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� antonio de león y gama (1735–1802) was a gifted Mexican thinker whose
wide-ranging interests included astronomy, mathematics, medicine, history, architec-
ture, and archaeology. In spite of his substantial written legacy, León y Gama remains a
largely enigmatic figure, prompting one cultural historian to describe him as “a poorly
understood and largely overlooked figure of the Spanish American Enlightenment,
yet one of its brightest luminaries.”1

León y Gama initiated, but never completed, a manuscript study to which he
affixed the imposing title “Compendio de la Historia antigua de la Nueva España,
desde de sus primeros Pobladores, hasta después de su Conquista; deducido de las
Pinturas de los Indios, de los mejores Manuscritos que dexaron estos, así en su idioma,
como en nuestra castellano, y otros documentos originales: donde se refutan varias

1. Jorge Cañizares-Esguerra, How to Write the History of the New World: Histories, Epistemologies,
and Identities in the Eighteenth-Century Atlantic World (Stanford, Calif., 2001), 272.
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apócrifas q[u]e corran en algunas Historias”2 (Compendium of the ancient History of
New Spain, from its first settlers, up to its Conquest; deduced from the Pictures of the
Indians, from the best Manuscripts that they have left, in their language, as in our
Castilian, and other original documents: which refute various apocryphal accounts that
run in some Histories).3 Though the “Compendio” has been in the collections of the
Huntington Library for eight decades, it has been referenced only once in the schol-
arly literature4 and has until now evaded any critical attention. This essay examines
the principal features of the “Compendio” and particularly its most distinguishing
element—an extensive footnote that provides a brief but complete maritime history of
the Pacific Northwest coast of America—for what it reveals about León y Gama’s work
as a historian, the nature of his evidence, his vision of Spain’s settlements and claims in
North America, and ultimately his own identity within the Spanish world.

�  The Man, the Mexica, and the Manuscript
Antonio de León y Gama was a criollo5 born in Mexico City in 1735. He studied gram-
mar, jurisprudence, and philosophy, but it is unclear whether he was self-taught or
learned these subjects as a student at the Real y Pontificia Universidad. Starting around
1758 and continuing until his death forty-four years later, he worked in the archives of
the Real Audiencia de México (Royal High Court) in Mexico City. Despite the heavy
demands placed on him as an archivist, he pursued a lifelong fascination with num-
bers, astronomy, and medicine, and published more than a dozen works in these fields.
He remains best known for his work on two Mexica (or, more popularly, “Aztec”)
sculptures, the Descripción Histórica y Cronológica de las Dos Piedras (México, 1792).
Because of his insightful interpretations of these two sculptures, León y Gama is often
credited with founding the field of Aztec archaeology.6
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2. León y Gama was inconsistent in his use of accents in the “Compendio”; here, accents have been
added for consistency.

3. The Spanish viceroyalty of New Spain was a vast administrative district that embraced present-
day Mexico, most of Central America and the islands of the Caribbean, the Philippines, and large por-
tions of the U.S. Southwest (including California) and Southeast. León y Gama’s use of “New Spain”
implies a much more restricted geographical scope that was confined to central Mexico.

4. J. Benedict Warren, “An Introductory Survey of Secular Writings in the European Tradition in
Colonial Middle America, 1503–1818,” in Guide to Ethnohistorical Sources, Part Two, ed. Howard F.
Cline, Handbook of Middle American Indians 13 (Austin, Tex., 1973), 91. Warren located the holo-
graph manuscript (the source of this study) in the Huntington Library and a microfilm copy of the
manuscript in the Library of Congress.

5. Criollos, or creoles, were individuals of Spanish parentage born in the New World.
6. Manuel Antonio Valdés, untitled eulogy to Antonio de León y Gama, Gazeta de México 11,

no. 20 (October 8, 1802): 158–64. Antonio de León y Gama, “Advertencias Anti-Críticas,” in León y
Gama, Descripción Histórica y Cronológica de las Dos Piedras Que Con Ocasión del Nuevo Empedrado
Que Se Está Formando en la Plaza Principal de México, Se Hallaron en Ella en Año de 1790, ed. Carlos
María Bustamante (México: Imprenta del Ciudadano Alejandro Valdés, 1832), 5. The best overview of
León y Gama’s life and work remains Roberto Moreno, “Ensayo Bibliográfico de Antonio de León y
Gama,” Boletín del Instituto de Investigaciones Bibliográficas 3 (1970): 43–135. See also Elizabeth Hill
Boone, “Templo Mayor Research, 1521–1978,” in The Aztec Templo Mayor: A Symposium at Dumbarton
Oaks, 8th and 9th October 1983, ed. Boone (Washington, D.C., 1987), 19–23.



León y Gama explains in the introduction to Descripción Histórica y Cronoló-
gica that he was motivated to write the book not only to interpret the two Mexica
sculptures but also to demonstrate how these monuments reflect the sophisticated
native culture that produced them.7 Most researchers who have studied León y Gama
have limited their investigations to the Descripción Histórica y Cronológica, and this
largely for what it reveals about León y Gama as a “criollo patriot.” Criollo patriotism
has been defined as an intellectual movement among criollos who used New World
subjects to construct a distinctively American identity—a response to the disparaging
opinions advanced by some writers in Spain and elsewhere in Europe that criollos were
inherently inferior to their Old World kin in character, ability, and achievement.8
Some of these criollo intellectuals developed their American identities by exalting the
pre-Hispanic cultures of their homelands. Because León y Gama wrote his Descripción
Histórica y Cronológica as a glorification of Mexica culture, and because he privileged
sources written in Nahuatl (the language of the Mexica and several other native groups
in central Mexico), he has been accorded a prominent position among those creative
criollos who gave a native voice to their own American cultural patrimony.9

León y Gama laid the foundation of his Aztec-centered criollo patriotism well
before he wrote the Descripción Histórica y Cronológica. Around 1780, he began work-
ing on a comprehensive study of pre-Hispanic Aztec imperial history and culture that
he titled the “Historia antigua de la Nueva España.”10 He based this study on Nahuatl
sources and envisioned it as a trilogy: first, a chronology of pre-Hispanic Aztec history
with a detailed analysis of the native calendric system; second, a geography of the
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7. Antonio de León y Gama, Descripción Histórica y Cronológica de las Dos Piedras Que Con
Occasión del Nuevo Empedrado Que Se Está Formando en la Plaza Principal de México, Se Hallaron en
Ella el Año de 1790 (México: La Imprenta de Don Felipe de Zúñiga y Ontiveros, 1792), 4.

8. For example, see David A. Brading, The First America: The Spanish Monarchy, Creole Patriots,
and the Liberal State, 1492–1867 (Cambridge, 1991); Enrique Florescano, “Creole Patriotism, Inde-
pendence, and the Appearance of a National Identity,” in Memory, Myth, and Time in Mexico: From
the Aztecs to Independence, trans. Albert C. Bork with the assistance of Kathryn R. Bork (Austin, Tex.,
1994), 184–227; and Cañizares-Esguerra, How to Write the History of the New World, 204–10.

9. León y Gama’s Descripción Histórica y Cronológica as a source for understanding León y Gama
as a criollo patriot has been examined by Brading, The First America, 462–64, and especially by
Cañizares-Esguerra, How to Write the History of the New World, 271–80, 286–91. León y Gama’s admi-
ration of indigenous cultures extended to his scientific work when he drew upon Nahua folk medicine
to praise the medicinal uses of lizard meat and criticize Spanish medical practitioners who failed to
recognize them. For a recent study on this subject based on several unpublished León y Gama manu-
scripts, see Miruna Achim, “Making Lizards into Drugs: The Debates on the Medical Uses of Reptiles
in Late Eighteenth-Century Mexico,” Journal of Spanish Cultural Studies 8 (2007): 169–91.

10. The popular term “Aztec” refers more narrowly to the Mexica who settled Tenochtitlan (later
Mexico City) as their capital and more broadly to include two other Nahuatl-speaking peoples (the
Acolhua of Texcoco and the Tepaneca of Tlacopan), who, together with the Mexica, formed a tripartite
empire known as the “Aztec Empire.” This was not a relationship of equals, and the Mexica (also
known as the Culhua Mexica or the Tenochca) were the dominant power in this triple alliance. While
León y Gama would have most probably focused his study on the Mexica (the principal partner 
of the alliance as well as the native group represented in his Descripción Histórica y Cronológica), 
it appears that he intended his “Historia antigua de la Nueva España” to examine features of the 
tripartite Aztec Empire.



