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The Cruzate Grants (1689) and Modern Pueblo Land Claims: 

Deciphering Land Fraud through the Centuries 

 

I have been informed that designing and mischievous individuals 

having intercourse with many of the Pueblo Indians of this 

Territory, have been endeavoring to impress this simple minded 

though worthy people with the belief that the object of the 

Government in demanding the title papers to their lands is to 

destroy such evidence of title as they possess and then withhold 

Patents.  The consequence is the Indians having no other evidence 

of title than the documents made by the Spanish Government, feel 

and express an unwillingness to surrender their papers for the 

purpose of being sent to Washington as required.1 

 

When New Mexico Surveyor General William Pelham wrote this letter to his supervisor, the 

United States Commissioner of the General Land Office Thomas A. Hendricks, he had no idea 

the Pueblo Indian land grants that he presented to Congress and requested immediate 

                                                      
 1 William Pelham to U.S. Commissioner of the General Land Office Thomas A. Hendricks, May 27, 1856, 
Land Grant Records, Roll 56-1, New Mexico State Records Center and Archives, Santa Fe, New Mexico (hereinafter 
referred to as LRG). 
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confirmation had been likely forged.  These “Cruzate grants” in fact had not been penned in 

1689 as they purported, but perhaps only a generation before his arrival in New Mexico.  Nor 

did Pelham know that these same land grants would be thrown out as forgeries in 1890 by the 

Court of Private Land Claims.  And finally, he could never have imagined that 150 years later, 

the machinations, missing or fraudulent paperwork, subterfuge, and intrigue, that surrounded 

Pueblo Indian land holdings—as well as his adjudications—would continue to be called into 

question, scrutinized and finally adjudicated several more times. 

 Pueblo Indians had lived in their respective homelands, according to testimony, from 

“time immemorial” when the 129 Spanish soldier-colonists, their families, servants, and Indian 

allies arrived to permanently settle New Mexico in 1598 under the leadership of proprietor, 

Adelantado, and Governor-General don Juan de Oñate.2  These newly arrived Spanish outsiders 

saw land and its resources as a commodity—something to be acquired, extracted, bought, 

hoarded, or sold.  The 100 or so year history of Spanish encounters with Indian peoples in the 

Americas led to numerous laws, influenced by friars such as Antonio de Montesinos and 

Bartolomé de las Casas, including the 1512 Laws of Burgos,3 the first of many laws which would 

govern the interaction between Spaniard and Indian in the New World.  Successive laws added 

protections to settled Indians holding lands and by the 1680s, the Spanish government 

compiled all of the laws related to the Americas into a four volume set of laws:  La Recopilación 

                                                      
 2 Records of the surveyor-general, housed at the New Mexico State Records Center and Archives, are 
replete with testimony from Pueblo Indians claiming to have been on their land since time immemorial—whether 
or not they produced a physical written as required by the surveyor-general. 
 3 See “Laws of Burgos, 1512-1513,” http://faculty.smu.edu/bakewell/BAKEWELL/texts/burgoslaws.html. 
Webpage designed by Peter Bakewell for his classes at Southern Methodist University. 
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de leyes de los reynos de las Indias (1681).  But New Mexico lay far from centers of control, 

several months travel to Mexico City and even longer to the Council of the Indies in Spain.  

Therefore, customary law periodically dominated the normally very legalistic proceedings 

regarding land tenure and other matters of the frontier, at least in la nueva México. 

 Therefore, Spanish law arrived in New Mexico permanently when Oñate’s colony settled 

in San Juan Pueblo (Okay Owinghe).  Their first order of business was to build an altar and give 

thanks to God.  Then they enlisted the labor of Okay Owinghe Indians to help them build 

acequias so that they could plant fields the following spring.  As governor, Oñate had the 

authority to give land grants to Spanish individuals for homes and gardens, as well as fields—as 

long as they did not impinge upon the rights of the sedentary Indians.  Whether or not he 

actually gave out land grants, however, is unkown.  Within months, Oñate became engaged in a 

major military operation against Acoma Pueblo to the west who had killed several of Oñate’s 

men (including his nephew) in an “unprovoked” attack.  Within the next three years, most of 

the colonists had either abandoned or attempted to abandon the colony—technically breaching 

their contracts with Oñate.  After eight years of attempting to find some valuable commodity in 

New Mexico to repay his investors—and failing—Oñate gave up and planned to return to 

