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Missions in Baja California and Paraguay: A Comparison of Two Missions


Once outside of the territory occupied by highly advanced indigenous societies in MesoAmerica and Tawantinsuyu, the Spanish encountered similar challenges to colonization: how to subjugate indigenous peoples who did not live in hierarchical state systems; and how to create a system of indirect rule based upon politically autonomous indigenous communities. Further challenges included how to efficiently organize the task of religious conversion, the collection of tribute, and the organization of labor drafts that formed such an important role in the colonial economy. The solution was to congregate indigenous peoples in new communities where, under the direction of members of different religious orders, such as the Jesuits, Franciscans, and Dominicans, the neophytes would be converted to Christianity and introduced to a new way of life that would prepare them for their role in colonial society in a cost effective way.


The missionary orders established mission communities, known by different names including doctrinas, misiones, reducciones, along the fringes of Spain’s empire in North and South America. Although generally studied in isolation as subsets of national history, a comparative approach helps of illustrate the similarities between this important colonial institution, as well as patterns unique to missions located in different areas and organized in different time periods. This essay briefly compares the history of two missions with the same name, Nuestra Senora de Loreto, located thaousands of miles from each other, and established almost a century apart. The first is Loreto established in 1610 by the Jesuits in the Guayra region east of Paraguay. The mission remained in Guayra for two decades, until forced to move in 1631 because of slave raids by bandeirantes from Sao Paulo. The Jesuits moved the mission a second time to its current location near the Parana River in the modern Argentinian province of Misiones in 1686.
 The second is Loreto mission established in October of 1697 in Baja California at a site known by the local indigenous peoples as Concho.


This essay briefly examines several aspects of the development of the two missions. First it considers the building of the missions, and particularly the stages of construction and the general blueprint for the creation of new communities in the wilderness. This is followed by an analysis of mission economies as related to the establishment of self-sufficiency, and the participation in regional markets. This is followed by a discussion of demographic patterns and the fate of the indigenous peoples brought to live at the missions. Finally, it considers the demise of the missions.

The Building of the Missions

There were two major phases of building construction at Loreto mission. The first was between 1699 and 1707. Temporary structures served for the first two years, but then it was decided to build more permanent buildings and particularly a new and larger church.  The church itself, constructed of adobe, took five years to complete (1699-1704). When completed the church had dimensions of 55 x 17 feet, and was flanked by two wings of rooms also 55 feet long. The wings contained, among other things, a residence for the missionary and a dormitory for single women, who were to be segregated from men at night. A wall enclosed the complex. Neophytes lived in two rows of adobe houses. The housing for the neophytes represented a step in the process of converting a non-sedentary population into peoples residing in a town, the seat of civilized life.


Some forty years later, beginning in 1740, the Jesuits directed the construction of a new church, the structure that survives today. It took a decade to complete the new church built of stone, and when completed in 1750 the new structure measured 150 x 20 feet (56 x 7 varas). The new church was the longest erected in the Peninsula.  new residence was built for the missionaries across from the church on the mission plaza. It measured 67 x 31 feet, and became the cause for some criticism of the Jesuits because of the size of the structure.
 The government later confiscated the building following the expulsion of the Jesuits, and it became the official residence of the governor.


The completion of the stone church in 1750 and the residence for the missionaries marked the end of major building projects at Loreto mission. However, there was routine maintenance and repairs to the existing structures, as well as small improvements. In 1795, for example, the Dominicans had the floor of the church replaced with ladrillos, fired brick floor tiles.

One of the central tasks the missionaries undertook was to create new communities in the wilderness, built on a master plan that the Spanish developed in the Americas. Cities were to be laid out on the grid plan, centered on the main square. The Jesuits designed the reducciones around a large square eventually dominated by a huge church and a cloister that served as a residence for the missionaries and offices. The complex also included housing for the Guarani neophytes, industrial shops, irrigation systems, a structure to house the town council, and a dormitory for single women and widows called the coty guazu. 