Aztec Empire, which would incorporate a discussion of place names, physical features
of the land, and the types of animals, plants, and minerals found in that realm; and
third, an examination of the religion, government, arts, and science of the Aztecs up
to the Spanish Conquest. León y Gama’s inability to complete the trilogy because of
his duties as an archivist became a source of increasing frustration for him. In 1790,
he wrote a highly placed Spanish official (the identity of this individual remains
unknown) to request financial assistance that would afford him temporary release
from his archival responsibilities so he could complete what he described as his “per-
fecta historia de México” (perfect history of Mexico).11

León y Gama’s plea for support was reviewed by a member of the Council of the
Indies who had previously been a member of the Real Audiencia de México, the Mar-
qués Vicente Herrera y Rivero. Herrera found little merit in León y Gama’s request,
and he communicated his opinion in March 1791 to the secretary of the Council of the
Indies, Antonio de Porlier, the Marqués de Bajamar. Herrera asserted that León y
Gama’s case was weakened because of his extensive use of native language sources
(which Herrera deemed to be intrinsically untrustworthy), and because León y Gama’s
proposed work would largely replicate material in Lorenzo Boturini’s Historia General
de la Nueva España and Francesco Clavigero’s Historia Antigua y Natural de México,
and what was anticipated to appear in Juan Bautista Muñoz’s forthcoming history of
the Indies.12 Even though Herrera seems to have blocked any support León y Gama
might have received from Madrid, León y Gama continued to work on his “Historia
antigua de Nueva España” until 1794, when he realized he would not have sufficient
time to complete it.13

The only other comprehensive study on the pre-Hispanic Aztecs that León y
Gama is known to have initiated is the “Compendio de la Historia antigua de la Nueva
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11. Antonio de León y Gama to “Excelentísimo señor,” September 26, 1790; quoted in Roberto
Moreno, “La Historia Antigua de México de Antonio de León y Gama,” Estudios de Historia Novohis-
pana 7 (1981): 67–78 at 67. León y Gama himself refered to it as “Historia antigua de Nueva España.”

12. El Marqués de Herrera to “Excelentísimo señor,” March 22, 1791; quoted in Moreno, “La Historia
Antigua,” 76–78. The published works to which Herrera refers are Lorenzo Boturini Benaducci, Idea de
una Nueva Historia General de la América Septentrional (Madrid: Imprenta de Juan de Zúñiga, 1746),
and Francesco Clavigero, Storia Antica del Messico, 4 vols. (Cesena, Italy: Per Gregorio Biasini All’
Insegena di Pallade, 1780–81). Juan Bautista Muñoz, the royal chronicler of the Indies, planned to write
a multivolume “Universal History.” Only the first volume was ever published—as the Historia del
Nuevo-Mundo (Madrid: Por la Viuda de Ibarra, 1793)—and this was largely limited to discussing the
voyages of Christopher Columbus (1492–1504). The positions of the Marqués de Herrera and the Mar-
qués de Bajamar on the Council of the Indies are briefly discussed in Mark A. Burkholder, “The Coun-
cil of the Indies in the Late Eighteenth Century: A New Perspective,” Hispanic American Historical
Review 56 (1976): 404, 418, 420, 421. Perhaps León y Gama sent his request for funding to the Marqués
de Bajamar, who then turned the matter over to the Marqués de Herrera for his assessment.

13. Even though León y Gama did not finish his “perfecta historia,” it is possible that he completed
the first part of his planned trilogy, which Moreno has suggested is the 258-folio León y Gama manu-
script in the Bibliothèque Nationale (Paris) titled “Notas sobre la cronología de los antiguos Mexica-
nos y descripción de su calendario con la concordancia al calendario europeo” (Notes on the
chronology of the ancient Mexicans and a description of their calendar with the concordance to the
European calendar). Moreno, “La Historia Antigua,” 65; and “Ensayo Bibliográfico,” 126.



España.” Because he titled this work a “Compendio,” he most likely envisioned it as an
abridgment of the subject he planned to cover extensively in his “Historia antigua de
Nueva España.” The “Compendio” was bound at some unknown time with eight other
manuscripts to form a small (16 × 22 cm) leather volume that the Huntington Library
acquired in 1930 (figure 1).14 Although León y Gama did not inscribe his name in the
“Compendio” or in the other bound-in manuscripts, his authorship of the “Compen-
dio” and of seven of the other eight manuscripts can be verified. Sometime before the
spring of 1960, Dr. Francisco Guerra of the Yale School of Medicine examined the
bound manuscripts and concluded that their author was Antonio de León y Gama.15
Though no records of Guerra’s evidence have surfaced, his ascription is correct for the
“Compendio” and for seven of the bound-in manuscripts. A comparison of the Hunt-
ington’s manuscripts with a manuscript in the Bancroft Library that bears León y
Gama’s name as author, and his distinctive handwriting throughout, offered in -
controvertible evidence that the “Compendio” and seven other bound-in manu-
scripts were penned by León y Gama.16 The last manuscript bound in the Huntington
volume is unmistakably in the hand of another individual, whose identity remains to
be established.

León y Gama’s descriptions of a Spanish naval expedition to Alaska in 1788—in
the maritime history that he offers in his extended footnote (detailed in the next
section)—permit a close dating of the manuscript. León y Gama remarks that the
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14. The bound manuscript is catalogued as HM 4297. The binder’s gilt title on the spine of the
leather volume is “Medicina Mexicana 1795.” A cataloger’s note inserted between the front cover and
first leaf of the bound manuscript, compiled by H. Noya and dated March 19, 1960, indicates that the
volume was purchased in May 1930 from the Salamander Book Shop in London for £20. The contents
of the Huntington’s bound manuscript are: [1] “Sobre la falta de peso de los Mexicanos, a modo como
la suplican con sus medidads, y números” (1–8); [2] “Fundamentos, y Operaciones de la Arithmetica
Mexicana” (9–22); [3] “Geometría, Hidráulica Mexicana y Geografía de los Mexic[ano]s” (23–34); 
[4] blank leaf; [5] “Arquitectura Mexicana” (35–55); [6] “Otras Ciencias, y Artes, que cultivaron los
Mexicanos” (54–74); [7] “Prosigue la Historia natural de algunos Árboles propios de la Tierra; y de
otras producciones peculiars de ella, en quanto a los Animales, y Minerales, de que tuvieron conoci-
mientos los Mexicanos” (74–101); [8] five blank leaves; [9] “Compendio de la Historia antigua de la
Nueva España, desde de sus primeros Pobladores, hasta después de su Conquista; deducido de las 
Pinturas de los Indios, de los mejores Manuscritos que dexaron estos, así en su idioma, como en nues-
tra castellano, y otros documentos originales; donde se refutan varias apócrifas q[u]e corran en algu-
nas Historias” (102–19); [10] blank leaf numbered 120; [11] “Sobre el color de los Indios” (121–34); 
[12] “Copia de algunas noticias q[u]e se hallan en un fragment de la Historia que estaba escribiendo 
el P. Alegre de las Misiones q[u]e estaban cargo de los Padres Jesuitas” (135–49); [13] three blank leaves.

15. Cataloguer’s note interleaved in the bound manuscript (see note 14).
16. The manuscript used as the basis of this comparison, “Carta que sobre las observaciones crítico-

apologéticas del Lic. D. Manuel Antonio Moreno, y Br. D. Alejo Ramón Sánchez escriba a un Amigo D.
Antonio de León y Gama,” is in the Bancroft Library, University of California, Berkeley (catalogued as
M-M 125). At my request, Professor Paula De Vos of San Diego State University examined photocopies
of these two manuscripts and concurred with my conclusion that both manuscripts were penned by the
same individual, who was León y Gama. I am grateful to Professor De Vos for sharing her observations.
The one study in the Huntington volume that was not written by León y Gama is titled “Copia de
algunas noticias q[u]e se hallan en un fragment de la Historia que estaba escribiendo el P. Alegre, 
de las Misiones q[u]e estaban cargo de los Padres Jesuitas” (135–49).
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figure 1. Antonio de León y Gama, “Compendio de la Historia antigua de la Nueva España,” 
pp. 103–4. Huntington Library HM 4297.



sources he consulted for this expedition were “el Diario del ultimo Viaje . . . [en] el
mismo año de 1788” (the Journal of the last Voyage . . . [in] the same year of 1788 [113])
and “los Diarios de estos Capitanes, y Pilotos, de que tengo copias en mi poder, como
también de los de las anteriores Expediciones, de que ha hecho mención” (the Journals
of these Captains, and Pilots, of which I have copies in my authority [as archivist], as
also those [copies of journals] of the previous expeditions [prior to 1788], of which
mention has been made [115]).17 The 1788 expedition to which León y Gama refers was
the first of two that Esteban José Martínez commanded to Alaska. Two ships made the
1788 voyage; one vessel, captained by Gonzalo López de Haro, returned to San Blas
from Alaska in October 1788, and the other, captained by Martínez, returned to that
port in December the same year. Martínez’s second expedition to Alaska—the one that
is better known to scholars—embarked from San Blas in February 1789 and returned
to that port ten months later.18 León y Gama makes no reference to the 1789 expedition
and describes the 1788 expedition as the “last voyage” that Spain had sponsored to the
Northwest coast.

