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COll€ct1on R€CORbS many 

act1v1tl€S Of th€ am€RICan COWBOY, som€ W€ll­

known, oth€RS v1Rtually unknown. to b€al with 

th€ SUBJ€Ct 1n th€ 1nst1tut€'s am€R1can sc€n€ ma4a­

z1n€, two ISSU€S Will B€ PUBL1Sh€b. this, th€ flRSt 

Of th€ two ISSU€S, Will b€al With th€ BaCk(jROUnb 

anb €ffi€R(j€nC€ Of th€ €aRl1€St m€n to WORk cattl€ 

on countRy which 1s now a paRt of th€ un1t€b 

stat€s. a lat€R 1ssu€ will ooat with th€ n1n€t€€nth 

C€ntuRy COWBOYS Of th€ W€St. mat€Rlals US€b to 

PR€paR€ anb 1llustRat€ th€S€ ISSU€S Will B€ fROm 

th€ CjllCR€aS€ COll€Ct1ons, som€ aR€ €StaBLISh€b 

µvoRlt€S anb oth€RS aR€ R€latlV€ly OBSCUR€ Pl€C€S. 

"th€ vaQU€Ro:' f€atUR€b 1n this ISSU€, was th€ 

€aRl1€St am€RICan hORS€man to WORk cattl€; th€ 

f1Rst am€R1can cowBoy. 

WRITTEN BY PAUL A. ROSSI. 



gance of its design revealed the rank of its owner. 
Although the very elite might wear a great cir­
cular cape of dark blue or black broadcloth with 
a gaily decorated smaller cape around the 
shoulders, the less affluent vaquero usually wore 
a woven serape, a simple long rectangular 
garment with a hole in the center for his head . 

The vaquero, unlike his later Western 
counterpart, was usually a married man often 
having a sizable family. For the most part, the 

Detail from James Walker's 
"Man Lassoing Bear" 

Detail from James Walker's "Wild Horses." 

California vaquero was nor a drifter, often re­
maining with one mission ranch or rancho all 
his life . Some eventually established their own 
small ranches which observed the same mixture 
of work-and-play habits as were observed on the 
grand ranchos. The vaquero dressed with a flair, 
lived a life of excitement in his intricate work 
and boisterous play, and reflected great pride in 
his speech and manner. He was a gentleman 
on horseback. • 



n the early l 500's Spanish explorers to 
the North American continent, although 

motivated by desires for the rumored wealth of 
the new \\'orld . unintentionally made valuable 
contributions to the country which they sought 
to exploit. Hernando Cone brought the first 
horses to the shores of this continent in 15 l 9 

when he led a force of several hundred men to 
invade the land of the Aztecs in Mexico. The 
establishment of colonies followed the conquest 
and the Spanish empire was established in 
America. 

Francisco Vasquez de Coronado, following 
the reports of other Spanish explorers, Cabeza 
de Vaca and Fray Marcos de Nizza , set out in 
1540, seeking the riches of the fabled "seven 
cities of Cibola '.' Large herds of cattle and other 
livestock were required to supply Coronado's 

entourage of over a thousand which included 
conquistadores and their native ervant . The 
two year search led the gaily bedecked horsemen 
and their followers through much of the area 

which is now the southwestern part of the 
United States. 

Considering the original purpose of 
Coronado' expedition - to find gold - the mis­
sion was a complete failure . However, the side 
effects were far reaching The entire area covered 
by the expedition was claimed for Spain as part 
of its colonial empire in America. During the 
following three hundred years, the Spanish 
life-st yle with its romantic flair for personal 
adornment and pageantry of behavior, was 
copied by the natives. Just as Indian and con­
quering Spaniard intermingled , their customs 
and habits also were blended. 

Another unintentio nal contribution made by 
Coronado's expedition into the Southwest was 
its introduction of livestock . Those animals con­
tributed to the foundation of the stock raising 

industry which developed into a major occupa­
tio n in the area for three centuries and were 
the basis of the American cattle industry of the 
middle nineteenth century. These cattle and 

those which were later brought to this continent 

by Spanish colonials were the Granado Prieto , 
a black Spanish cattle, originally Andalusia bred 
with Moorish cattle during the centuries of the 
occupation of Spain by the Moors. 