The development of the reduccion building complexes passed though several stages. In the initial stage the Jesuits directed the construction of temporary buildings built of wood and/or adobe or tapia francesa (wattle and daub). The second stage entailed the construction of the main structures of the complex of stone and/or adobe laid on a stone base, such as housing for the indigenous population, industrial shops, etc. A temporary church remained in service during this phase of reconstruction. The final phase at a number of reducciones was the construction of a new magnificent church of stone. The construction of the large temples occurred in the 1730s, 1740s, and 1750s, and the churches at San Ignacio, San Miguel, Candelaria, and other communities date to this period. Construction of the large church at Jesus de Tavarangue began in the late 1750s, but had not reached completion by the time of the Jesuit expulsion.
 In the same decades the Jesuits in Baja California directed the construction of new imposing churches, including Loreto, San Francisco Xavier, Mulege, Comondu, and Guadalupe. 

The church at Loreto dates to the 1720s, and was built under the direction of Jesuit Brother Jose Brasanelli. The inventory prepared at the time of the expulsion of the Jesuits described the church, measuring 62.25 x 24.9 meters, as having stone walls with a roof of wooden beams supporting a tile roof similar to the tile roofs in the California missions. The interior of the church was well decorated, and from the cross to the main altar the walls were painted. In addition to the church, the Loreto complex included a chapel dedicated to the Virgen Mary and a second to the Monte del Calvario. Adjoining the church was the complex known as the colegio that contained the residence for the missionaries, offices, and workshops. This part of the complex measured 166 x 83 meters.

Other structures within the complex included the workshops, located in a separate square behind the colegio. The shops included a kitchen, bakery, carpenter’s shop, iron smithy, and weaving rooms for the production of cotton textiles. The indigenous population lived in small apartments in blocks built on three sides of the main square. Each building contained seven to twelve apartments for neophyte families. The housing area also counted latrines.
 Outside of the central traza, which covered some 75 hectares were other improvements, such as an extensive irrigation system for the mission farms.

Mission Economics

Loreto was the economic hub for the Baja California missions during most of the eighteenth-century. Supplies for the Peninsula missions from Mexico generally passed through Loreto, although several missions such as San Francisco de Borja owned launches for importing supplies. However, the mission itself was dependent on shipments of food from the mainland. Writing in 1771, Francisco Palou, O.F.M., the Franciscan head of the Peninsula mission, described Loreto in the following terms: “On the side of the mission towards the gulf is the royal presidio, and it alone separates the church and colegio, which are constructed of masonry with flat roofs, from the mission. At present the town is occupied by women and children of the soldiers only, because most soldiers are now at San Diego, Monterey, and the frontier. In front of the town is the suburb for the royal sailors, which likewise generally has only women, because their men are in the ships. The mission is situated in a beautiful and sufficiently extensive plain, which for want of water as well as the scarcity of rain cannot be cultivated at all, wherefore to avoid the expense they provide themselves with water from wells which are tolerably wholesome.”


Agriculture was not possible at the mission, but the mission did own numbers of livestock (see Table 1).  The Jesuits built up the herds of cattle to some 3,000 animals by the early 1760s, but the number of animals dropped significantly following the Jesuit expulsion. In some instances cattle went wild, but could be rounded up by neophyte vaqueros (cowboys). However, given that Loreto was one of the launching points for the expedition to occupy Alta California, it is more likely that the cattle herd was culled to supply the push to California. In the 1780s and 1790s, the number of cattle fluctuated between 100 and 500.  The mission also owned small numbers of sheep, goats, and horses.


One of the most significant differences was in the organization of and the high level of commercialization of the reduccion economy. Unlike the Baja California missions, the Jesuits in Paraguay and the Guarani themselves made a distinction between what was called abambaé and tupambaé. Abambaé was the labor, land, and production of the individual head of household, and was controlled by the Guarani themselves. Tupambaé was labor and production for God, or in other terms communal labor and production for the support of the Jesuits and their mission program in the reducciones.
 This is not to say that indigenous neophytes in Texas or the Californias were not given individual plots of land to work on their own behalf, but the distinction between private and communal production was not an organizing principle in the missions as it was in the reducciones. Agriculture and livestock formed the basis for the economy, as it also was in Baja California. However, the scale was much larger in Paraguay. For example, in 1768, at the tme of the Jesuit expulsion, the reducciones owned 769,869 head of cattle, 138,141 sheep, and 139,634 horses, mules, and donkeys. Yapeyu reduccion alone counted more than 200,000 cattle that roamed an estancia that measured 50 x 30 leagues or some 47,000 square kilometers. Similarly, San Miguel had two estancias named Calera de las Huerfanas and Calera de las Vacas that measured some 20,000 square kilometers.
 Cattle provided hides for export, but also meat to supplement the diet of the Guarani residents of the reducciones. At the time of the Jesuit expulsion in 1768, Loreto counted some 30,000 cattle, plus sheep, horses, and donkeys.