León y Gama’s remark that he has copies in his possession of the official diarios
(journals) of the “Captains, and Pilots” of the 1788 voyage may be particularly signifi-
cant: his use of plural nouns suggests that these copies must have been made after
October–December 1788, by which time both Captains López de Haro and Martínez
had returned to San Blas. It is not known, however, when these copies were made or
when León y Gama consulted them. Finally, León y Gama would not have had access
to the diarios of the 1789 expedition (and it is not known whether he ever examined
these journals) before December 1789, when Martínez’s second expedition returned to
San Blas. What all this implies, but by no means proves, is that León y Gama composed
the “Compendio” sometime during 1789.

It is evident that the “Compendio” is a working draft because of the many cor-
rections and addenda—all in León y Gama’s distinctive hand—that appear throughout
the manuscript. Though he never completed the work, he established a well-defined
schema for organizing it. He planned to divide the study into several books (the num-
ber he may have originally planned is not known) but only wrote a portion of Libro I.
His title for this portion suggests that he envisioned it as a treatise on the physical
geography, dynastic history, religion, and political culture of the ancient Mexica (fig-
ure 2): “Estado de la Nueva España quando llegaron á ella los Españoles: Naturaleza,
Clima, y constitución física de la Tierra: sus primeros pobladores: succesión cronoló-
gica de sus Reyes: su Religión, y Govierno político” (The State of New Spain when the
Spaniards arrived there: Natural features, Climate, and physical constitution of the
Land; its first settlers: the chronological succession of their Kings: its Religion, and
political Governance).
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17. León y Gama paginated the manuscript, giving each side of a folio its own number. The manu-
script is cited in the text by page number.

18. Warren L. Cook, Flood Tide of Empire: Spain and the Pacific Northwest, 1543–1819 (New Haven,
Conn., 1973), 120–28, 133, 146–99.
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figure 2. León y Gama, “Compendio,” p. 102.
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León y Gama divided Libro I into two numbered sections (completing only the
first section), designated historical geographies of New Spain. He titled the first section
to suggest that it would be a geographical study of pre-Hispanic Mexico (see figure 2):
“Extensión, y límites de la Nueva España al tiempo de su Conquista” (Extension, and
limits of New Spain at the time of its Conquest). But instead, León y Gama develops the
main text of the first section (102–15) as a narrative on the historical evolution of colo-
nial administrative jurisdictions, examined sequentially as twelve regions: Central
Mexico, Tabasco, Nicaragua, Oaxaca, Chiapas, the Yucatan, Nueva Galicia, Texas,
Jalisco, Pimería Alta, Baja and Alta California, and New Mexico.19 Though ambitious
in scope, his treatment of these regions is seldom more than shallow. He roots his narra-
tive principally in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, rarely ventures into the 
eighteenth century, and never extends his chronological coverage beyond 1776 (107).
Moreover, owing to the limited space he allotted to the political-historical geography of
such a vast area, his text emerges as little more than a stream of toponyms and numbers
(dates, longitudes, and latitudes) interspersed with sparse commentary.

The title of the unfinished second section (115)—“Otros descubrimientos de 
las tierras septentrionales de la América, que dan á conocer la comunicación que 
tienen entre sí, y con las tierras de la Asia” (Other discoveries of the northern lands of
America, which are known to connect with each other, and with the lands of Asia)—
suggests that León y Gama intended this part of his “Compendio” to be a historical
examination of the early Spanish pathfinders who had verified that the northern bor-
derlands were geographically contiguous, and of the Spanish visionaries who sought
to connect the borderlands by sea lanes to Asia. Because León y Gama did not com-
plete this section, it remains uncertain how extensively he would have examined the
vital connections that Spain hoped might be forged between Asia and the northern
borderlands through the lucrative Manila galleon trade.20 Nevertheless, he provided
sufficient text to offer tantalizing glimpses of Spain’s vision of a transpacific empire in
his commentary about the province of New Mexico, which forms the entire unfinished
second section (115–19).

After discussing the exploratory expeditions of Fray Marcos de Niza and Fran-
cisco Vásquez de Coronado (116), León y Gama turns his attention to Juan de Oñate,
who founded the first Spanish settlement in New Mexico in 1598. León y Gama only
briefly notes the establishment of Spanish New Mexico (117) and devotes the remain-
der of his second section (117–19) to chronicling Oñate’s 1604–5 expedition to discover a
route to link New Mexico to the Pacific coast. Given the unfinished state of this section
(the text ends with Oñate reaching the mouth of the Gulf of California on January 25,
1605 [119]), it is not certain how extensively León y Gama would have addressed other

19. Peter Gerhard has given these regions scholarly treatment in three of his historical geogra-
phies: A Guide to the Historical Geography of New Spain, rev. ed. (Norman, Okla., 1993); The North
Frontier of New Spain, rev. ed. (Norman, Okla., 1993); and The Southeast Frontier of New Spain, 
rev. ed. (Norman, Okla., 1993).

20. For two hundred and fifty years, from the mid-sixteenth century to the early nineteenth, the
Manila– Acapulco galleon trade brought Chinese goods to the Spanish world. The standard work on
this trade remains William Lytle Schurz, The Manila Galleon (New York, 1939).



features of Oñate’s expedition. For example, León y Gama implies but does not explain
that Oñate was motivated to discover a route to the Pacific coast for the purpose of
connecting New Mexico to the Manila galleon trade and thereby to the riches of Asia.
It is also interesting to speculate how (or if) León y Gama would have explained that
the expedition failed to achieve its goal because Oñate mistakenly believed he had
touched the shores of the Pacific, when he had actually reached only the headwaters of
the Gulf of California.21 But León y Gama may have been less concerned with such
matters than might be presumed. His extensive text about the 1604–5 expedition is less
a recounting of the exploits of Oñate and his followers than an extensive discussion of
the many native groups the Spaniards encountered during their westward trek. León y
Gama’s lengthy descriptions of these indigenous people are rich in ethnographic detail
and evince his great love for native cultures.

León y Gama terminated his narrative on Oñate’s expedition with such abrupt-
ness that he did not affix a period to his final sentence (119; figure 3). Perhaps this frag-
mented ending of the “Compendio” marks the moment when León y Gama recognized
that he had developed his historical geography of New Spain as a study in its own right
rather than as an introduction suitable for a planned work on pre-Hispanic Aztec his-
tory and culture.

�  The Curious Footnote
There is more to the “Compendio” than its main text. León y Gama used footnotes
throughout the manuscript to reference his sources,22 but in the middle of the “Com-
pendio” he constructed an extensive footnote, not to refer to works he consulted but to
develop a narrative that assumed a character of its own. Though the thread of histori-
cal geography links the footnote to the main text, the words in and above the footnote
offer very different treatments of place and power. León y Gama fashioned his main
text into an image of New Spain as settled space of evolving Spanish hegemony, but
he used his footnote to describe a distant place with an altogether different political
landscape—the Pacific Northwest coast as contested imperial space. Though León y
Gama did not invent the practice of using the footnote as an apparatus for constructing
an elaborate narrative—by this time, European historians had developed the narrative
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21. Oñate proclaimed to the viceroy that he had successfully established a Pacific coast connection
to the Manila galleon trade; Juan de Oñate to the viceroy, August 7, 1605; quoted in Don Juan de Oñate:
Colonizer of New Mexico, 1595–1628, trans. and ed. George P. Hammond and Agapito Rey, 2 vols. 
(Albuquerque, N.M., 1953), 2:1007. The viceroy then related Oñate’s achievement to the king; letter of
October 28, 1605, quoted in Don Juan de Oñate, trans. and ed. Hammond and Rey, 2:1010. Though
unsuccessful, Oñate’s expedition revitalized Spain’s interest in establishing Alta (Upper) California as a
frontier outpost. David J. Weber has remarked on how infrequently this subject has been treated by his-
torians; see The Spanish Frontier in North America (New Haven, Conn., 1992), 391n98.

