thing has occurred, that it must be the dreams or inventions of those who 
are annoyed by the creation of new settlements”. 16*] In his earlier letter, Torres 
wrote: “It is said that in the course of bringing Indians together one of them 
hanged himself because they were being resettled away from where he wanted to 
be”.l”3l Torres then remarked: “I don’t understand how witnesses who were in 
the capital city can know about something like this while we, who work in towns 
among the very Indians whose languages we speak, hear nothing”.[64l 

This last comment invites speculation. In many respects it seems rational and 
straightforward, a statement of common sense. On the other hand, it sounds 
suspiciously self-defensive, the sort of remark that, instead of allaying doubts, 
kindles them even more. The comment is aimed, surely, at factions whom Torres 
already knew to be critical of Zorita and resentful of Dominican participation in 
the resettlement process. Torres wrote this letter on November 17, 1555, during 
a visit to Santiago de Guatemala. While there. he must have been made aware of 
anti-Zorita and anti-Dominican sentiments harmful to the interests of his order. 
This conjecture is bolstered by the fact that a fellow Dominican, Fray Tomas de 
la Torre, wrote to the Council of the Indies from the convent where Torres 
stayed during his visit to the capital. De la Torre penned his letter on November 
8, nine days before Torres wrote his, and once again the focus of attention is 
Alonso de Zorita.l”‘] 

The King’s representative was declared to be “one of the best judges to have 
come to these parts”, yet never had de la Torre known of anyone “less 
accepted”, indeed “hated by all those who aspire to no more than the enjoyment 
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of the things of this world”, a scornful indictment of Guatemalan encomender- 
OS.[~~ Zorita had spent a good half-year conducting an arduous tour of 
inspection, “much of it on foot because the country is so wild, and sleeping on 
the ground because the Indians don’t have beds like ours”.16’l He was com- 
mended for “cleaning the land of idolatry” and for “opening a road and a door” 
so that missionaries “could preach the Word of God and secure Christian 
practice among the people, now that they are congregated”.l68l De la Torre 
assured the Council of the Indies that nothing was done that “prevented a father 
from providing for his offspring ” b91 The oidor was simply carrying out the . 
audiencia’s orders. But because this meant taking action against encomenderos 
“who have treated Indians badly”, these unwholesome Spaniards “reacted with 
such animosity that it is said threats have been made”.l70l 

When Torres returned to Sacapulas, presumably after having discussed 
matters with de la Torre, further consultation with Cardenas must have resulted 
in a decision to write jointly, from and about the place they knew best, so as to 
provide the King and the Council of the Indies with information that would 
enable them to comprehend better the dynamics of resettlement and understand 
why the Dominicans thought so highly of Zorita. Cardenas and Torres thus 
knew, correctly, that Zorita’s enemies were plotting, and so prepared a state- 
ment defending the oidor’s actions. When it was delivered, the attack came not 
only from malcontent encomenderos but from Franciscans just as distressed 
about what Zorita was up to as those excesses the oidor had sought to curb.l”] 

We therefore must ask: Why did Zorita so enrage the Franciscans yet earn 
Dominican approval? The oidor’s reformist tendencies, like those of President 
Cerrato, conflicted with the material concerns of encomenderos and haunted 
them no end. Their reaction is understandable. The negative response of the 
Franciscans requires more consideration. Perhaps his family, back in Spain, 
belonged to the lesser nobility that helped support the brothers of Santo 
Domingo, as is evidenced by Zorita being schooled at Salamanca, the seat of 
Dominican learning. Certainly Zorita had a reputation for being rather uncom- 
promising and single-minded, so if he ordered Indians already settled in one 
place to resettle in another, such a move would not be welcomed by Franciscans 
who wanted Indians to remain where they had grouped them. What would anger 
Franciscans even more, however, would be if Indians were ordered not just to 
move but to move to a destination that saw them enter Dominican territory and 
take up residence in settlements there. We cannot rule out the possibility that, in 
effect, this was the consequence of Zorita’s recommendations, and that this 
course of action is what sparked Franciscan consternation. 