Within the larger reduccion system in Paraguay there was specialization, and barter between the reducciones. One group of reducciones specialized more in livestock, including Santo Tome, La Cruz, Yapeyu, San Miguel, San Borja, San Juan Bautista, San Lorenzo, Santo Angel, San Luis, and San Nicolas. A second group of reducciones specialized in agriculture: Santa Maria de Fe, San Cosme y San Damiano, Santiago, Trinidad de Parana, Jesus de Tavarangue, Santa Rosa, Itapua, San Ignacio Guazu, San Ignacio Mini, Santa Ana, and Candelaria. A third group, located in areas with both good agricultural land and pasture for livestock, specialized in both farming and ranching. They were San Carlos, Santa Maria la Mayor, Aposteles, San Jose, and Concepcion. The final group of reducciones were the most specialized, and supplied yerba mate  for consumption within the reducciones and for export. These were Loreto, San Javier, and Corpus Christi.


The reduccion farms produced a variety of crops for consumption by the Guarani population, and for export. Crops for consumption included corn, manioc, and other indigenous tubers, and some wheat. More commercial crops included tobacco, indigo, sugarcane, cotton, and yerba mate.
 The Crown authorized the Jesuits to sell yerba mate in 1645, and in 1666 the audiencia set the limit for Jesuit production and sales at 12,000 arrobas (300,000 lbs) per year.
 By the end of the eighteenth century the reduccion communities produced 121,000 arrobas (3,025,000 lbs.) per year. Santa Rosa reportedly had some 38,000 trees, the largest number among the reducciones, followed by San Cosme y San Damiano with 25,000.
 In addition to yerba mate, the reducciones exported cotton, wheat, sugarcane, hides, and wood.
 However, it was the export of yerba mate that caused the greatest friction with the settlers in Paraguay since the Jesuits competed with them, and in attacking the Jesuits the settlers claimed that the reducciones exceeded production quotas.
Demographic Patterns

The inability to grow crops at Loreto meant that in the early period of the history of the mission most neophytes continued to live in their traditional settlements that shifted seasonally to follow different plant foods. In 1703, Loreto mission reportedly consisted of nine indigenous villages, including the cabecera (mission center). North of Loreto was the visita (satellite village)  San Juan Bautista de Londo, that served as the center for another four villages.
 In these early years the Jesuits baptized large numbers of natives, both adults and children. A fragmentary baptismal register survives for the years 1702 to 1717, and in these years 215 adults and 237 children under age nine received baptism.
  By 1744, the Jesuit missionaries stationed at Loreto had reportedly baptized 1,199 natives, although some most likely were of individuals later transferred to the jurisdiction of other missions.

Disease reduced the size of the mission population. In 1744, the numbers stood at 150, and over the next six decades the population stagnated. In 1768, Galvez ordered the relocation of neophytes from nearby San Francisco Xavier mission, and the numbers increased to 187 in 1773. However, once again disease reduced the population, and in 1806 only 14 neophytes survived (see Figure 2).
 As noted in Palou’s description of Loreto cited above, the mission co-existed with the nearby presidio, and the presidio became a significant population center in its own right. In 1730, the presidio had a population of 175, and 274 in 1762.
 The population of the presidio continued to grow during the last years of the eighteenth-century, and stood at 669 in 1806 and 528 in 1808.
  