22. León y Gama wrote lowercase letters for footnotes that he used for source citations both in the
“Compendio” and in the Descripción Histórica y Cronológica. He uses five such footnotes in the “Com-
pendio,” which he designates as “a” (102–3), “b” ( 115–16), “c” (116), “d” (117), and “e” (117). He uses foot-
notes “c” and “d” to reference sources, and footnotes “a”, “b”, and “e” both to reference sources and to
provide brief commentaries about them.



footnote into a literary genre23—he took full advantage of it in the “Compendio,” as he
would do a short time later in the Descripción Histórica y Cronológica.24

León y Gama introduces his extensive footnote in the first part of the “Compen-
dio,” during his discussion of Spain’s settlement of Alta (Upper) California (figure 4).
He describes Alta California as a place of “Misiones, y Presidios poblados de Españo-
les” (Missions, and Presidios populated by Spaniards [110]) and offers little else about
this frontier outpost. What particularly interested him was the great stretch of coast
extending north of the Spanish settlements in Alta California to Alaska, an area that
many scholars today define as Imperial Spain’s “Northwest Coast.”25 León y Gama
writes that shortly after Spain established the foundations of settlement in Alta Califor-
nia in 1769, Spanish expeditions sailed into the Pacific to survey “el resto de la Costa . . .
hasta más de 61 grados de Altura de Polo (*)” (the rest of the Coast . . . up to as far as 61
degrees of Pole Latitude (*) [110]). Following a common practice of his day, he refer-
ences a narrative footnote by inserting an asterisk in his main text, in this case three
intersecting lines,26 and encloses it in parentheses. The asterisk references a footnote
filling five and one-half pages (110–15), or more than a third of the entire first section.27
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23. For two differing but similarly engaging discussions on the evolution of the footnote during the
eighteenth century, see Anthony Grafton, “Footnotes and Philosophie: An Enlightenment Interlude,”
The Footnote: A Curious History, rev. ed. (Cambridge, Mass., 1997), chap. 4; and Chuck Zerb, “The Years
of Discipline,” The Devil’s Details: A History of Footnotes (Montpelier, Vt., 2001), chap. 4. Grafton’s book
begins: “In the eighteenth century, the historical footnote was a high form of literary art” (1). 

24. For examples of León y Gama’s use of narrative footnotes in the Descripción Histórica y Crono-
lógica, see pp. 22–23, 97–99.

25. Henry R. Wagner was the first modern historian to examine extensively that portion of the
Pacific coast and its offshore islands extending from California to Alaska; Wagner, The Cartography of
the Northwest Coast of America to the Year 1800, 2 vols. (Berkeley, Calif., 1937).

26. The practice also appears in the sections he closely followed in volume 4 (of 5 volumes) of the
Duque de Almodóvar’s Historia Política de los Establecimientos Ultramarinos de las Naciones Europeas
(Madrid: Antonio de Sancha, 1788), 4:532–34, 556. León y Gama uses asterisks five additional times
(105, 106, 116, 117, 118) to reference footnotes as commentaries on source materials; he uses asterisks in
two other instances (118, 119) to reference informational notes. He also letters several footnotes that he
uses to comment on source materials (see note 22, above).

27. This calculation is based on measuring the vertical lines of text on the nineteen pages comprising
the “Compendio”: the footnote contains 37 inches of text, and the first section of the “Compendio”

figure 3. León y Gama, “Compendio,” p. 119.
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figure 4. León y Gama, “Compendio,” p. 110.



León y Gama uses this footnote to develop his maritime history of the North-
west coast as an event-driven narrative. His chronological coverage is comprehen-
sive, and it spans more than two hundred and fifty years, beginning with the first
expedition that Fernando Cortés sent into the Gulf of California in 1532 (a precursor
to later Spanish voyages that would explore the Northwest coast) and concluding
with the 1788 Martínez–López de Haro expedition to Alaska. Between these two
temporal benchmarks, León y Gama gives accounts of unequal lengths (110–14)
about the voyages of Juan Rodríguez Cabrillo (1542), Sebastián Vizcaíno (1602–3),
Sir Francis Drake (1579),28 Vitus Bering and Alexi Cherikov (1733–42), Juan Pérez and
José Esteban Martínez (1774), Bruno de Hazeta and Juan Francisco de la Bodega y
Quadra (1775), James Cook, Charles Clerke, John Gore, and James King (1778–79), and
Ignacio Arteaga, Bodega y Quadra, and Francisco Antonio Mourelle (1779).29 Even
more than one might expect in such accounts, León y Gama’s prose abounds with longi-
tudes and latitudes, reflecting the mind of a mathematician and astronomer who was
fascinated by numbers.

León y Gama remarks early in this footnote that the subject of “los Extrangeros
[en] el mar pacífico desde el siglo 16º” (the Foreigners [in] the Pacific Sea [the Pacific
Ocean] since the sixteenth century) was of such importance that he would be remiss if
he omitted it (111). In fact, he seldom strays from the subject of foreign activities in the
Pacific, presenting the Northwest coast as contested imperial space. He spares little ink
in describing the many places along the coast that Spain had claimed through formal
acts of possession (112–15).30 León y Gama wrote that these sites extended as far as 61°
north, and that this northernmost boundary of Spanish claims had been established
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(including the footnote) has 107 inches of text. The footnote occupies approximately half of the space
on pp. 110 and 115, and two-thirds of the space on p. 111. The note dominates the space of the other
pages in which it appears, to the extent that only one line of main text appears on pp. 112 and 113 and
two lines on p. 114. 

28. León y Gama mistakenly gives the year of Drake’s California landing as 1578, and likely does
so because he is following Almodóvar, Historia Política, 4:157. León y Gama’s extensive reliance on
Almodóvar is discussed below. 

29. These maritime expeditions are summarized in W. Michael Mathes, “The Early Exploration of
the Pacific Coast,” in North American Exploration: A New World Disclosed, vol. 1 of North American
Exploration, ed. John Logan Allen (Lincoln, Neb., and London, 1999), 400–451; and James R. Gibson,
“The Exploration of the Pacific Coast,” in North American Exploration: A Continent Defined, vol. 2 of
North American Exploration, ed. John Logan Allen (Lincoln, Neb., and London, 1999), 428–96. Fuller
discussions of the Pérez–Martínez, Hazeta–Bodega y Quadra, Arteaga–Bodega y Quadra–Mourelle,
and Martínez–López de Haro expeditions appear in Cook, Flood Tide, 57–84, 93–98, 119–29.

30. León y Gama does not explain the character of these acts of possession.They were formal cere-
monies that Europeans used to legitimize territorial claims in the Americas and elsewhere, beginning in
the fifteenth century. European countries followed similar, but not always identical, ceremonies of pos-
session. For Spain, these acts of possession included the planting of crosses, the exchange of gifts with
native peoples, and the reading of declarations of occupation. To legitimize its claims to the Pacific
shores of the Americas, Spain based its declarations of occupation on the papal bull Inter Caetera (1493),
the Portuguese–Spanish Treaty of Tordesillas (1494), and Article VIII of the Anglo–Spanish Treaty of
Utrecht (1713). See Cook, Flood Tide, 46, 58, 72, 224; Daniel Clayton, “The Creation of Imperial Space in
the Pacific Northwest,” Journal of Historical Geography 26 (2000): 333; and Henry R. Wagner, “Creation
of Rights of Sovereignty through Symbolic Acts,” Pacific Historical Review 7 (1938): 297–326.



when the Arteaga–Bodega y Quadra–Mourelle expedition landed at the site of Santi-
ago in 1779 and “tomó posesión de ella” (took possession of it [114]). By offering this
account of the 1779 expedition, León y Gama alludes to an essential principle of official
Spanish policy on this matter—the act of formally taking possession of Santiago legit-
imized Spain’s territorial claims to the Northwest coast up to 61º north.31

León y Gama draws attention to Russian activities along the Northwest coast in
his discussion of the 1788 Martínez–López de Haro expedition to Alaska. He relates
that López de Haro visited a Russian settlement (León y Gama mistakenly places the
site on the Alaskan mainland rather than on Kodiak Island),32 where he learned from
the head of the outpost that Russia had founded four other establishments along the
Alaskan coast and one on the Aleutian island of “Oonalaska” (Unalaska), garrisoned
by 120 Russians (114–15).33 Even though these Russian settlements did not occupy 
sites that Spain had previously claimed, León y Gama believed their presence repre-
sented a menace. Though he does not explicitly state that Russia might have designs
on Spanish-claimed sites in the region, he nevertheless suggests the possibility of
Russian transgressions by referencing a geographical marker of central importance.
He is careful to note that these Russian outposts extend “á los 61 grados de Latit[ud]”
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31. Spain’s assertion that its reinforced claims of sovereignty extended up to 61° north was based 
on the act of possession that Arteaga made in July 1779 at Santiago, today’s Port Etches, on Hinchin-
brook Island (Cook, Flood Tide, 97). Freeman M. Tovell provides a detailed account of Arteaga’s stay at
Santiago and explains that the precise latitude of the site is 61º 17´ north; Tovell, At the Far Reaches of
Empire: The Life of Juan Francisco de la Bodega y Quadra (Vancouver, 2008), 94–98. Mexican viceroy
Manuel Antonio Flores specified that Spain’s claims to sovereignty along the Northwest coast
extended to 61º north in his instructions for both the 1788 and 1789 Martínez–López de Haro expedi-
tions. See Cook, Flood Tide, 122, 130. Charles Lockwood Stewart has asserted that it was common
knowledge among Spanish officials, including officers of modest rank such as Martínez, that Spain’s
northernmost claim extended up to but not beyond 61° north: “even an officer of Martínez’ rank
understood that Spanish claims extended only to the latitude of 61°. In other words, it seems that this
was almost common property among persons who could scarcely be expected to be informed on such
matters”; Stewart, “Martínez and López de Haro on the Northwest Coast, 1788–1789” (PhD diss., 
University of California, Berkeley, 1936), 236n8. 