During the seventeenth and eighteenth cen­
turies, colonists in America were encouraged by 
the Spanish government in the breeding of the 
black cattle. Known for their stamina, keen 

senses, strength and fierceness, these were de­
veloped into the fighting bull of Spain and 
Mexico . In the nineteenth century, cattle of this 
same basic breed changed in appearance due to 
differences of climate and conditions. They de­
veloped into the longhorn but retained the 
instincts and temperament of the early Spanish 
cattle. 

Although there is proof of the existence of 

prehistoric horses on this continent, those animals 
had been extinct for hundreds of years before 
the Spanish arrived. The horses of the Spanish 

explorers, first animals of their kind to be seen 
by the natives of America, were descended from 
the barb horses which the Moors had ridden 
during their invasion of Spain in the eight cen­
tury. The barbs were the African variety of the 
equine family , known as the Arabian or oriental 
horse. Generally larger than the Arabs of the 
desert, the barbs had fine proportions, elegant, 
spirited movements, and generally mild, gentle 
dispositions. Mustangs adapted to and changed 
by living on the American prairies, were of 

Spanish Barb descent. 
From 1535 to 1821, Mexico was governed 

by a succession of Spanish viceroys. Under the 
Spanish Colonial system the viceroys of Mexico 
possessed all the powers of royalty, checked only 
by the authority of the Ai,idiencia, the court of 
appeal of Mexico. This group's sanction was 
necessary to give force of law to decrees issued 
by the viceroy. The viceroy served as president 

of the Audiencia . 
The laws forbade inhabitants of the Spanish 

Colonial empire to manufacture anything which 
could be supplied to them by the mother country, 
Spain. Industrial and material development of 
the country was hampered by severe restrictions. 
In addition to these restrictions, heavy taxes 
were imposed and the people were subjected to 
an arbitrary government similar to England 's 

colonies. 
Although Coronado had not ventured as 

far west as California, Baja o r Vieja California 
was explored by Melchior Diaz. head of a divi­
sion of Coronado's expedition. Alta California, 
north of the Baja peninsula , was explored in 
1542 by Juan Rodriguez Cabrillo, whose com­
panion, Bartolome Ferrelo, made the earliest 
known charts of sections of that part of the 
California coastline. During the two centuries 
which followed, other Spaniards made brief 
excursions into northern California, however, 

none chose to settle in the region. 
In 1683 , small colonial settlements were 

established in the Baja area by Jesuit mission­

aries who later were expelled from there by the 

government. In the middle of the eighteenth 
century, motivated by the interest shown in 
northern California by o ther foreign nations, 
Spain encouraged the colonization of Alta 

California. 
In the la te 1760's. a Franci can monk, Father 

Junipero Serra, and a Spanish soldier, Sergeant 
Jose Ortega , led the first expedition to found 
a chain of Catholic missions in upper California. 
They were accompanied by the Spanish­
appointed governor of the Californias, Don 

Gaspar de Portola . 
The Portola Expedition set out from Baja 

California with a small herd of cattle, horses, 
and other livestock. Although rnembers of this 
expedition, which was entirely a religious and 
military undertaking, remained to establish 
missions in Alta California , there were no colo­
nists in the group and no women or children. In 
the following years, both the spiritual and tem­
poral government of the area were entru ted to 

monks of the order of St. Francis. 
During the decade of the 1770's, Spanish 

missions and military presidios were established 
along the coastline of California. About the mid­
dle of that decade, Spanish colonials and their 
families gradually began moving into the region. 

San Diego, Carmel, San Francisco, San Jose , 
and Los Angeles were locations where the few 
scattered pueblos and settlement grew up 
around religious and military establishments. 
During the following twenty years, other mis­
sions were established in California by various 
n1embers of the Franciscan order. 