Mexico City to find his fortune elsewhere by 1607.4 

 The friars that Oñate had to bring with him, according to his royal contract, refused to 

give up on their new charges.  Claiming that they had baptized over 7,000 souls, the Spanish 

                                                      
 4 See Marc Simmons, The Last Conquistador: Don Juan de Oñate and the Settling of the Far Southwest 
(Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 1993), for a very informative look at Oñate. 
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crown heeded the friars’ pleas and converted New Mexico to a royal colony.  Friars had “saved” 

New Mexico for the crown and never forgot the significance of this action.  Within a generation, 

irreconcilable conflicts arose between newly-arrived colonists and tribes, between civil and 

religious authorities, and between colonists and authority figures.  Through it all, Pueblo Indians 

were forced to profess their conversion or endure the consequences.  As if to punctuate their 

suffering, a generation-long drought hit the Southwest with a vengeance.  Spaniards demanded 

more tribute from their pueblo charges and all Pueblo people suffered.  Even though Spaniards 

occupied, competed for, and demanded tribute from the Pueblo Indians, and increasingly so 

between 1610 and 1680, there is no record that Pueblo Indian lands were taken from them by 

force, coercion, or subterfuge.  In fact, there are no records of any land grants given by the 

Spanish to anyone during this seventy year period.5 

 By 1680, Pueblo Indians and their nomadic allies rose up in rebellion against the Spanish 

oppressors and by the end of August during the Great Pueblo Revolt, the Spanish fled New 

Mexico.  After expelling the Spanish, Pueblo Indians turned their frustration against the Spanish 

by destroying all remnants of Spanish culture.  They ceremonially washed off their baptisms.  

They dissolved Christian unions. They destroy crops and animals, missions and other buildings 

and with them—documents.  Therefore, any documents which would have “proven” land 

ownership prior to the Pueblo Revolt ceased to exist.6 

                                                      
 5 See David J. Weber, The Spanish Frontier in North America (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1994); 
and, John L. Kessell, Pueblos, Spaniards, and The Kingdom of New Mexico (Norman: University of Oklahoma, 2008). 
 6 See excellent book by Andrew L. Knaut, The Pueblo Revolt of 1680: Conquest and Resistance in 
Seventeenth-Century New Mexico (Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 1997). 
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 The Spanish made two failed attempts at reconquest in 1681 and 1688.  During the 

second expedition, the Spanish captured a Zía Pueblo Indian—Bartoloé de Ojeda—and brought 

him back to El Passo del Norte, where the Spanish questioned him in great detail regarding the 

revolt.  They learned that some Pueblo Indians quietly wanted Spanish reentry due to 

intensified Apache, Navajo, and now Comanche raids.  Governor Domingo Jironza Petriz de 

Cruzate (1684-1686, 1689-1691), the incoming governor, likely also questioned Ojeda 

extensively.  Having learned that the revolt’s leader, Popé, had died and the unity of the 

pueblos themselves had largely dissolved, he wanted desperately to be the governor to 

reconquer New Mexico for the Spanish crown.  While awaiting the opportunity for the 

reconquest, he purported issued numerous land grants to New Mexico’s pueblos, later referred 

to as the Cruzate grants of 1689.  He never had the opportunity to distribute them, if in fact 

they existed, for he lost his third bid for the post to a Spaniard with stronger ties to the court. 

 Governor don Diego de Vargas arrived in 1692 and led the successful reconquest of New 

Mexico.  Within four years, Vargas subdued the remaining pueblo.  He instituted a new 

philosophy of accommodation which came to dominate the relationship between Pueblo and 

Spaniard.  Religious conversion would be less coercive, violent, and complete; Pueblo Indians 

would serve in Indian auxiliary units that served alongside Spanish soldiers; and, as a result 
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Pueblos could utilize military armaments in their quest to protect themselves—and retaliate—

against nomadic raids.7 

 One of Governor Don Diego de Vargas’s immediate tasks involved granting land to 

Spanish settlers so that they could begin clearing fields and building acequias.  Some of the 

grants recognized lands held by that family or individual prior to the Pueblo Revolt, some were 

new donations of vacant lands.  Within a few years, the Villa de Alburquerque (1706) was 

founded farther south along the Rio Grande—the second official villa in Nuevo México.   

 During this new period of accommodation, some Pueblo Indians even found themselves 

as recipients of land grants, in particular, Santo Domingo, Sandía and Taos Pueblos (1728, 1748, 

1816).  These were the only pueblos, however, that seem to the have land grants from the 

Spanish colonial period.  Spanish law had clearly protected sedentary Pueblo Indian lands.  