32. León y Gama states that this Russian establishment was located at Cabo de Dos Puntas, and
that this was “en la Costa del Continente” (114). Cabo de Dos Puntas, later known as Bahía de Tres 
Santos (Three Saints Bay), is in fact located on Kodiak Island; see Wagner, Cartography of the North-
west Coast, 1:203, 2:420. León y Gama’s error is likely attributable to the way he read his sources, for
example López de Haro’s journal. Only after the factor of the Russian outpost informed López de Haro
that there was a strait west of the settlement did the mariner realize Cabo de Dos Puntas was on an
island; he briefly noted this revelation only once, and this among many other details about his visit to
Cabo de Dos Puntas; Gonzalo López de Haro, “Diario de Navegación que con el Aucilio [Auxilio]
Divino y protección de Nuestra Señora del Carmen . . . [1788],” HM 146, Huntington Library,
fols. 103–9. José Narváez accompanied López de Haro to Cabo de Dos Puntas in 1788 and briefly noted
in his diario that the factor had given López de Haro the information that the settlement was not on
the mainland, as the Spaniards had mistakenly believed up to that time. See Jim McDowell, José
Narváez: The Forgotten Explorer: Including His Narrative of a Voyage on the Northwest Coast in 1788
(Spokane, Wash., 1998), 123; and Wagner, Cartography of the Northwest Coast, 1:203.

33. This figure was assuredly exaggerated by the factor. López de Haro later visited the Russian set-
tlement at Unalaska and recorded that the garrison there had the same composition as the one he had
seen at Cabo de Trinidad—“hay un solo Ruso con algunos Yndios” (there is only one Russian with
some Indians); López de Haro, “Diario de Navegación,” fol. 149.



notes & d o cuments |  león y gama manuscript �  271

(up to 61 degrees of Latitude [114]), the very latitude that he had previously established
de lineated the northernmost boundary of Spanish claims on the Northwest coast.34

When León y Gama shifts his attention to Great Britain’s activities along the
Northwest coast, he expresses even greater alarm. He writes that England had first chal-
lenged Spain’s interests in the Mar Pacífico in the sixteenth century when Francis Drake
established Nova Albion in California, which encouraged other English mariners to
attack Spain’s Manila galleons (111; figure 5). León y Gama asserts that while English sea-
men of the eighteenth century were more interested in exploring the Pacific than in
plundering Spanish ships in those waters, they continued to represent a threat to Spain’s
interests along the Northwest coast. He explains that the diarios of the Spanish expedi-
tions offer irrefutable evidence that “los descubrimientos hechos por los Ingleses hasta
el grado 61 de altura, estaban ya reconocidos antes por nuestros Españoles, puestoles
nombres, y tomado posesión de ellos (the discoveries made by the English up to
61 degrees latitude were previously reconnoitered by our Spaniards, [who] named
them, and took possession of them [115; figure 6]).35 León y Gama elects to describe the
activities of Captain James Cook at the port of Nootka to demonstrate this point. He
writes that Cook landed at the port of Nootka in 1778 and named it the “Entrada del
Rey Jorge” (King George’s Sound), which León y Gama added was the very port Don
Juan Pérez had discovered and named “Surgidero de S[a]n Lorenzo” (Roadstead of
S[a]n Lorenzo) in 1774 (115). From León y Gama’s perspective, Cook’s act of renaming
the port of Nootka four years after Pérez named the site was nothing less than an overt
act of territorial transgression.36

34. León y Gama neglects to discuss a feature of Russian activities in the region that he likely
would have found in his manuscript sources—Russia’s purported plan to occupy Nootka in 1789. The
Russian factor at Unalaska told López de Haro and Martínez in 1788 that Russia intended to occupy
Nootka the following year. Both mariners discussed this plan in their diarios of the 1788 expedition
and in their reports to Viceroy Antonio Flores upon their return to San Blas. Though Nootka had not
been claimed by Spain, the prospect that Russia intended to settle the port in 1789 prompted Flores to
dispatch an expedition in February 1789 (led by Martínez, with López de Haro as second-in-command).
The principal goal of the expedition was to erect a structure at Nootka to counter any efforts Russia
might make to occupy the port. See Christon I. Archer, “The Transient Presence: A Re-Appraisal of
Spanish Attitudes toward the Northwest Coast in the Eighteenth Century,” BC Studies 18 (1973): 10–12;
and Cook, Flood Tide, 124–34. López de Haro recounted in his journal that both the factor of the Russ-
ian establishment on Cabo de Dos Puntas and the factor on Unalaska told him of Russia’s intention to
settle Nootka in 1789; López de Haro, “Diario de Navegación,” fols. 108, 148.

35. León y Gama first renders the latitude as “61” (as would be expected) but then inexplicably
reworks the “1” to form a “0.” León y Gama’s initial and correct rendering of this latitude has been
used here.

36. It is here that León y Gama’s text becomes truly prophetic. Great Britain had long engaged in
formal acts of possession that were similar to Spain’s, but changed its position dramatically on these
acts in 1789 when it clashed with Spain over territorial claims of Nootka. At that point, Great Britain
came to insist that legal possession had to be based on the principle of occupation and not from acts 
of possession. The two countries came to the brink of war over Nootka and, after four years of pro-
tracted conventions, Spain was forced to abandon its position that it had exclusive sovereignty along
the Northwest coast and thereby would be compelled to share this imperial space with Great Britain.
The origins of the Nootka crisis and the complex features of the three Nootka Conventions are 
examined at length in Cook, Flood Tide, 146–433.
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figure 5. León y Gama, “Compendio,” p. 111.
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figure 6. León y Gama, “Compendio,” p. 115.



Though León y Gama vigorously defended Spain’s principle of establishing ter-
ritorial sovereignty along the Northwest coast through formal acts of possession,37 he
erred when he included Nootka among those sites at which formal acts of possession
had been executed in the name of Spain. Juan Pérez had in truth named the site “Surgi-
dero de San Lorenzo” in 1774, but he did not land there to take formal possession of it.38

León y Gama states that he used the diarios written by the captains and pilots of all
Spanish voyages along the Northwest coast undertaken up through 1788 (115). Had he
consulted either the 1774 diario of the captain (Pérez) or the pilot (Esteban Martínez),
he would have read that Pérez had discovered and named the site, but he would have
found nothing in either account about the execution of a formal act of possession.39 In
point of fact, Cook had never claimed Nootka, and Spain would not formally claim
that port until 1789, when Martínez landed there and read a lengthy “Escriptura de
Posesión” on June 24, 1789.40 Perhaps it was because of his eagerness to portray Cook
as a British aggressor that León y Gama mistakenly interpreted Pérez’s act of naming
the port of Nootka as a formal act of possession-taking.
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37. León y Gama went so far as to anticipate the substance of an extensive report that was commis-
sioned by Madrid in 1790. Drafted by two high-ranking Spanish ministers who used as their sources
royal decrees and an extensive corpus of official archival records, this document was created to give
legal force to the arguments Madrid was at that time preparing to present to England: that Spain’s acts
of possession alone were sufficient to legitimize its claims to the Northwest coast and elsewhere in the
Americas. Josef García de León y Pizarro and Fernando Josef Mangino, “Extractos Históricos y
Cronológicos de Ordenes Rs [Reales], y Providencias para los Descubrimientos, Actos, y Posesiones
de Costas y Navegación del Mar del Sur; especialmente del parte del Norte, y de Californias, y
prohibición de Navegar los Mares de Indias á todas las Naciones extrangeras,” June 18, 1790; Hunting-
ton Library, HM 520, esp. fols. 65–70. Another manuscript version of the ministerial report is in the
Ayer Collection of the Newberry Library, briefly discussed in Cook, Flood Tide, 225n57.