Widely scattered missions and presidios had 
been established earlier in the eighteenth cen­
tury throughout the area which is now the 
Southwe tern United States from Lower Cali­
fornia to Texas. Large herds of cattle had de­
veloped on the mission ranches in Tex as. It is 

recorded that the Esprito Santo Mission , estab­

lished in 1749 near Goliad, Texas, ran more 
than forty thousand head of cattle by 1775. 

The missions of California also developed 

great herds of cattle and became the hub of 



"Wild Horses." reproduction of oil painting by James Walker. 
from the Gilcrease collection . 



much accelerated activity. After they were 
established in California, the Franciscan friars, 
who were personally dedicated to an ascetic 
existence, determined to build their mission 
ranches and to help the native inhabitants. Their 
aim was to convert the Indians to Christianity 
and to civilize them according to Spanish ideas. 

At the time of colonization, the region was 
inhabited by Indians of the Hupa, Mojave, 
Yuma, Maudu, and Canalino tribes. The Indians' 
initial association with the newcomers caused 
them to be subjected to measles, pneumonia, 
and various other diseases hitherto unknown 
to the natives. During the early years of this 
period, adjustments and changes were not 
easily made by the Indians whose occasional 
revolts were rapidly suppressed by the soldiers 
of the presid ios. 

The mission priests taught the Indians im­
proved methods for clothing and housing them­
selves, and the basic concepts of agriculture. 
The primary crops consisted of beans, peppers, 

melons, wheat, barley, and corn. The priests 
also helped the Indians to develop their abilities 
to create crafts \\'hich produced items for trade. 
Although Indians learned many new methods of 
improving their lives , and developed their skills 
under the guidance of the mission padres. little 
time was devoted to formally educating the 
natives. While several generations of Indians 

grew to maturity, few learned to read or write . 
However, they were encouraged to develop and 
refine their abilities as horsemen and often 
surpassed their teachers in these skills. 

Although there was a long establi hed law 
in Spanish colonial Mexico which did not allow 
an Indian to ride a horse, it was soon apparent 
that there were not enough Spaniards in Cali­
fornia to handle the rapidly growing herds of 
cattle. Thus, in spite of the possible danger of 
their training a mounted enemy, the mis ion 
priests were forced to ignore the law and teach 
their Indian recruits the methods of handling 
cattle from horseback which had been developed 
over the years by vaqueros in Mexico . Although 
the earliest Spanish colonists were knowledgeable 
stockmen, they had soon learned that, in their 
new environment, new methods had to be 
adopted for working their cattle on unrestricted 
ranges. The Mexican vaquero had developed 

answers to the problems the settlers met. 

Thus, in the early 1770's, the California 
vaquero took to the saddle and became the 
earliest cowboy in North America. Needing men 
to work with their herds, the Spanish cattle 
ra isers of California turned for help to the only 
other men in the region, the native Indians. The 
vaqueros, skilled horsemen of the American 
Southwest during the last half century of Spanish 
control over that region, worked cattle on the 
mission ranches and on the ranchos of the 
Spanish aristocrats . 

The vaqueros spent many hours developing 
their roping skills, improving their horseman­
ship, and training horses. During their off-duty 
hours, these working cowboys invented games 
to challenge and develop their skills. As a result 
of their consuming interest in complicated 
maneuvers, pieces of equipment were either 
adapted or developed to meet their needs. The 
center-fire saddle, hackamore , spade bit, and 
reata were used, developed, or adapted by 
the vaqueros. 

When the Indians were allowed to become 
riders of horses as well as the animals' care­
takers, their pride caused them to become 

excellent trainers. They used great care and 
patience, usually spending as much as six months 
to a year working a colt on a jaqLiima , a hacka­
more, later graduating it to a double rein, before 
employing the use of a bit. The hackamore, 
basically a bridle without a bit, in the hands of 
a loose-reined, patient trainer, would produce 
a responsive, fast , easy-reining cow horse . Much 
of the horse's training, however, followed tradi­
tional Spanish military procedures. First receiv­
ing training as a cavalry horse, the animal was 
refined and finished as a cowhorse. The proof of 
this method was revealed when mounted 
vaqueros, armed with reatas and lances, faced 
battle wi e American forces and emerged as 
victors in a battle at San Pasqual in 1846. 