When Spanish settlers did encroach upon pueblo lands, Pueblo Indians took their case to the 

governor and invoked Spanish law to defend their land—arguing that they had held the land 

since time immemorial.  There is no evidence, however, that they produced a land grant 

granted to them by Governor Jironza—grants that are now known as the “Cruzate”grants.  Even 

though the archives in New Mexico sport Cruzate grants, they never appeared in any legal 

document or official mention until the nineteenth century. 

New Mexico land grant scholars such as Myra Ellen Jenkins, G. Emlen Hall, and Victor 

Westphall have mentioned the Aspurious Cruzate grants@ in their extensive research on Pueblo 

                                                      
 7 See John L. Kessell’s numerous volumes which contain Governor Vargas’s personal and official papers 
(see bibliography). 
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Indian land grants, yet never offered any explanation as to their origin.  Perhaps no solution has 

been offered because the Cruzate grants are unquestionably the greatest land grant mystery in 

New Mexico history.8 

The Cruzate grant documents, one to two pages in length on average, follow much the 

same format, with identical wording throughout the entire first paragraph of each. The grants 

supposedly were drawn up in Nuestra Señora de Guadalupe del Paso del Río del Norte in 

September of 1689.9 Included in the text of each is a portion of alleged testimony taken by don 

Domingo Jironza Petros [sic] de Cruzate, Governor and Captain General of the Province of New 

Mexico, from the apostate Pueblo Indian Bartolomé de Ojeda. The testimony describes Ojeda=s 

fierceness in battle, and how his wounds from the battle at Zia Pueblo in 1689 resulted in his 

capture by the Spaniards who then took him to El Paso. Ojeda, the documents assert, was 

literate in Spanish.10 

Cruzate asked Ojeda many questions, including whether each pueblo would revolt again 

if the Spaniards were to reenter.11  Land occupied and utilized by the specific pueblo is 

described in the penultimate section, followed by the usual official closing paragraph. 

                                                      
8 The Cruzate grants acquired their name in the 1800s. Had the grants been recognized and recorded in 

disputes in Santa Fe during the Spanish colonial period, scholars today of course would refer to them as the Jironza 
grants. Don Domingo Jironza Petrís de Cruzate would have been referred to by his patrilineal name as was the 
custom during the colonial era (and is still custom today in Spain). Generally speaking, to use the matrilineal name 
is a mistake common to non-Spanish-speaking individuals, who assume the ultimate name is the proper name by 
which to refer to an individual. One of the first pieces of documented evidence I have found referring to them in 
direct correlation with the governor who purportedly wrote them was dated in 1855. 

9  All the Cruzate grants are dated either September 20 or 25, 1689. 
10  Vina Walz, “AHistory of the El Paso Area, 1680-1692” (Ph.D. diss., University of New Mexico, 1951.) 
11 Ojeda responded no, for Athey were very much intimidated, and although they were concerned with 

those of Zia in what had occurred in the year previous he judged it would be impossible.”  Translation by David V. 
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Ojeda purportedly provided the information necessary for Jironza to specify borders for 

the various grants. Ojeda, a Zia war captain, apparently knew of the numerous pueblo 

boundaries in 1689. If Ojeda served as war captain in battle against the Spaniards between 

1680 and 1689, he probably associated closely with other pueblo war captains who would have 

had intimate knowledge of their respective boundaries. No doubt lulls in activity led to 

discussions of home around campfires or meals. It is plausible that Ojeda, who came from a 

heritage rich in oral history, made careful note of the traditional knowledge shared by elders. 

Since pueblos suffered encroachment by Spaniards, boundary disputes had become an 

important part of pueblo life. Even the common struggle of 1680 provided insufficient cause to 

remain unified once the Spaniards had retreated to the El Paso area. 

The Pueblo Revolt, however, fell apart quickly.  Demands made by Popé, the leader of 

the Pueblo Revolt from San Juan Pueblo, such as tribute from every pueblo, caused support to 

erode almost immediately after the Spanish left.12  Ojeda=s testimony served as the basis for the 

“Cruzate” grant boundaries.13 

Disregarding the debate over the legitimacy of the documents for a moment, one must 

consider the logistics of the documents themselves. If Jironza had penned these documents, 

                                                                                                                                                                           
Whiting, 14 October 1855, A-Jémez, Pueblo LGR, SANM I, Roll 7. Reneros de Posada led an expedition into New 
Mexico in 1688, sacking the pueblos of Santa Ana and Zia. Twitchell argued that this actually occurred in 1687. 
Twitchell, Spanish Archives, Vol. 1, 454. 