38. Wagner, “Creation of Rights of Sovereignty,” 311; Wagner, Cartography of the Northwest Coast,
1:173; Archer, “The Transient Presence,” 5.

39. Juan Pérez, “Año de 1774. Diario de la exploración practicada por el Alférez graduado D[o]n
Juan Pérez en la fragata alias La nueva Galicia,” Archivo General de la Nación (México), Ramo de His-
toria, vol. 91, unnumbered folios for entry for “Día 7 al Lunes 8 de Agosto de 1774.” Pérez placed the
naming of the site at 7:00 p.m. on August 7, whereas Martínez dated it 7:00 p.m. on August 8. José Este-
ban Martínez, “Viaje executado por el Piloto Estevan Josef Martínez: en la Fragata Santi[ag]o alias La
Nueva Galicia,” Archivo General de la Nación (México), Ramo de Historia, vol. 61, unnumbered folio
for entry for “Día 8 de 9 de Agosto de 1774.” León y Gama affixed (p. 115) this event on August 7, 1774,
which may suggest that he had consulted Pérez’s diario. Other manuscript versions of diarios of the
1774 expedition by Martínez and Pérez, and by Fathers Juan Crespí and Tomás Peña de la Saravia, are
listed in Cook, Flood Tide, 593.

40. José Esteban Martínez, “Escriptura de Posesión. Año de 1789,” Archivo General de la Nación
(México), Ramo de Historia, vol. 65, fols. 1r–4r. See Wagner, “Creation of Acts of Sovereignty,” 313–14.
Spanish officials went beyond Martínez’s act of possession to cement a further link between Nootka
and the Spanish New World. Shortly after León y Gama wrote his “Compendio,” Madrid ordered the
viceroy of New Spain to gather materials on the history of New Spain to facilitate a Crown-sponsored
history of the Spanish New World. By order of the viceroy, two Franciscans gathered these materials in
1790, which they organized into thirty-two volumes around 1792. These records were then sent to
Spain to document a “Universal History” of the Americas, to be written by the royal chronicler of the
Indies, Juan Bautista Muñoz. Volume 31 was titled “Noticias de Varias Ciudades”; these settlements of
New Spain were Veracruz, Cordova, Oaxaca, Puebla, Tepozotlan, Guanajuato, Guadalajara, and the
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�  Sources of Authority
León y Gama chose as sources those works, both published and unpublished, that he
believed possessed voices of authority that he could weave into the fabric of his own
narrative. His work as an archivist of the Real Audiencia de México doubtless facili-
tated his access to official manuscripts.41 As noted above, he describes the un -
published records he used for his footnote maritime history as “el Diario del ultimo
Viage que hicieron nuestros Marineros Españoles” and “los Diarios de estos Capita-
nes, y Pilotos.”42

The diario that León y Gama explicitly attributes to the 1788 expedition was
most probably a copy. This is suggested by his subsequent reference, in which he indi-
cates that the diarios he used from the 1788 expedition and from previous Spanish
maritime expeditions were all copies. It was a common Spanish bureaucratic practice
to have one or several copies made of an official record (each would be remitted to a
different government archive), and those that León y Gama consulted were most prob-
ably copies of original diarios made for the Real Audiencia. León y Gama’s remark that
he had access to these copies precisely because they were “in my authority” leaves little
doubt that they were made for the archives of the Real Audiencia de México and that
he had access to them because of his position.43

As important as these unpublished diarios were to León y Gama, the manu-
script he privileged above all others was the one he used to develop his narrative on
Oñate’s expedition. León y Gama identifies this document as “una Relación manu-
scrita del P. F. Gerónimo de Zárate, Religioso Franciscano” (a manuscript Account by

modest Spanish outpost at Nootka. “Plan[,] División y Prospecto General de las Memorias de Nueva
España, que han de Servir á la Historia Universal de la Septentrional América [1792],” Archivo General
de la Nación (México), Ramo de Historia, vol. 33, fols. 1r–73v. The complete “Noticias de Nutka [1792]”
provides a detailed description of the geography, natural resources, and native inhabitants of Nootka
and is in Archivo General de la Nación (México), Ramo de Historia, vol. 32, fols. 275r–341r.

41. His self-instruction as a researcher and his on-the-job training doubtless supported his histori-
cal practice, but it also coincided with a movement in Spanish historiography that received royal 
sanction. To provide Juan Bautista Muñoz access to authoritative sources for his Historia del Nuevo-
mundo, Charles III approved the creation of the Archivo General de las Indias, which was established
in 1785. Muñoz, however, benefited little from the founding of the AGI because he produced only one
volume of his Historia. See Cañizares-Esguerra, How to Write the History of the New World, 193–96;
David F. Slade, “Enlightened Archi-Textures: Founding Colonial Archives in the Hispanic Eighteenth
Century” (PhD diss., Emory University, 2005), 95–156; and Slade, “An Imperial Knowledge Space for
Bourbon Spain: Juan Bautista Muñoz and the Founding of the Archivo General de Indias,” Colonial
Latin American Review 20 (2011): 195–212.

42. León y Gama (ca. 1789) references a map that included renderings of the coast of Alaska and
the island of Unalaska but doesn’t clarify whether it was published. There are more than ten extant
journals for the 1788 expedition alone. The known extant journals of the Spanish expeditions from
1774 to 1788 and of the subsequent expeditions up to 1796 are listed in Cook, Flood Tide, 593–95. Only
one of the journals of the 1788 expedition, written by the pilot José Narváez, who accompanied López
de Haro, has been published. See McDowell, José Narváez, 97–163. 

43. León y Gama used copies of another type of manuscript for his best-known work, the Descrip-
ción Histórica y Cronológica. These were of indigenous manuscripts that León y Gama copied from
originals that had been collected by Lorenzo Boturini; León y Gama, “Advertencias Anti-Críticas,”
3–4. See Roberto Moreno, “La Colección Boturini y las Fuentes de la Obra de Antonio León y Gama,”
Estudios de Cultura Nahuatl 9 (1971): 253–70.



Father Gerónimo de Zárate, [of the] Franciscan Religious [Order] [117]). Gerónimo de
Zárate Salmerón was a Mexican criollo who worked as a Franciscan in New Mexico
from about 1618 to 1626 and likely wrote his “Relación” around 1626 or soon after.44

León y Gama does not specify if the “Relación” he used was the original or a manu-
script copy. It is not known if the original Zárate Salmerón manuscript is extant. There
are three known copies of the “Relación”—one (in the Edward E. Ayer Collection of
the Newberry Library) was made around 1770, and the other two copies (one in Spain’s
Archivo Central del Ministerio de Hacienda and the other in Mexico’s Archivo General
de la Nación) were made between 1790 and 1792.45 Given the probable 1789 dating of the
“Compendio,” León y Gama would not have had access to the 1790–92 copies, but he
may have consulted the copy made some twenty years earlier, another copy now
unknown, or the now-lost original.

Zárate Salmerón devoted a considerable part of his “Relación” to Oñate’s expe-
dition, which attempted to connect New Mexico to the “Mar del Sur” (the Pacific
Ocean). Zárate Salmerón’s “Relación” was for many years the authoritative source on
Oñate’s expedition to the Gulf of California, but it is also a rich resource of ethnographic
data about native groups, which may explain León y Gama’s extensive reliance on this
work. Though León y Gama cites Zárate Salmerón’s “Relación” only twice, he draws 
on the Franciscan’s work extensively without citing it, paraphrasing (117–19) eleven of 
its thirteen paragraphs (numbers 44 through 55) about the Oñate expedition.46 Had
León y Gama completed his account of the 1604–5 expedition, it is probable that he
would have incorporated the remaining two paragraphs of Zárate Salmerón’s
“Relación” on this subject.47

León y Gama cites an array of published sources (with authors, titles, and, in
some cases, editors and dates of editions): Vasco de Puga’s Prouisiones for the creation of
the Real Audiencia de México in 1527 (102–3); Antonio de Remesal’s history (title not
given) for the arrival of the Dominicans to the Yucatan Peninsula (106); Álvar Núñez
Cabeza de Vaca’s Naufragios (1749) for the author’s epic 1528–36 journey through
Florida and Texas (115); Francisco López de Gómara’s Historia General (1749) for Fray
Marcos de Niza’s journey to the north (116); Juan de Torquemada’s Monarchia Indiana
for Francisco Vásquez de Coronado’s expedition to New Mexico and the subsequent

44. Alicia Ronstadt Milich, “Introduction,” Relaciones by Zárate Salmerón, trans. and ed. Milich
(Albuquerque, N.M., 1966), 13, 14, 17. 