Some indications, all of them more circumstantial than concrete, may be 
turned to in support of this conclusion. The Franciscans inform us, in the case of 
the “poor woman”, that the distance between the town she was to abandon and 
where she was to relocate measured six leagues, a little over twenty kilometres.[721 
Occupation, by this woman and her kin, of land that lay somewhere along a 
corridor between Tecpan and Totonicapan would result, after displacement of 
twenty kilometres in a north to northeast direction, in a move from Franciscan 
to Dominican territory. A move in the same direction, of about twice that 
distance, would also take people “from cold lands to hot lands”, as the 
Franciscans claim took place. 1731 While the Serrania de Sacapulas is not made up 
entirely of what the Franciscans describe as “barren lands”, parts of it, 
especially the lower slopes and flood plain of the Rio Negro, are indeed hot, dry, 
and dusty, covered by desert-like vegetation of thorny chapparal and cactus.l74J 
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Terrain farther south-cool, moist, higher in elevation and forested with pines- 
may justifiably be regarded, in comparison, as “fruitful, healthy, and 
pleasant . ” [751 Remesal did not exactly sing the praises of Sacapulas when he 
remarked: “This town has a hot climate, and mosquitoes. The fathers opted for 
the town of Sacapulas because of the convenience of the river, even though its 
fish are very bony”.1761 

A forced march in which Indians were moved, over long distances, into 
unfamiliar, Dominican territory also enables us to place more confidence in the 
Franciscan claim that self-propelled death, by hanging or by jumping off a cliff, 
might actually have been observed. If Indians were removed from Franciscan 
territory, then it is conceivable that friars belonging to the Order had passed 
through on missionary business at the time of removal. This hypothesis likewise 
enables us to accept, a little more charitably, the contention of Cardenas and 
Torres that “no such thing has occurred ” [“I Where children leaped, where a . 
man hanged himself, may not have been in the Serrania de Sacapulas but in an 
abandoned place farther south, a place that was torched and destroyed, a place 
from which people either fled into the mountains or were led, against their will, 
to another settlement “in lands very different in climate than those to which they 
are accustomed”.l78l What, to Cardenas and Torres in the area of resettlement, 
were “dreams and inventions” could thus have been tragic events “witnessed 
personally” by Franciscan friars at the place of removal.[791 

Zorita’s good standing with. the Dominicans, if not derived from the circum- 
stances hypothesized above, may also stem from his taking an active part in the 
paperwork that resulted in the establishment of a convent in Sacapulas. Along 
with President Cerrato, Zorita signed formal permission authorizing Domin- 
icans, in the King’s name, to enter the serraniu and preach there.[“] Is this what 
de la Torre meant by his metaphor of a road and a door being opened? 
Bureaucratic chores, and strategic diplomacy, also called for Zorita to write to 
the Indian leaders of seven communities in the serrania, whom he addressed as 
the “honourable caciques of Chalchitlan and Balamija, Nebaj, Acul, Chaxa, 
Curt&n, and Balancolob”, asking them to cooperate with the Dominican friars 
who would soon arrive “to instruct you in the faith of Our Lord Jesus Christ”.[8’l 
Cerrato also wrote to seven other caciques, the leaders of “the communities of 
Sacapulas, Aguacatan, Zalquila, Sacabaja, Juil, Ilom, and Chacoa”, with the 
same request. fs2] Such deferential wording suggests, at least on this occasion, that 
Zorita was mindful of native hierarchy and, especially, the importance of 
engaging, or co-opting, native representatives with recognized authority to help 
bring Spanish plans to fruition. 

That Zorita included Sacapulas as one of the first stops on his tour of 
inspection, begun in March, 1555, obviously must have pleased Cardenas and 
Torres.1831 In their estimation, Zorita’s presence in the serraniu provided him 
with first-hand acquaintance of the situation there, an experience of consider- 
able value to a royal official charged, among other things, with assessing the 
tribute-paying capacity of newly-formed or reconstituted Indian communit- 
ies.ls4] Cerrato for example, was criticized severely, five or six years earlier, for 
not having vikited towns himself before he drew up tribute assessments for 
them.[851 Zorita’s visita lasted a full six months, during which time he travelled 
throughout Guatemala, in many instances arriving to appraise the state of 
affairs in places few Crown representatives had ventured to before.l86l In the 
course of this tour of inspection, Zorita presumably ran foul of the Franciscans 
after he clashed with them over the issue of native resettlement discussed above. 
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suuuuing up 