12  Andrew Knaut, Pueblo Revolt, 175. 
13 Many Pueblo Indians arrived in El Paso between 1680 and 1692 to detail their misery; some even 

requested that the Spaniards return. Jironza could also have questioned these individuals as to their boundary 
calls, making notations from their testimony which he could have utilized while constructing the grants. Yet if the 
Cruzate grants were copies of originals, this might explain why some grants list specific geographical reference 
points while others simply delineate the pueblo league.  Vina Walz, AHistory of the El Paso Area,@ 247n14. 
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witnessed purportedly by Secretary of Government and War Pedro Ladrón de Guevara and 

even some by Ojeda himself, the next logical step would have been to deliver the documents to 

New Mexico=s pueblos.14  Since Jironza did not return to New Mexico after his failed foray, he 

should have deposited them in the El Paso archives or kept them with his personal papers to be 

turned over to incoming Governor Diego de Vargas along with all other documents pertaining 

to the office.15  Vargas never mentioned receiving them from Jironza nor distributing them 

among the pueblos.  So at what point in New Mexico history did these Cruzate grants appear?  

After the transition to United States sovereignty in 1848, New Mexico’s population had 

to deal with a new system of land tenure and ownership.  The US system, based on the survey 

system created under the Land Ordinance of 1785, called for land to be surveyed based on a 

new grid system instituted in the Ohio Valley for the very first time.  This system would allow 

for land to be divided by townships and sections, not by the confusing traditional system of 

metes and bounds.  The office of Survey General was established the following year to institute 

this new system.  Because New Mexico had operated under the metes and bounds system and 

                                                      
14  Jemez Indian scholar Joe Sando writes that “Upon Cruzate=s return to Guadalupe del Paso that fall, he 

decided to issue land grants to the pueblos. With Ojeda testifying as to the loyalty of the various pueblos to the 
Crown, Cruzate distributed the land grants. . . . The following is conjectural, but it is probable that Ojeda returned 
to his people after the land grants were distributed, and began a campaign for the return of the Spaniards to New 
Mexico.”  Yet Sando offers no documentation that Jironza actually distributed the documents to the various 
pueblos. Sando is correct in assuming that procedures would be followed regarding the handing over of 
documents to an incoming governor [According to the Vargas journals, however, he received no pueblo grants 
from Jironza, much less distributed them to the Pueblos].  Joseph S. Sando, Pueblo Nations: Eight Centuries of 
Pueblo Indian History (Santa Fe: Clear Light Publishers, 1992), 67. 

15 Jironza=s personal papers have not yet been found. Some scholars have privately expressed their belief 
that once discovered, this archive will contain the original Cruzate grants. Yet if a copyist had access to these 
original Cruzate grants in the nineteenth century, why would other Cruzate papers not have been copied or made 
public as well? 
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because all of their documentation was in Spanish, the US ordered a surveyor general to bring 

the New Mexico system of land ownership into compliance (or at least understand who owned 

what).  This person would research land ownership in Spanish provinces; collect land 

documents, transcribe, translate, and record them; file the original land grant documents with 

the Congress for confirmation (in the case of American Indian lands).  Once congress confirmed 

the land documents, the surveyor general would contract a land surveyor to survey the land as 

recorded on the translated document, accompanied by members of that community and 

surrounding grants; and finally, submit the survey for patent.  Only at this point, would the land 

ownership be official.16 

When he arrived in 1856, Surveyor General William Pelham was at an immediate 

disadvantage because he did not speak Spanish.  Therefore, he enlisted the most logical bi-

lingual speakers to help him complete his task:  the former Mexican Territorial Secretary, 

Donaciano Vigil.  Vigil would record all land grant documents brought to the surveyor general’s 

office in Spanish and translated into English in the “Land Grant Book”—a large book that would 

contain the verbiage of all land grants extant in the Territory of New Mexico.  An enormous 

task, Vigil was up to the challenge. 