The early Spanish war saddle had long 
since been discarded for use with cattle and the 
silla vaqLLera, or Mexican saddle, was developed 
with a horn which was better adapted to han­
dling wild or half-wild stock. Although many 
of the addles of the early part of this period 
were highly ornate; soft woods, poor grade 
leather and construction made them inferior 
for heavy work. This was corrected in later 
saddles with heavy rigging and large horns. 
Probably the finest saddles ever produced in 
North America were developed during the 
period of 1820 to 1840. Since that time the 
simple elegance and quality of workmanship 
has not often been matched. 

Among the skills developed by the vaquero 
through long hours of practice was the use of 
las reatas largas, the long ropes. These braided 
rawhide reatas were made with four, six, or eight 
strands and were from sixty to one hundred feet 
long. It was customary for the vaquero to carry 
his reata tied on the right or off-side at the back 
of his saddle. This was a handy position , just 
behind and below the rider's right hip. The 
vaquero considered skill and finesse in han­
dling the reata of much greater importance 
than speed. 

A Native Ca,,inrman from G ea~ n s P11 1 l{la 
March 13 1852 Cou rtesy of the Ca forn1a 
State Library 



"Horse Corral and Vaqueros," reproduction of oil painting by James Walker, from the Gilcrease collection . 
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The vaquero made use of his time by practic­

ing roping techniques on the many mustangs 
roaming the California ranges. He was a "dally" 
roper. A "dally man" roped from a long distance, 
picking his time and playing the animal. He 
would make a throw, then, while bringing his 
horse to a stop, make a couple of turn of his 
reata around the saddle horn. He preferred this 
method to the reata's being tied "hard and fast" 

to the saddle horn which was the method used 
year later in Texas by cowboys using the shorter 
lariats. 

Most early colonists were not wealthy men, 
but after a few years of their civilizing influence 
on the region, more affluent and ambitious 
men began to build extensive holdings and the 

great ranchos came into existence. During the 

first decade of the colonization of Alta Cali­
fornia , a social distinction became firmly estab­
lished. The order of prominence was based 

,\ . ,.. 
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upon the amount of Spanish blood in the lineage . 
From the time of the conquest of Mexico, 

the Spanish and Aztec blood lines had been 
mixed to varying degrees; after more than two 
centuries, few could claim to be of pure Spanish 

descent. Most of the elite Spanish colonials who 
settled in California became the owners of 
enormous cattle ranches which were worked by 
the California vaqueros. 

From the beginning of the Spanish colonial 
period in upper California, cattle raising was 
managed by the Spaniards. Large grants of land 
for ranchos were awarded to army officers and 

other favorites of the Spanish monarchs or of 
the powerful viceroys of Mexico. 

Ranches were operated under open range 
conditions . A large rancho could have thou­

sands of leagues of land, 20,000 or more cattle, 
several thousand head of horses, sheep and other 
domest ic animals. An operation of this size often 

f=tch ng by E Wyttcnbac 
courtesy of the 

orn a State L brary 

Color lithograph from the G 1crease collect1on of rare 
prints showing the hac1endado and his lady 

employed a many as two or three hundred 
people. 

Colonial law required each rancher to brand 
his cattle and horses. By law, he had to start 
with at least 150 head of cattle. Two brands 
and ear markings were registered by each 
rancher: the first was his regular brand, the 
second , a cancelling brand used when his tock 
was sold. 

White walled haciendas with red tiled roofs 
were built around central patios with covered 
verandas. The oversee ing of work was liberally 
interspersed with fiestas , celebrations, and 
meriendas, picnics, which were enjoyed by the 
haciendado, his lady, their neighbors and guests. 