45. See Newberry Library Online Catalog, http://www.newberry.org/collections/catalog.html;
John B. Glass, The Boturini Collection and the Council of the Indies, 1780–1800, Contributions to the
Ethnohistory of Mexico 4 (Lincoln Center, Mass., 1976), 28, 31, 33, 34–35n7, 35n9; and Herbert Eugene
Bolton, Guide to Materials for the History of the United States in the Principal Archives of Mexico (Wash-
ington, D.C., 1913), 20–22.

46. Cf. Gerónimo de Zárate Salmerón, “Relaciones de Todas las Cosas Que en el Nuevo-México 
Se Han Visito y Sabido, Asi Por Mar Como Para Tierra, Desde el Año de 1538, por el Padre Gerónimo
de Zárate Salmerón,” reprinted in Documentos Para Servir a la Historia de Nuevo México, 1538–1778
(Madrid, 1962), 161–73.

47. For paragraphs 56 and 57, see ibid., 173–76.
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journeys to New Mexico led by Gaspar Castaño de Sosa and Juan Morlete (116–17); and
Antonio de Herrera y Tordesillas’s Historia General for Hernando de Soto’s departure
from Moscoso in Florida (117).48

As León y Gama privileges Zárate Salmerón’s “Relación” among the manuscript
sources he consulted, he similarly values a published work on which he drew exten-
sively for constructing his footnote maritime history. León y Gama provides biblio-
graphical details for this book that he found so indispensable—the fourth of five
volumes of the Duque de Almodóvar’s Historia Política de los Establecimientos Ultra-
marinos de las Naciones Europeas (1788).49 León y Gama explains that although
Eduardo Malo de Luque appears on the title page as author, this name was in fact an
anagram of the Duque de Almodóvar. León y Gama states that he used Almodóvar’s
Historia Política because it offered him “un fiel extracto que hace de lo más substan-
cial” (a faithful extract that is the most substantial that has been made) of a French
translation of James Cook’s account of his third voyage (113; figure 7). León y Gama is
referring to selected passages of Cook’s journal that Almodóvar translated into Span-
ish and excerpted from the French translation of the mariner’s journal published
in 1785.50

48. Full bibliographical information for these works: Vasco de Puga, Prouisiones, Cédulas, 
Instrucciones de Su Majestad (México: Pedro Ocharte, 1563); Álvar Núñez Cabeza de Vaca, Naufragios
de Álvar Núñez Cabeza de Vaca, comp. and ed. Andrés de Gonzales de Barcia Carballido y Zúñiga
(Madrid, 1749); and Francisco López de Gómara, Historia General de las Indias, comp. and ed. Andrés
de Gonzalez de Barcia Carballido y Zúñiga (Madrid, 1749). Because León y Gama provided only
Remesal’s name and not the title of his book, he may have consulted either the 1619 edition or the 1620
edition of this author’s history: Antonio de Remesal, Historia de la Prouincia de S. Vicente Chyapa y
Guatemala de la Orden de Nro Glorioso Padre Sancto Domingo (Madrid: Francisco de Argulo, 1619), 
or Antonio de Remesal, Historia General de las Indias Occidentales, y Particular de la Gouernación 
de Chiapa, y Guatemala (Madrid: F. de Abarca, 1620). It seems probable that León y Gama would have
used the 1726–30 Barcia edition of Herrera y Tordesilla’s history because it would have been more 
accessible to him than the first edition (1605–15); Antonio de Herrera y Tordesillas, Historia General 
de los Hechos de los Castellanos, 8 vols., comp. and ed. Andrés Gonzalez de Barcia Carballido y Zúñiga
(Madrid: Nicolás Rodríguez Franco, 1726–30). León y Gama does not specify whether he consulted 
the 1615 or 1723 edition of Torquemada’s chronicle, but the citation he gives (vol. 1, bk. 5, chap. 11, 
pp. 609–10) for a long quotation in the “Compendio” (116) corresponds to the pagination of the 1723
edition of Torquemada: Juan de Torquemada, Primera Parte de los Veinte i un Libros Rituales i 
Monarchia Indiana con el Origen y Guerras de los Indios Occidentales, 3 vols. (Madrid: Nicolás
Rodríguez Franco, 1723).

49. The work was published in Madrid by Antonio de Sancha (1784–90).
50. León y Gama remarks that he has not seen the French translation (113). Almodóvar stated that

he used the 1785 French translation, and gives a Spanish-translated title of this work; Historia Política,
4:525–26. Cook’s journal was translated into French by Jean Nicolas Démeunier and published in four
volumes as Troisième Voyage de Cook, Ou Voyage a l’Océan Pacifique: Ordonné par le Roi d’Angleterre,
pour Faire des Découvertes dan l’Hemisphere Nord, pour Déterminer la Position & l’Étendue de la Côte
Ouest de l’Amerique Septentrionale, Sa Distance de l’Asie, & Résoudre la Question du Passage au Nord:
Exécuté sous la Direction des Capitaines Cook, Clerke & Gore, sur les Vaisseaux la Résolution & la
Découverte, en 1776, 1777, 1778, 1779 & 1780 (Paris: Hôtel de Thou, 1785). Almodóvar’s translated
excerpts from this work appear in Historia Política, 4:536–55.
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figure 7.  León y Gama, “Compendio,” p. 113.



León y Gama clearly privileged the Historia Política—by describing it fully and
using it extensively even when he did not cite it (113–15)—above all other sources he
consulted for his footnote.51 The author was Pedro Francisco Jiménez de Góngora y
Luján, Duque de Almodóvar del Río (1727–1796), an influential Spanish diplomat who
had served as envoy to Russia, ambassador to Portugal and Great Britain, and, in the
last years of his life, director of the Real Academia de Historia. Almodóvar joined his
experiences as a diplomat with his talents as a historian to write the Historia Política, a
five-volume (1784–90) comprehensive synthesis of European overseas exploration
and settlement.52 Because of the high position Almodóvar enjoyed within the circles of
Spanish diplomats and historians, his Historia Política approached the status of sacred
script in the Spanish world. León y Gama was doubtless aware of the importance of
clearly attributing authorship of the Historia Política to the Duque de Almodóvar,
explaining that the anagram on the title page was his nom de plume.53

Mirroring the protracted Anglo–Spanish conflicts in Europe and overseas
during much of the eighteenth century, in volumes 1–3 and 5 of Historia Política
Almodóvar consistently portrayed Great Britain as Spain’s principal imperial rival.54

His use of this Anglophobic leitmotiv continued through the account of the North-
west coast in the fourth volume, which was likely colored by events unfolding along
that coast during the decade before his authorship.55 Beginning with the arrival of
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51. Cf. León y Gama (111–12) and Almodóvar (4:468–82). A comparison of the two sources also
reveals that León y Gama used Almodóvar’s fourth volume without citing it for his discussion of the
voyages of Captains James King and Charles Clerke, the port of Nootka, and the confusion created by
English and Spanish mariners who had affixed different names to the same locations. Cf., respectively,
León y Gama (114, 115) and Almodóvar (4:571, 537, 538–39).

52. Gabriel B. Paquette, “Enlightened Narratives and Imperial Rivalry in Bourbon Spain: The Case
of Almodóvar’s Historia Política de los Establecimientos Ultramarinos de las Naciones Europeas
(1784–1790),” The Eighteenth Century 48 (2007): 61, 70–74; Paquette, Enlightenment, Governance, and
Reform in Spain and Its Empire, 1759–1808 (Basingstoke, U.K., and New York, 2008), 49–55.

53. The Gazeta de Madrid printed the first notice about the appearance of the fourth volume of the
Historia Política. The unattributed notice summarizes the contents of this volume, comments only
briefly on its authoritative treatment, and gives its author as Eduardo Malo de Luque; untitled book
notice, Gazeta de Madrid, no. 9 (January 30, 1789): 80. The importance of the Historia Política
increased dramatically when Almodóvar, rather than his anagram, was identified as the author. Two
years after León y Gama completed his “Compendio,” in 1791, the editor of the Gazeta de Literatura,
José Antonio Alzate y Ramírez, criticized in print one feature of Almodóvar’s Historia Política. The
viceroy was so incensed by Alzate’s criticism, and his use of Almodóvar’s nom de plume (and thus 
did not pay a Spanish nobleman proper respect), that he threatened to ban publication of the Gazeta
altogether. Alzate apologized to the viceroy, and the Gazeta was given permission to continue. See
William Edward Temple, “José Antonio Alzate y Ramírez and the Gazeta de Literatura de México :
1768–1795” (PhD diss., Tulane University, 1986), 167–70.