                                                      
 16 For more information on the survey system, see Instructions of the Commissioner of the General Land 
Office to the Surveyors General of the United States Relative to the Survey of the Public Lands and Private Land 
Claims (ebook and reprint, Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Library, 2009); and, G. Emlen Hall, Four Leagues of 
Pecos: A Legal History of the Pecos Grant, 1800-1933 (Albuquerque:  University of New Mexico Press, 1984). 
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Vigil was more than qualified.  He testified to Surveyor General William Pelham17 that by 

1856, he had already served as the secretary and recorder of public documents for the Territory 

of New Mexico, and therefore had intimate knowledge of New Mexico=s land titles and grant 

boundaries.  Vigil=s testimony is one of the first recorded records mentioning the seventeenth 

century land grants. He stated that since 1840, when he received charge of the public archives 

of the territory, 

no title deeds of grants made to the Indian Pueblos of New Mexico [existed] in 

the archive of his charge from that date to the present . . . Lands held by the 

Indian Pueblos of Tesuque, Nambe, Santa Clara, and San Ildefonso were always 

recognized as belonging to said Indians by virtue of grants made to them by the 

authorities of the Spanish Government towards the close of the seventeenth 

century. That from time immemorial they have continued in the pacific and quiet 

enjoyment of the lands they occupy without any question being raised as to their 

legal right thereto.18 

In other words, there were no Cruzate grants in the archives.  In fact, in no time prior to the 

1840s have the grants ever been mentioned by the contemporary historical documents:  not by 

Governor Jironza (whose official papers have yet to be located by researchers), not by Governor 

                                                      
17 Pelham served as New Mexico=s surveyor general officially from August 29, 1854, until August 29, 1860, 

whereupon he entered into the surveying business with Reuben E. Clements. See Westphall, Mercedes Reales, 87-
89; SGNM A.P. Wilbar to Joseph Wilson, Santa Fe, LGR, Roll 56, Volume I [Hereinafter referred to as LGR, Roll 56-1]. 

18  Testimony of Donaciano Vigil before William Pelham, Santa Fe, June 21, 1856, located in Pueblo LGR, 
Folder 1, SANM I. Vigil=s testimony was recorded in English and bore no translator=s signature, suggesting Vigil=s 
testimony was given in English. 
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Vargas (who should have distributed the documents to the pueblos upon his reconquest of the 

province), and not by any other Spanish official records.  This is significant because at various 

points in the historical record, surveys of the archives did not mention any 1689 land grants to 

New Mexico pueblos.  In fact, the first time the documents appeared in the historical record 

occurred in the 1854 during a case filed at the New Mexico District Court and reaching a 

decision in the New Mexico Supreme Court in 1857, The Pueblo of Acoma v. Vicente Avilucea, 

[José] Ramón Sánchez, and Victor de la O.  In this case, the documents appear for the first time 

in recorded history, and the defendants claimed that the documents originally came from an 

archive—their weak attempt to prove the documents were legitimate and therefore, valuable 

commodities. 

 This case involved a group of three men charged with attempting to sell to Acoma 

Pueblo a grant document that it claimed was rightfully theirs, and somehow, had been stolen 

from them or from the archives where the document had been deposited for safe keeping.  In 

the court record, Acoma Pueblo Governor Juan Jon Lovato charged the defendants with 

attempting to sell Acoma Pueblo land grant documents dated 1689:  “But so it is may it please 

your Honor that the said defendants confederating with clever and sundry evil minded persons 

. . . and continuing to cheat and defraud your petitioner out of said title papers on a large sum 

of money.”19 

                                                      
19 Pueblo of Acoma v. Vicente Avilucea, [José] Ramón Sánchez, and Victor de la O, 1 N.M. 226 (1857). 
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 The primary defendant in this case, Victor de la O, was born in Chihuahua and claimed 

he could not read nor write.  He was the “only child of his father whose name was Gregorio de 

la O who died in the year 1810 near Corralitos in the State of Chihuahua.”  His father was a 

“lieutenant in the dragons *sic+ then in the service of the King of Spain, that he was a man of 

education and reading and possessed of many books and papers at his death which have been 

sold and squandered by this defendant who can neither read nor write in his ignorance of their 

native value.”  He assumed that his father “came honestly by them as waifs floating unclaimed 

on the boisterous ocean of some of the revolutions of his day.”  Furthermore, he arrived in New 

Mexico in 1833, and his wife brought them when she arrived three years later.  Whether or not 

a literate, well-positioned father would have allowed his only son to be illiterate is 

questionable, but even more peculiar—how did he know that the documents held value and he 

could sell them in New Mexico?  Even the famous presiding Judge Kirby Benedict was not 

convinced, questioning why a “cultivated man” could have allowed his son to be “so cruelly 

neglected, orphaned, and not taught to read or write.”20 

 When his wife arrived with the documents, de la O apparently enlisted the assistance of 

Vicente Avilucea to determine the value of the documents in 1849.  Avilucea then assisted de la 