Where, then, must we look for the real country, if indeed it can be found? 
Even when archival foraging yields not a bounty of decrees and ordinances, 
edicts and commands, but rather a few shreds of testimony on the part of people 
who witnessed or who claim to have witnessed certain things happen in a 
particular place around a specific time, still the contours of the real country are 
frail and elusive, difficult to fix. People lie, or forget how truth may be told, and 
SO do the documents they leave behind. This is not to entertain, most assuredly, 
subversive notions of historical inquiry being futile or meaningless but instead to 
accept that, sooner or later, we must impose human limitations on the 
attainment of human knowledge. A “crisis of representation”, George Marcus 
and Michael Fischer contend, currently afflicts the “human sciences” in general, 
a crisis arising “from uncertainty about adequate means of describing social 
reality”.18’l Fellow anthropologist Clifford Geertz talks about the same affliction 
inducing a state of “pervasive nervousness” among scholars concerned with the 
writing of ethnography. [88] If grappling with the ethnographic present is prob- 
lematical, how can engaging oneself with the ethnographic past be any less so? 
Many aspects of our so-called postmodern existence call for us to rethink, as 
scholars and teachers, how knowledge is constructed, especially as it relates to 
cultures far removed from ours in space and in time.[89] There are no clear-cut 
solutions, but if the end in mind is good historical reconstruction then it is 
imperative that interpretation of the sources be tight, creative, and contextual- 
ized, that ambiguity, contradiction, divergence, and incompleteness be recog- 
nized and dealt with.@] 

The puzzle remains. So much more could be told or imagined. Let us make do, 
therefore, with only two further disclosures. The first concerns Alonso de Zorita, 
hounded oidor; the second is about King Charles V, Holy Roman Emperor. 
Zorita left Guatemala for a post in Mexico on April 25, 1556, shortly after the 
unfavourable views expressed of him reached the notice of the Council of the 
Indies.19’] It seems unlikely that Zorita was transferred purely on the basis of the 
King’s advisors rejecting the Dominican position and believing all the Francis- 
cans told them. Discontent among encomenderos, whose rights of conquest 
Zorita had tried to curtail, would appear a more plausible stimulus, for the 
rebellious tendency of early Spanish conquerors was well-known, and something 
the Crown at times preferred to placate rather than confront.1921 Zorita stayed in 
Mexico for ten years, during which time he came to be considered one of three 
persons “excelling all others in the land in Christian piety, goodness, and 
wisdom” I99 The oidor was thus described by none other than Fray Geronimo de 
Mendieta, a Franciscan scholar eminently respected, and not just by the 
members of his own order, for the intelligence that would later create the 
Historia eclestiastica indiana. I94] Mendieta’s opinion indicates that, despite what 
happened during his three years in Guatemala, Zorita made amends with the 
Franciscans soon after arriving in Mexico, probably because, then and there, he 
was backing what they wanted. After his return to Spain, in 1566, Zorita lived 
his remaining years in Granada, where he devoted himself to writing.t951 While 
no Sahagim, one of the books Zorita produced, his Breve y sumaria relacih de 
10s sefiores de la Nueva Esparla, has but few equals as an ethnographic summary 
of sixteenth-century Mesoamerica. t961 In it, material furnished by Franciscan 
friends, not Franciscan enemies, figures prominently.t9’] As for Charles, it is 
doubtful if ever he read or was even informed about what occurred or did not 
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occur in 1555 in the Serrania de Sacapulas. Tired of nearly forty years as King, 
he abdicated in favour of his son, Philip the Second, on January 16, 1 556.t981 His 
days of reading conflicting sets of letters, and deciding which version of the truth 
to believe, were over. As Zorita did a decade later, Charles also returned to 
Spain, to the heart of an empire from which he ostensibly ruled but had not 
actually visited for over thirteen years. t99l The grace of his decision was matched 
by the serenity of his locale. In September 1556, Charles retired to modest 
chambers built next to the Hieronymite monastery at Yuste, a lonely outpost on 
the southern edge of the Sierra de Gredos. There, through winter chill and 
summer heat, he shut out the world and prepared for death, draping the walls of 
his bedroom with thick, black cloth, keeping open the door leading to an 
adjacent chapel so as always, when awake, to hear the murmur of mass. When 
Charles died, two years later, perhaps the sole link between himself and his 
Maya subjects was the celebration of the Eucharist both listened to, the Emperor 
by choice, the Indians by the forceful projection of that choice on the changed 
and changing patterns of their lives. 
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Notes 