When the gentleman haciendado rode out 
on an inspection of his holdings, his position and 

station were made apparent by his personal 
appearance and by the elegance and grandeur 
of his horse's trappings and equipment. It was 
the custom for the haciendado to wear his hair 
cut short, or if uncut, bound with a silk kerchief. 
Introduced in about 1 30, the Spanish gentle­
men adopted long. ornate trousers, held with the 
traditional Spanish silk sash, buttoned at the 

outer seams. These were normally left unbut­
toned from the knee down to the ankle to pro­
vide comfort to the rider on horseback. This 
practice also exposed the highly decorative 
leather botas, or leg wrappings, worn with a 
low-hee led shoe, with a turned up toe. 



A) Skeleton rig 
BJ Saddle with anquera, for riding double 
CJ Saddle with tapaderos (stirrup covers) and 

comiseta, detachable leather housing with horn 
and cantle openings. 

0) Saddle with mochila, a larger and differently 
styled leather covering which fits over the 
comiseta, showing one piece wooden sti rrups. 

E) Saddle with cojinillos. similar in style to the 
comiseta , but with saddle pockets and strings, 
this forms the final cover. 

The saddle of the Spanish colonial dandy 
was often covered with a coraza, a housing 
separate from the saddle tree or frame, which 

had a hole cut to accommodate the horn and 
cantle and was laced to the frame, front and 
back. These were usually highly decorated with 
designs in colored silks and gold or silver threads. 

Decorated coverings of va ried styles were made 
for other occasions. 

Usually suspended fron1 the rear of the 

saddle horn, with a strap around the cantle or 
back of the saddle, were armas, the forerunner 
of the cowboy's chaps, used to protect the rider's 
legs and to give ome protection to the horse 

from heavy brush. Although these were neces­
sary in Baja California due to the heavy cactus 
in that region, and were used by early colonists 
in Alta California , they were eventually dis­
carded by riders in northern California because 
they were considered unnecessary weight. They 
were replaced by lightweight armiras made of 
buckskin or calf skin. 

The rider's capa, or cloak . \\'as usually rolled 

and tied behind the addle cantle when it \\'as 
no t being worn. The flanks of the ranchero's 
horse \\'ere often co\·ered \\'ith an anqucra. or 
flanker, which , although standardi:ed in -hape, 
was found in many designs. Tapaclcros, or 
stirrup covers, \\'ere developed which the Ameri­

can cowboy later referred to as. si mpl y, "raps:· 
Here again, the Spanish influence added colored 
silk or metallic stitching. hand tooling and. often, 
tassels. 



By 1775 , comme rci all y starved, colo ni al C ali­
fo rni a, serviced by an annual or biannual supply 
ship. fo und itself beco ming wealthy with ca ttle 
but d estitute fo r good s from the o utside world . 

The gove rnme nt supply ships brought esse nti al 
ite ms: tools, implements, fabrics, and silve r and 
bras re ligious o rn ame nts. Altho ugh there h ad 
bee n an establi shed prohibitio n aga inst any 
commerci al business be twee n Spani sh coloni als 

and trad e rs from fo reign nations, restrictions 
we re ge ne rally being relaxed und er Charles Ill , 
King of Spain . Although the restrictions we re 

eased , they we re b y no means comple tely abo l­
ished . The new regul ations required the cargo 
of each fo reign vessel to be unloaded, examined 
by local gove rnme nt offici als, and reload ed be­
fo re the trad ers paid the duty and lice n -es we re 

issued to trade on the C ali fo rni a coast. 

Fore ign ships plying the Mexican-Cali fo rni a 
coast we re interested in trading fo r anything of 
comrnerci al value. Drawn to the Pacific sho res 

of the North Ame rican contine nt b y the prospect 
of establishing trade in fur s, foreign trade rs 
learned th at the C ali fo rni ans we re cattle raisers 
rather th an fur trappers. During the 1780's, 
the hide and tallow busine s, which became so 
profitable to the missio ns and ranchos, de­
veloped in the C ali fo rnia po rts with local offici al 
sa nction. Ships brought a varie ty of good s to 

trade fo r hides, ta llow, soap, and a limited 

number of sea o tte r pelts. 