The high population densities in the reducciones made the populations vulnerable to epidemics of highly contagious crowd diseases such as smallpox and measles, and the pattern of intra and inter-regional trade facilitated the spread of epidemics. Major recorded epidemics struck the reducciones in 1618, 1619, 1635, 1636, 1692, 1718, 1733, 1735, 1737,  1739, and 1764. A measles epidemic in 1695 killed 600 people at Candelaria and 2,000 at San Carlos. The decade of the 1730s proved to be particularly deadly. Reportedly, 18,770 died during the 1733 outbreak, measles killed more than 18,000 Guarani in 1735, and smallpox claimed the lives of some 30,000 two years later in 1737.
 The population of the reducciones dropped from 141,000 in 1732 to 73,910 in 1740, but then recovered over the next two decades (see Table 2).The recovery or rebound of the Guarani population suggests a major difference from the indigenous populations living in the Baja and Alta California and Texas missions. The Guarani population most likely was a high fertility and high mortality population, similar to contemporary European populations. Birth and death rates were high, and population growth low to moderate. Epidemics slowed or stopped population growth, but the population did recover. 

The population of Loreto grew over the course of a century, until the early 1730s. In 1647, it stood at 1,700, and by 1735 reached a figure of 3,523.  The population dropped as a result of the strong epidemics of the 1730s, but had recovered to some 3,200 by 1750.  Following the expulsion of the Jesuits, the population of Loreto declined, and was down to 1,000 in 1801. A part of the decline resulted from desertions from the mission. Reports prepared in the last three decades of the eighteenth-century noted the number of desertions. Moreover, censuses prepared at the end of the century recorded both the nominal and actual populations of the ex-missions.
 The number of Guarani in residence was lower than the number the administrators had recorded as residents of the community.

The Demise of the Missions


Loreto remained the center of the administration of Baja California into the early nineteenth-century, but the mission languished as the indigenous population died off. In 1806, only 14 neophytes remained. Moreover, the outbreak of the independence wars in central Mexico in 1810 made it difficult for the Dominicans to staff the Baja California missions, and hard choices had to be made as to which missions to staff. The Problem became even more serious after Mexico achieved independence in 1821. The newly independent turned increasing hostile to Spain, leading to orders for the expulsion of many Spaniards from the country. In the 1820s, the Dominicans could staff only a small number of missions. The 1833 secularization order in effect only finished off a mission system in Baja California that was already moribund.


The demise of the Paraguayan missions, including Loreto, was quite different. The order expelling the Jesuits directly affected the Paraguayan missions. One of the immediate consequences was the almost systematic looting of the accumulated property of the reducciones at the hands of the civil administrators placed in charge of the temporalities. This can be seen most graphically in the total number of cattle. In 1768, they owned head of cattle, but the administrators culled the herds for their own profit. In 1769, 412,169 head of cattle remained, and in 1788 243,906.
 The reducciones continued to be administered as autonomous entities until 1848, when the Paraguayan government ordered the seizure of all remaining assets.
 However, the reducciones, now called pueblos de indios, had experienced population losses, as discussed above for Loreto. Wars between Portugal, Argentina, and Paraguay for control over the borderlands of the Banda Oriente (Uruguay) and neighboring areas in the first three decades of the nineteenth century also contributed to the demise of the former missions.

In 1801, during a war between Spain and Portugal, a Portuguese militia force occupied the seven missions located east of the Uruguay River, which had been returned to Spain following the Treaty of Madrid fiasco and the Guarani War.
 The eastern missions served as a base of operations for Portuguese invasions of the region between the Uruguay and Parana Rivers during the turbulent decades of 1810 to 1820. Invasions occurred in 1811 and 1812, and again in 1817 and 1818. During this last invasion 3,190 people in Misiones died and 360 were taken prisoner, and the Portuguese sacked many of the reducciones. Moreover, a major battle occurred in early April of 1818 at San Carlos, and resulted in massive damage to the church and associated buildings. The Paraguayans also attempted to assert sovereignty over missions, and occupied and sacked the mission communities along the eastern bank of the Parana River in 1817 including Loreto.
 The sacking of Loreto in 1817 spelled the end of a community that had existed for nearly two centuries.  Today extensive ruins overgrown by the jungle mark the site of the mission.