[l] This is the epigraph around which the Czech writer Josef Skvorecky weaves his “light-hearted 
dream”, Dvorak in Love (Toronto 1986). Kafka’s maxim fits the present exposition equally 
well, even if Skvorecky’s own description of his novel does not. 

[Z] Carlos Fuentes, Latin America: at war with the past (Toronto 1985) 33 
[3] Congregacidn, the policy, created nucleated settlements called congregaciones. Synonymous 

terms are reduccidn and reducciones. Congregackin is used here in preference to reduccidn 
since the former term was employed more commonly in the Viceroyalty of New Spain, to 
which the Audiencia of Guatemala belonged. Farther south, in the Viceroyalty of Peru, the 
latter term was more prevalent, especially in relation to the Jesuit missions established in the 
Audiencia de la Plata in present-day Argentina and Paraguay. The role of the Jesuits 
notwithstanding, the Church figured more centrally in the resettlement process in New Spain 
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than it did in colonial Peru. See, among a vast literature relating to settlement making in both 
viceroyalities, H. F. Cline, Civil congreations of the Indians in New Spain, Hispanic American 
Historical Review 29 (1949) 349-369; Daniel W. Gade and Mario Escobar. Village settlement 
and the colonial legacy in southern Peru, The Geographical Review 72 (1982) 43W9; P. 
Gerhard, Congregaciones de indios en la Nueva Espaiia antes de 1570 Historia Mesicana 26 
(1977) 347-95; C. Gibson (Ed.), The Spanish tradition in America (New York 1968) 160-68; 
Bartomeu Melia, Las reducciones jesuiticas de1 Paraguay: un espacio para una utopia 
colonial Estudios Paraguayos 6 (1978) 157-68; and L. B. Simpson, Studies in the adrninistra- 
tion of the Indians in New Spain (IberoAmericana Vols. 7, 13, and 16. Berkeley and Los 
Angeles 1934, 1938, and 1940). 

[4] Libro VI, Titulo III, Recopilacidn de leyes de 10s Reynos de las Indias, 4 ~01s.. Tomo 11, 
(Madrid 1973), 198 

[5] In the late seventeenth century, Francisco Antonio de Fuentes y Guzman, Recordacidn 
Florida (Madrid 1972) 26, wrote of “wild and uncivilized” Indians living in the mountains 
surrounding San Juan Atitan. Farther north, at San Mateo Ixtatan, two sets of documents 
relating to roughly the same period of time tell of rampant civil disobedience, including 
idolatry, tribal feuding, evasion of tribute obligations, and intimidation of the parish priest, 
on the part of residents described as “yndios diabblicos”; see Archive General de Indias 
(hereafter AGI), Audiencia de Guatemala (hereafter AG) 159 and Archive General de 
Centroamerica (hereafter AGCA), Al. legajo 2, expediente 23. Writing in the second half of 
the eighteenth century, Archbishop Pedro Cartes y Larraz, Descripcidn geogr@co-moral de la 
diocesis de Goathemala (Guatemala 1958) 2 Vols, Tomo II, 44, dismissed the adherence of 
Indians to Christian conventions as “nothing more than appearance and hypocrisy”. A 
Spanish priest working among the Ixil people in the mid-nineteenth century ventured the 
opinion that “after three hundred years of being evangelized, [the Indians] are seen today to 
be in a worse state than in the first century. marching backwards toward their ancient 
barbarities, mixed with vices and irreligion of other castes”. See Ray and Helen Elliott. “lxil”, 
in Marvin Mayers (Ed.), The languages of Guatemala (The Hague: 1966) 127. 