By the turn of the century, Yankee merchant 
vessels we re trading great qu antities of inex­

pe nsive furniture and a limited supply of the 
very fin est manufactured furniture o n the 
C aliforni a coast. The balance of the cargo was 
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usually composed of stand ard utility good s as 
well as a va rie ty of luxury ite 1T1 s including silks, 
sa tins, velve ts, b rocad es, and o the r fa bri cs, 
d e lica te laces, me tallic braids and every varie ty 

of jewelry and o rna me nt. Good s ca n1e not o nly 

fro m cities on the eas t coast of the United Sta te 
but also from Eu ropean co untries and C hin a. 
The colo rful pani sh shawl, fo r example, was 

o ri ginally of Chinese manu fac ture. 

Although it wo uld seem logica l fo r th e hid es, 
which h ad an ave rage trade value of two do ll ars, 
and ta llow to be ga thered in advance of the 
arrival of the me rchant ships, the ea y-go ing 
way of life obse rved by the C ali fo rnians ca used 
ge ne ral disregard of this logic. Therefore, the 
arri val of trading ships p roved to be a time no t 
only fo r heightened excite me nt , but also fo r 

grea tl y increased acti vity and the vaq ueros 
ga thered fo r a regio nal rodeo , or round up . 

The rod eo was a carefull y regula ted affair 
which in volved bringing all ca ttle in from the 
open ranges and se parating mi ssion ca ttle from 
those owned by the ranche ros according to 
brands and ea rm arkings . It was commo n practice 
fo r all stock owners and the ir vaqueros to be 
required by law to participate in regional rod eos. 

Afte r th e a nim a ls we re se p a ra ted a nd 
checked, the numbe r selec ted to be slaughtered 
fo r the ir hides and ta llow would be dri ve n to a 
pre-de ignated area, the maranzas. The re main­
ing ca ttle we re drive n to their respective ho me 
ranges. 

There were two method s used in th e matanzas 
by the vaqueros to begin the p rocess of taking 
hides and ta llow. One me thod in vo lved the use 
of the ir skill in roping. A tea m o f vaqueros would 
ride to cut an anim al fro m the m assed he rd , dri ve 
it toward th e slaughte ring area, and once th ere, 

rope the anim al and jerk it to the ground where 
th e butch e rs wo uld kill th e a nim a l a nd 
peladores, skinners, and tasajeros , mea t cutters, 

would fini sh the job . 
The second method, used whe n time wa 

sho rt , called upo n the best o f the vaqueros' 
skills in riding and the use of the long knife. A 
group of vaqueros o n ho rseback wo uld position 
the mselves around th e herd to ho ld th e m to­
ge th er as much as possible . Ano th e r group of 
mounted vaq ueros would ride into th e herd 
and , with ex pert knife work, kill ca ttle as they 

rode among the m. Pande monium broke as the 
re maining cattle se nsed da nge r and rried to fl ee 
from the gro up. Sudde nly the sce ne became o ne 
of running cattle, riding vaqueros, intrica te 
knife work and fa lling cattle . Afte r the ca ttle 

were killed and the skinners and cutte rs fini shed 
with the ir work, th e task of ga the ring th e tallow 
and fa t was usually turned ove r to the Indian 
wo me n . The vaq uero played no part in pre par­

ing the hides o r ta llow fo r deli ve ry to the mer­
chant ships. 

A fte r th e ir h a rd \\·o rk a nd ac ti v it y, th e 

vaq ueros we re ready to celebrate . The rod eo­

matan::as provided a pe rfect reason fo r festi vitie . 
Music. d ancing. and merry making. as well as 
much practical joking, usuall y fo llowed the work . 



"Man Lassoing Bear," 
reproduction of oil painting by James Walker, 
from the Gilcrease collection . 
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