Table 1: Livestock Reported at Loreto Mission, 1755-1805

	Year
	Cattle 
	Sheep
	Goats
	Horses

	1755
	1300
	
	
	100

	1761
	3000
	
	
	116

	1771
	
	
	
	 86

	1773
	
	
	
	135 

	1774
	
	
	
	115

	1782
	 122
	
	
	 73

	1784
	 191
	
	
	 80

	1788
	 300
	
	
	 99

	1793
	 200
	60
	260
	195

	1794
	 330
	
	
	158

	1795
	 474
	
	
	174

	1796
	 474
	
	
	174

	1797
	 367
	
	
	183

	1798
	 340
	
	
	160

	1799
	 200
	74
	 53
	182

	1800
	 230
	
	
	209

	1801
	 130
	
	
	120

	1803
	 132
	
	
	123

	1805
	 140
	
	
	103


*Includes goats.

Source: 220; Joseph de Urera, S.J., “Nuevo estado de las Missiones de esta Prov[inci]a de la Comp[ani] de Jesus de Nueva Espana,” W.B. Stephens Collection, General Libraries, University of Texas at Austin; Ignacio Lizasoain, S.J., “Noticia de la visita general de P. Ignacio Lizasoain Visitador General de las Misiones de esta Prov. De Nueva Espana,” W.B. Stephens Collection, University of Texas at Austin; “Baja California Mission Statistics,” The Bancroft Library, University of California, Berkeley.

Table 2: Total Population of the Jesuit Reducciones in Selected Years

	Year
	Population
	Year
	Population
	Year
	Population

	1648
	 30,548
	1733
	128,389
	1750
	95,089

	1677
	 58,118
	1737
	104,473
	1768
	88,864

	1702
	 89,500
	1739
	 81,159
	1772
	80,891

	1717
	121,168
	1740
	 73,910
	1784
	57,949

	1732
	141,242
	1743
	 81,355
	1801
	45,637


Source: “Reductions of Paraguay,” Catholic Encyclopedia, Internet File; Thomas Whigham, “Paraguay’s Pueblos de Indios: Echoes of a Missionary Past,” in Erick Langer and Robert H. Jackson, eds., The New Latin American Mission History (Lincoln, 1995), 168; Herencia Misionera, Internet site, url: www.herenciamisionero.com.ar/.

Table 3: Population of Selected Jesuit Reducciones in Paraguay, 1750-1801

	Reduccion
	1647
	1657
	1735
	1750
	1767

	Sta Ana
	 779
	1024
	4083
	4778
	4400

	Candelaria
	1077
	
	2990
	2031
	3600

	Corpus
	1300
	
	
	3976
	4000

	San Cosme
	1075
	1376
	
	1449
	3300

	Guazu
	1150
	
	1385
	2251
	2100

	S Ignacio
	1708
	2171
	3010
	2520
	3100

	Itapua
	1700
	2294
	4361
	3276
	4600

	Jesus
	
	
	
	1899
	2900

	Loreto
	1700
	1920
	3523
	3276
	3200

	Santa Maria
	
	
	2100
	4296
	3300

	Santa Rosa
	
	
	
	2524
	2400

	Santiago
	
	
	
	2968
	3600

	Trinidad
	
	
	
	2629
	2600

	Reduccion
	1768
	1784
	1785
	1796
	1801

	Sta Ana
	
	1700
	1747
	2477
	1200

	Candelaria
	
	1700
	1748
	1356
	1200

	Corpus
	5093
	2500
	2574
	
	2300

	San Cosme
	3346
	1200
	1111
	 864
	 800

	Guazu
	
	 800
	 867
	
	 700

	S Ignacio
	
	 600
	 798
	
	 700

	Itapua
	
	2800
	2889
	2095
	2100

	Jesus
	
	1200
	1302
	1037
	 800

	Loreto
	
	1300
	1459
	1095
	1000

	Santa Maria
	4300
	 800
	1062
	 986
	1000

	Santa Rosa
	2522
	1200
	1264
	1013
	1200

	Santiago
	
	2700
	1215
	
	1300

	Trinidad
	
	1100
	1097
	1081
	 877


Source: Richard White, Paraguay’s Autonomous Revolution, 1810-1840 (Albuquerque, 1978), 26; Thomas Whigham, “Paraguay’s Pueblos de Indios Echoes of a Missionary Past,” in Erick Langer and Robert H. Jackson, eds., The New Latin American Mission History (Lincoln, 1995), 171; Branislava Susnik, El indio colonial del Paraguay, 2 vols. (Asuncion, 1966), vol. 2, chap. 2.
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