54. Paquette, “Enlightened Narratives,” 61, 70–74; and Paquette, Enlightenment, Governance,
45–55. Paquette inexplicably excluded the fourth volume of the Historia Política in his otherwise astute
examinations of Almodóvar’s important work. These Anglo–Spanish conflicts are summarized in
H. M. Scott, The Birth of a Great Power System, 1740–1815 (Harlow, U.K., and New York, 2006), 12–15,
108–16, 214–43. 

55. Almodóvar explained that he had extensively used the 1781 edition of Raynal as a source for his
fourth volume. Almodóvar was referring to Guillaume-Thomas Raynal’s Histoire Philosophique et
Politique Des Établissemens et du Commerce des Européens dans le Deux Indes, 10 vols. (Geneva: Jean-
Leonard Pellet, 1781), a popular work that had been issued in several editions during the later quarter



Captain James Cook in 1778 and continuing for the next ten years, Great Britain per-
sistently posed challenges to Spain’s claims to the Northwest coast.56 There is little sur-
prise, then, that Almodóvar construed Cook’s renaming of the port of Nootka in 1778
as nothing less than an expression of British territorial aggression—one that he
described as “verdaderamente bien jactancioso, y aun injusto” (truly very arrogant,
and even wrongful), which, by the time of his writing, had become “este estilo de los
Ingleses” (this style of the English).57 Almodóvar further asserted that Cook had con-
sulted Francisco Antonio Mourelle’s original journal of the Hazeta–Bodega y Quadra
expedition to the Northwest coast in 1775: because this journal provided irrefutable
evidence that Spain had named and claimed the port of Nootka in 1775, Cook had will-
fully dismissed Spain’s legitimate claim to it when he renamed the port three
years later.58

But Almodóvar’s denunciation of Cook was as erroneous as it was forceful.
Though Cook was very much an instrument of Britain’s imperial interests in the north
Pacific, he could not be accused of violating Spain’s claim to Nootka, if for no other rea-
son than that Spain did not claim Nootka until 1789. Almodóvar’s indictment of
Cook’s reading of Mourelle’s journal obscured the facts even further. Through what
appears to have been “clandestine means,” Mourelle’s holograph 1775 journal reached
London before Cook embarked from Plymouth in July 1776 on his epic voyage.59 Cook
remarked in Voyage to the Pacific Ocean that he had consulted Mourelle’s account but
found nothing in it that either stated or even implied that Nootka had been claimed by
Spain.60 Cook’s commentary on Mourelle’s journal was in fact accurate. Though
Mourelle’s holograph account is now lost, the diario was translated into English and
first published in London in 1781, and it is this edition that Almodóvar referenced in
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of the eighteenth century. Almodóvar did not, however, use Raynal’s Histoire Philosophique et Politique
for his discussion of British activities in the north Pacific. Though Almodóvar devoted considerable
attention to this subject, Raynal did not address it; Almodóvar, Historia Política, 4:522–78. Raynal did
examine British settlements in the Americas but limited his coverage to the Caribbean, Hudson Bay,
Nova Scotia, and the thirteen American colonies; Raynal, Histoire Philosophique et Politique, vol. 7
(book 14), vol. 8 (books 15–17), and vol. 9 (book 18). 

56. Cook, Flood Tide, 85–145. Spain’s anxieties about English activities in the north Pacific during
the eighteenth century prior to Cook’s voyage have been recently examined by Paul W. Mapp, The
Elusive West and the Contest for Empire, 1713–1763 (Williamsburg, Va., and Chapel Hill, N.C., 2011),
320–28.

57. Almodóvar, Historia Política, 4:537. 
58. Ibid, 4:537–38. 
59. Cook, Flood Tide, 85. 
60. James Cook, A Voyage to the Pacific Ocean. Undertaken by the Command of His Majesty, for

Making Discoveries in the Northern Hemisphere to Determine the Extent of the West Side of North
America; Its Distance from Asia; and the Practicality of a Northern Passage to Europe. Performed under
the Direction of Captains Cook, Clerke, and Gore, in His Majesty’s Ships the Resolution and Discovery, in
the Years 1776, 1777, 1778, 1779, and 1780, 3 vols. (London: G. Nicol and T. Cadell, 1784), 2:232. Cook
thought that two silver spoons he purchased from the natives of Nootka were possibly evidence of
Spanish contact, but asserted that merchants rather than representatives of any expedition sponsored
by the Spanish state had made such contact (2:332–33). In fact, the silver spoons appear to have
belonged to Esteban Martínez, stolen from him by natives when he visited Nootka in 1774; Cook,
Flood Tide, 64–65.
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Historia Política.61 The edition published in 1781 contains extensive descriptions by
Mourelle of the sites he visited along the Northwest coast, but he does not identify any
of these as the “Surgidero de San Lorenzo” or as Nootka, and he does not provide lati-
tudinal references that could be associated with Nootka.62

Though Almodóvar’s portrayal of Cook at Nootka is flawed history, his account
reflects the escalation of Spanish anxieties over British interests in the north Pacific
at the time of his writing. And so too does León y Gama’s text. León y Gama abridged
and then incorporated Almodóvar’s extensive coverage of Cook’s voyage to the
Northwest coast (113–15)63 and, following Almodóvar, interpreted Cook’s renaming of
Nootka as the dramatic moment when Britain revealed itself to be Spain’s principal
rival in that region (115). Emulating the historian to whom he was so clearly devoted,
León y Gama added Almodóvar’s information, distortions, and, ultimately, Anglo -
phobia to his footnote.

�  Conclusions
León y Gama ventured well beyond the Aztecs into what was for him new territory
when he explored Spain’s dominions in greater North America as both settled and con-
tested. He used a variety of unpublished and published sources to empower his “Com-
pendio” with their authority, but none to greater effect than the Duque de Almodóvar’s
Historia Política. Following a literary convention of his day, León y Gama constructed
an extensive footnote as an apparatus to tell a story that was separate from and yet par-
allel to his main text. He drafted his main text and footnote as historical geographies
but gave each its own distinctive features. Though his main text is a story of the pro-
gressive expansion of New Spain, his footnote is a discourse on the Pacific Northwest
coast as contested imperial space. León y Gama roots his main text deeply in the past
but carries the narrative of his footnote up to his present so he can engage contempo-
rary issues and anxieties. Ultimately, the main text and the footnote fuse to form a
master narrative that celebrates a quarter of a millennium of Spain’s settlements and
territorial claims in North America.64

61. Almodóvar wrote that after Cook examined Mourelle’s holograph account, Mourelle’s diario
“ya se halla impreso en las Miscelaneas del Caballero Barrington” (has since been published in the
Miscellanies of Lord Barrington); Almodóvar, Historia Política, 4:538.

62. Cf. Francisco Antonio Mourelle, “Journal of a Voyage in 1775,” in Miscellanies, trans. Daines
Barrington (London, 1781), 469–534. Mourelle describes only one site in the vicinity of Nootka, and he
does not name it but gives its situation as 47° 21˝ north, which was more than two degrees south of
Nootka; “Journal,” 493–500.

63. For this purpose, León y Gama draws on Almodóvar, Historia Política, 4:522–28.
64. León y Gama expresses another sentiment of Hispanophilia that he joins with his love of Aztec

culture in Descripción Histórica y Cronológica. In the introduction to this book, he explains that he
wishes to present authentic elements of Aztec culture to counter the writings of “los enemigos de nues-
tros Españoles” (the enemies of our Spaniards) that falsely portray the Aztecs as “irracionales ó sim-
ples” (irrational or simple). León y Gama does not mention the names of these “enemies,” but the most
prominent foreign writers who negatively portrayed Spain and its colonies included Guillaume-
Thomas Raynal, George-Louis Leclerc Buffon, Cornelius de Pauw, Samuel Purchas, and Athanasius
Kircher. An insightful examination of several criollos’ responses (as manifestations of “criollo patriot-
ism”) to these authors is offered by Cañizares-Esguerra, “The Making of a ‘Patriotic Epistemology,’”
How to Write the History of the New World, chap. 4.



Perhaps in the most fundamental way, the “Compendio” is about León y Gama’s
vision of boundaries—the expanding boundaries of New Spain, the contested bound-
aries of the Pacific Northwest coast, and the boundaries of his own criollo identity
delineated not in the realm of the Aztec past but in the Spanish world of his present.

� stephen a. colston, an associate professor in the Department of History
at San Diego State University, specializes in the history of Mesoamerica and the
book culture of colonial Spanish North America. His articles have appeared in such
journals as American Indian Quarterly, Indiana, Tlalocan, and Journal de la Société
des Américanistes. He is currently completing a monograph on the contributions of
Henry Raup Wagner (1862–1957) as a book collector, bibliographer, and historian
to the study of colonial Spanish North America.
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