O in his “business negotiations” regarding the documents—specifically to write and read 

communications regarding their sale.  He denied any ownership of the documents, and denied 

that they were fraudulent documents—an interesting claim, considering the validity of the 

                                                      
 20  Ibid.  As of yet, no researcher has located Gregorio de la O’s will either.  That would certainly give 
legitimacy to Victor de la O’s claim. 
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documents had not been questioned by the court.  Finally, the last defendant, José Ramón 

Sánchez, claimed that he played a very minimal role.  They employed him to “take a letter to 

the Pueblo of Acoma concerning a trade or contract.”21 

 No doubt frustrated, the Acoma governor argued that the land grant came from the 

“King of Spain or his vice Roy *sic+ many years since and the tittles [sic] thereto made out in due 

form and deposited in the archives at Santa Fé.”  Moreover, the defendants had somehow 

unscrupulously come into possession of the documents that rightfully belonged to the pueblo, 

and that the documents “should either be surrendered and delivered up to the same or be 

deposited in the secretary’s office of said Territory for the use and benefit and protection and 

security of the right and lands of said Pueblo.”22   

 De la O had the perfect answer, however, to their claim.  Had the document existed in 

the archives, someone would have noted its disappearance—yet no one had.  Instead, he 

claimed, if the documents had ever resided in an archive, they would have been in the El Paso 

archive, “a place now and always heretofore without the limits of the United States, and the 

jurisdiction of this court” (which was not true, and in fact was in the jurisdiction of New Mexico 

until 1858).23  Even the judge wondered how an illiterate man who did not know the value of 

the documents would know which archives the Spanish would have deposited the documents.  

He did not believe de la O at all.  Questioning de la O farther, he demanded how de la O could 

                                                      
 21 Ibid. 
 22 Ibid. 
 23 See Wilbert H. Timmons, El Paso: A Borderlands History (Austin: University of Texas Press, 1990), for 
more information about the history of El Paso. 
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“account for the manner it *Acoma grant+ was taken away, or lost, from among those Archives?  

How did it escape from there and become a “‘waif unclaimed’? *sic+  How, and when did, it 

desert its secure abode, among the archives of El Paso, and separated from its companions 

upon the shelf, wander like a bird, from the arik of her safety, to be found lost & floating, upon 

the revolutionary ocean, which the imagination of the defendant, has pictured in his answer?”  

He wanted to know how the documents arrived to be “finally rescued by his *Gregorio de la O’s+ 

illiterate son, as a profitable article of trafic [sic] in his Pueblo Document market, in New 

Mexico.”24 

 De la O explained that because he was new to New Mexico, his only connection with the 

Santa Fé archives occurred between the late 1830s and 1850 when he sold the Laguna Pueblo 

grant documents to Governor Manuel Armijo.  Armijo should immediately have understood the 

value of the documents, for during his terms as governor (1827-1829, 1837-1844), he issued 

nearly one half of all land grants that had been given in the more than 250 years of Spanish and 

Mexican occupation of the territory.  Perhaps he even inquired from his territorial secretary 

and friend, Donaciano Vigil, if any 1689 grants had ever appeared in the New Mexico archives.  

Vigil would have known, because during his tenure, he completed a laborious survey of the 

archives, recording every single document that existed in the archives.  No 1689 document 

appears on his extensive list.  Was de la O implying that the governor was part of the scam, or 

was he implying that the governor saw the value in these documents and hoped to turn some 

                                                      
 24 Pueblo of Acoma v. Vicente Avilucea, [José] Ramón Sánchez, and Victor de la O, 1 N.M. 226 (1857). 
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personal profit?  For instead of placing the document in the archive or returning it to Laguna 

Pueblo as he should have as governor of the territory, de la O testified that Armijo then sold the 

document to an Indian named Saracino, who in turn sold it to Laguna Pueblo.25  The trafficking 

in land grants by de la O did not just consist of Acoma and Laguna Pueblo.  In fact, in Surveyor 

General William Pelham’s reports, Pelham indicated that the three defendants had already sold 

1689 land grants to the pueblos of Santo Domingo, Sandía, and Jémez by the testimony of the 

Indians themselves.26  

 Judge Benedict seriously questioned whether or not de la O was telling the truth, or 

what he was covering up.  Either way, Judge Kirby Benedict ruled that Acoma Pueblo did not 

have to purchase something that was clearly theirs.  De la O, however, had sold documents to 

other pueblos in New Mexico, yet not all of them have surfaced in the archives.  In fact, even 

though the Pueblo of Sandía could have deposited their Cruzate grant in the archives with 

Pelham, they did not and furthermore, made no indications that they even had a 1689 grant.  