[6] For Verapaz, see Andre Saint-Lu, La Vera Paz: Esprit Pvangelique et colonisation (Paris 
1968). For Lacandon country, see Jan de Vos, La paz de Dios y del Rey: Lu conquista de la 
Selva Lacandona, 1.525-1821 (Mexico 1988). 

[7] The Bishop of Guatemala to the Crown, Huehuetenango, March 12, 1689 (AGI, AG 160). 
For an extensive treatment of conditions in the region under Spanish rule, see W. George 
Lovell, Conquest and survival in colonial Guatemala: A historicalgeography of the Cuchumatcin 
highlands, 1500-1821, (Kingston and Montreal 1985). 

[8] Scholars whose work may be said to depict the “legal country” of congregation include 
Horatio de Cabezas, Las reducciones indigenas en Guatemala durante el siglo XVZ (Guate- 
mala: Universidad de San Carlos, 1974); Carmelo Saenz de Santa Maria, Institucionalizacion 
de 10s grupos indigenas de Guatemala en el siglo XVI Actas y Memorius de1 XXXVZ Congreso 
Znternacional de Americanistas (Sevilla 1966) 197-202 and La ‘reducccion a poblados’ en el 
siglo XVI en Guatemala Anuario de Estudios Americanos 29 (1972) 1877228; and Francisco de 
Solano, Urbanization y municipalization de la poblacion indigena Revistu de Zndius NOS. 
127-130 (1972) 241-68 and Politica de concentration de la poblacion indigena: Objetivos, 
proceso, problemas, resultados Revista de Zndius Nos 14546 (1976) 7-29. Research geared 
towards the depiction of the “real country” of congregation includes Murdo J. MacLeod. 
Spanish CentraI America: a socioeconomic history, 1520-1720 (Berkeley and Los Angeles 
1973) 121342; Sever0 Martinez Pelaez, La patria de1 criollo: Ensayo de interpretacidn de la 
realidad colonial guatemalteca (San Jose 1975) 443-60 and 557-64; Sidney D. Markman, 
Pueblos de Espaiioles and Pueblos de Indios in Colonial Central America Verhandlungen des 
XXXVZZZ Znternationalen Amerikanisten-kongresses, Band IV, (Miinchen 1972) 189-99 and 
Extinction, fosilizacion, y transformacibn de 10s ‘pueblos de indios’ de1 Reino de Guatemala 
Mesoamirica 14 (1987) 407-27; and Elias Zamora Acosta, Los mayas de las tierras altas en el 
siglo XVI. Tradicidn y cambio en Guatemala (Sevilla 1985) 139-l 73. 

[9] A notable exception is the testimony of the Indians who compiled the Annals of the 
Cakchiquels (Norman 1953). See especially pp. 13442. 

[IO] Taken from Adriaan C. van Oss, Catholic colonialism: A parish history of Guatemala, 1524- 
1821 (Cambridge 1986). 

[11] Fray Tomas de Cardenas and Fray Juan de Torres to the Crown, Sacapulas, December 6, 
1555 (AGI, AG 168). For a detailed reconstruction of community life in Sacapulas, from 
preconquest times to the present, see Robert M. Hill II and John Monaghan, Continuities in 
highland Maya social organization: ethnohistory in Sacapulas, Guatemala (Philadelphia 1987). 
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[12] Antonio de Remesal, Historia General de las Indias Occidentales (Madrid 1966) 25960. This 
work was first published in 1620. 

[13] Cardenas and Torres to the Crown (AGI, AG 168). Benjamin Keen, in his Introduction to 
Alonso de Zorita, Life and labor in Ancient Mexico: the brief and summary relation of the 
Lords of New Spain (New Brunswick, New Jersey 1963) 33-36, provides an account of 
Zorita’s experiences in Guatemala. For a fuller exploration of the life and times of this 
controversial figure, see Ralph H. Vigil, Alonso de Zorita: royaljudge and Christian humanist, 
1512-1585 (Norman and London 1987). 