Instead, they turned in a document dated 1748.27  This 1748 document and oral testimony 

provided to Surveyor-General William Pelham in 1856 provided the basis for the US Congress’s 

confirmation of Sandía Pueblos lands in December of 1858.  Like all other New Mexico land 

grants, once Congress confirmed the grants, the surveyor-general contracted a surveyor to 

                                                      
 25 Pueblo of Acoma v. Vicente Avilucea, [José] Ramón Sánchez, and Victor de la O, 1 N.M. 226 (1857). 
 26 Pueblo of Acoma v. Vicente Avilucea, [José] Ramón Sánchez, and Victor de la O, 1 N.M. 226 (1857). 
 27 After the Pueblo Revolt of 1680, Sandía’s population chose to move to the Hopi Pueblos, far to the 
west.  It was not until fifty years after the Spanish reconquest of New Mexico that they chose to return to their 
traditional homelands.  The Spanish governor wrote out an official land grant upon their return.   
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physically measure the boundaries of the land grant, draw the boundaries on paper, and submit 

it for an official patent. 

 In the case of Sandía, Surveyor General William Pelham hired Reuben Clements to 

complete the survey of Sandía after Congress confirmed the Cruzate grants in 1858, but 

Clements never completed the survey.  He had been relieved of his contracts, including Sandía, 

after wasting too much time (and therefore money) on the meanderings of the rivers within the 

boundaries of the grants and not concentrating on the grant boundaries only.  He was replaced 

by William Garretson who would be accompanied by a member or witness from the pueblo 

community during his survey.  During his surveys of Sandía and other pueblos, Garretson 

reported that numerous non-Indians had taken over pueblo Indian lands at Pojoaque, Picurís, 

San Juan, Tesuque, and numerous other pueblos.  Pelham, all too aware of historic and 

continued encroachment on Indian pueblos had already expressed his extreme concerns to 

congress.  He urged Congress to confirm the grants “as speedily as possible and that an 

appropriation be made to survey their lands in order that their boundaries may be permanently 

fixed.”28  Moreover, every attempt that Pelham made to secure land grant documents within 

the extant archives was denied by Governor David Meriwether (due to the heavy expense of 

wading through the voluminous amount of official papers).  Pelham purchased books on 

Spanish colonial law, as well as begged Congress for funding to acquire sources to help him 

better comprehend the Spanish legal system, therefore allowing him to interpret it on his own.  

                                                      
 28 William Pelham to Commissioner Thomas A. Hendricks, September 30, 1856; Land Grant Records, New 
Mexico State Records Center and Archives. 
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Denied at almost every turn for financial support, he even found it difficult to protect the 

archives that he had collected.  He even had to sleep in the room with the documents, with a 

hired porter and guard dog, “for the purpose of keeping the thieves out of the back yard.”29 

 By the mid-1860s, all but one pueblo Indian land grant had been confirmed and 

patented by Congress.  Pueblo Indians could finally be assured that their land grants would be 

respected and not violated.  Unfortunately, the population of New Mexico grew throughout the 

late nineteenth century.  By the time the Atchison, Topeka, and Santa Fe Railroad was complete 

from Kansas City to California in 1881, an organization called the Santa Fe Ring had begun to 

operate.30  This ring consisted of Anglo-American lawyers and judges, some of whom became 

the largest land holders in the US due to their representation of Hispano and Pueblo Indian 

landholders not being able to make cash payments to have legal representation in land 

encroachment and land theft cases.  

 By the end of the 1880s, land ownership in New Mexico again fell into question.  Anglo-

Americans encroached upon large community land holdings through squatting or direct 

challenges in court.  In 1891, the US created the Court of Private Land Claims and appointed 

William M. Tipton to investigate all Spanish and Mexican laws relating to lands in New Mexico.  

                                                      
 29 Pelham to Commissioner, General Land Office, November 3, 1857, Land Grant Records, roll 56, 
NMSRCA.  The lack of funding to protect existing archives became problematic, for by the 1880s, several archives 
across New Mexico including Doña Ana, Peña Blanca, Bernalillo, and Santa Fé, had been sold off, destroyed, or 
thrown out into the streets as refuse. 
 30 See Victor Westphall, Thomas Benton Catron and His Era (Tucson: University of Arizona Press, 1973). 
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He encountered the Cruzate grants and declared them forgeries.31  A handwriting expert and 

expert on Spanish and Mexican laws, he recognized many anomalies in the documents—

thereby throwing into question all Pueblo Indian land holdings based on the Cruzate grants.  As 

a result, by 1924, a separate Pueblo Indians Lands Board was created to solve, once and for all, 

what lands belonged to New Mexico’s pueblos. 