(141 Fray Juan de Torres to the Crown, Santiago de Guatemala, November 11, 1555 (AGI. AG 
168) and Keen, in Zorita, Life and labor 19-35 

[15] Cardenas and Torres to the Crown (AGI, AG 168) 
[ 161 Ibid. Since Cardenas and Torres mean this comment to apply generally, they do not single out 

any encomenderos in particular. Around this time, however, Sacapulas was held in 
encomienda by Cristobal de Salvatierra and Alonso Paez. These two encomenderos shared 
the tribute of Sacapulas in equal parts, each entitled to receive from eighty heads-of- 
household a variety of foodstuffs and commodities. especially locally-produced salt. Salva- 
tierra and Paez did not get on well either with each other or with President Alonso Lopez de 
Cerrato. Their complaints against Cerrato, as with Zorita, were related to measures 
undertaken by the Audiencia to curb encomendero abuses. Salvatierra, described in one 
document as a “drinker of blood”, was vociferous in his opposition to Cerrato, and Paez 
alleged that Cerrato’s tribute reforms had decreased the worth of his share of Sacapulas, 
along with that of neighbouring Aguacatin and two other towns, to a paltry 150 pesos each 
year. See AGI, Justicia 301 and Patronato 68-2-3 

[ 171 Remesal, Historia General 487. The eleven towns were Zacualpa; Santa Maria (Nebaj); San 
And& (Sajcajabi); San Bartolome (Jocotenango); S(anto) Tomas (Chichicastenango); Santa 
Cruz (de1 Quiche); San Pedro {Jocopilas); San Juan Cachul, by which Remesal presumably 
meant San Gaspar Chajul; (San Juan) Cotzal; San Juan, Cunen, by which Remesal 
presumably meant Santa Maria Cunen; and San Miguel (Uspantin). For an evaluation of 
Remesal, see Murdo J. MacLeod, Las Casas, Guatemala, and the Sad but Inevitable Case of 
Antonio de Remesal Topic: a Journal of the Liberal Arts 20 (1970) 53-64 

[ 181 According to Remesal, Historia General 261, Cardenas and Torres were accompanied by two 
fellow Dominicans, Tom& de la Torre, their Provincial, and Vicente Lopez. Francisco de 
Baiiuelos, alguacif mayor, and Cristobal Nuiiez. escribano, also were members of the party. 

[19] Cgrdenas and Torres to the Crown (AGI, AG 168) 
[20] Ibid. The claim made by Cardenas and Torres that they had ventured into parts of the 

Serrania de Sacapulas where “no other Spaniard had reached” is difficult to assess. Writing in 
the eighteeenth century, Francisco Vazquez, Crdnica de la Provincia de1 Santisimo Nombre de 
Jesis de Guatemala, Vol. 2, (Guatemala 1938) 32. states that Sacapulas and “many other” 
settlements were founded, from 1545 on, by the Franciscan missionary Gonzalo Mendez. 
Vazquez was himself a Franciscan, and so would have been disposed to portraying his Order 
in the best possible light, including that of pioneer missionary work. Vazquez’s statement, 
however, is corroborated by another eighteeenth-century chronicler, the Dominican Friar 
Francisco Ximtnez. In his Historia de la Provincia de San Vicente de Chiapa y Guatemala, vol. 
1, (Guatemala 1929) 19 1, Ximenez states that MCndez was responsible for “converting to the 
Catholic Faith” the parciahdades San Francisco and Santo Tomas, two groups that formed 
part of the congregacidn of Sacapulas. Bishop Marroquin, in a letter transcribed by Remesal, 
Historia General 259, makes reference to a “fray Gonzalo” who worked alone in the sierra 
“with some difficulty”. Remesal, Historia General 337, also mentions that the Dominican 
friar Alonso de Villalva “had traversed on foot, nineteen times, the most rugged slopes of the 
Cuchumat& mountains” sometime during the sixteenth century. 

[21] President Cerrato wrote to the caciques of Sacapulas, “and other towns in that area”, on 
December 6, 1553, requesting that they help the Dominicans in their labors. Cgrdenas and 
Torres would have been at risk not only from troublesome inhabitants native to the Serrania 
de Sacapulas but from hostile Lacandones who raided there periodically. Their colleague 
Domingo de Vito was himself martyred while preaching amongst the Lacandon not long 
after Cardenas and Torres began their missionary work. See Remesal, Historia General 260 
and 293-95 and various Dominicans to the Crown, May 14, 1556 (AGI, AG 168) 

[22] Remesal, Historia General, Vol. 2,432. Cardenas went on to become the Dominican chosen 
to serve as the Bishop of Verapaz. See Tomas de Cardenas to the Crown, September 2, 1566 
(AGI, AG 168) 

[23] Remesal, Historia GeneraI 331. The chronicler seems not to have exaggerated the linguistic 
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abilities of Torres, for a passage in The Annuls oj’the Cukchiquels (pp. 134-l 35) reads: “There 
came to our church the Fathers of St. Dominic, Fray Pedro de Angulo and Fray Juan de 
Torres. They arrived from Mexico on the day 12 Batz [February IO. 15421. The Fathers of St. 
Dominic began our instruction. The doctrine appeared in our language. Our fathers Fray 
Pedro and Fray Juan were the first who preached the word of God to us. Up to that time we 
did not know the Word nor the Commandments of God; we had lived in utter darkness. No 
one had preached the Word of God to us. . They translated the Doctrine into our tongue, 
and thus we were quickly instructed by them”. The translator of this passage, Adrian 
Recinos, notes that “Fray Juan de Torres collaborated in the preparation of the Doctrina et 
lengua guatemalteca ordenadu par el Reverendisimo Se&r Don Francisco Marroquin. primer 
Obispo de Guatemulo . . printed in Mexico in 1556. This book of Christian doctrine, written 
in Spanish and Cakchiquel, may have been the one which Fray Juan taught to these Indians”. 
For an appraisal of the cultural worth of such texts, see Robert M. Carmack, Quicheun 
civilization: the ethnohistoric, ethnographic, and archaeological sources (Berkeley and Los 
Angeles 1973) 47-50 and 99-121 

(241 Cardenas and Torres to the Crown (AGI. AG 168) 
[25] Ibid. 
[26] Ibid. 
[27] Ibid. 
[28] Ibid. 
[29] Ibid. 
[30] Remesal, Historia General 433 
[31] Cardenas and Torres to the Crown (AGI, AG 168) 
[32] Ibid. 
[33] Remesal, Historiu General 434, provides an endearing account of how Cardenas. when 

Bishop of Verapaz, intervened on behalf of Indians he felt were being excessively taxed. 
Cardenas actually paid the tribute owed by the Indians, some six hundred tostones. The King, 
outraged, issued a real ce’dula which ordered the money to be paid back to Cardenas and 
which censured Crown officials for mistreating Indians by making those still alive pay tribute 
also for those who had died. 

[34] Cardenas and Torres to the Crown (AGI. AG 168) 
[35] See. among a diverse literature, the splendid dissertation by John M. Watanabe, ‘We Who 

Are Here’: the cultural conventions of ethnic identity in a Guatemalan Indian village, 1937- 
1980 (unpublished Ph.D. dissertation, Harvard University 1984) 

[36] Cardenas and Torres to the Crown (AGI, AG 168) 
[37] Franciscans to the Crown, Santiago de Guatemala, January 1. 1556 (AGI, AG 168). The four 

friars who signed this letter were Pedro de Betanzos. Alonso Mella, Antonio Quejada, and 
Juan de la Cruz. 

[38] Ibid. 
[39] Ibid. Members of the Franciscan Order first passed through Guatemala in the 1520s. but did 

not become a fixed missionary presence until about a decade later. Two members of the 
Order, Pedro de Betanzos and Francisco de la Parra. were noted linguists, both of whom 
compiled grammars and dictionaries of Cakchiquel Maya. See Van Oss. Catholic colonialism, 
p. I4 and Carmack, Quichean civilizution, p. 116. Betanzos (see note 37) was one of the four 
Franciscans who wrote to the King complaining about Zorita. 

[40] Franciscans to the Crown (AGI, AG 168). The royal order the friars refer to is most likely the 
call for congregacidn issued in two reales cedulas, the first promulgated on February 26, 1538. 
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