 As recently as the last past dozen years, New Mexico’s Pueblo Indians have attempted 

to legitimize their claims through legal means to traditionally held and utilized lands stretching 

as far east and south as Texas, and encompassing much of central New Mexico.  The various 

pueblos understand that non-Indian settlement has long since infiltrated much of that region, 

yet they can now press their claims to traditionally held lands because since the 1990s, some 

New Mexico pueblos have developed financial independence and in some cases, actual wealth, 

with the advent of casinos.32  In the past, they had to depend upon the lawyers provided by the 

Bureau of Indian Affairs to assist then in any claims.  

 In the case of Sandía, they never stopped pressing the case that Garettson had 

incorrectly surveyed their land in 1859.  They never stopped arguing that David V. Whiting had 

translated their grant incorrectly.  They did not submit a claim to the Indian Claims Commission 

in the 1950s, because they did not want money in exchange for their land—they wanted the 

land back.  They would simply have to wait until the administrations seemed to be more 

                                                      
 31 See Sandra K. Mathews-Lamb, “The ‘Nineteenth Century” Cruzate Grants: Pueblos, Peddlers, and the 
Great Confidence Scam?” (diss., University of New Mexico, 1998). 
 32 To clarify, Pueblo Indians did not create casinos in order to make money to defend land claims.  Pueblos 
have, in fact, spent millions creating improved cultural, social, educational, health, and other infrastructures to 
improve the well-being of their inhabitants.  That, however, is another paper. 
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favorable.  After President Richard M. Nixon signed executive orders returning more than 

15,000 acres of land to Cochití Pueblo and more than 40,000 acres to Taos Pueblo, the tables 

seemed to turn.33  So Sandía began to put their case together.  They had to dislodge not just the 

US Forest Service, but also a small group of “inholders” that lived on the west slope of the 

mountain with leases through the Forest Service.34 

 They first took their case to the Interior Department asking for a new survey to correct 

the erroneous boundary in 1980s.  In 1987 after their own investigation, the Interior 

Department was about to confirm the new survey, recognizing the original boundary of Sandia, 

when the information was leaked to the Department of Agriculture, and then to the press.  An 

uproar in the media rallied locals in Albuquerque to pressure officials and by 1988, the claim 

was denied.  After attempting to convince the Interior Department to reconsider, Sandia finally 

filed a lawsuit against the Interior Department in 1994.  Remanded back to the Interior 

Department, another investigation occurred which found that the pueblo should have had their 

claim accepted and vacated the former Solicitor’s judgment as arbitrary and capricious. 

                                                      
 33 Taos Pueblo, too, had suffered in the early twentieth century when President Theodore Roosevelt made 
bold moves to establish more national forests and monuments, effectively taking Blue Lake in 1904.  Located in the 
Sangre de Cristo mountains, the area and lake in particular is sacred and vital to the continuation of their religious 
practices.  Furthermore, Taoseños could not travel to Blue Lake without a permit. Until 1970, they fought the theft 
of and exclusion from their sacred site when President Nexico returned Taos Blue Lake and the adjoining 48,000 
acres in 1970.  See R. C. Gordon-McCutchan, The Taos Indians and the Battle for Blue Lake (Albuquerque: 
University of New Mexico Press, 1995). 
 34 For the Sandía perspective of this fight, see Pueblo of Sandia, “Pueblo Of Sandia - Sandia Mountain 
Claim,” ww.sandiapueblo.nsn.us/mountain/mtn_claim.html. 
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 All of the parties concerned entered into mediation and by 2000, most of them had 

entered into agreement.35  But not enough of the participants to allow for a final agreement.  

Therefore, the case returned to the Interior Department which found, in 2001, that the 

boundary was erroneously surveyed.  It all came back to that original grant document from the 

Spanish period, Territorial Secretary David V. Whiting’s mistranslation of the document which 

potentially led to the erroneous survey, and claims by inholders and others that the Cruzate 

grant was in fact a valid grant.36  Within another year, the Interior Department reconsidered the 

matter issued an opinion on January 19, 2001, concluding that the Pueblo's eastern boundary 

extended to the crest of Sandia Mountain.  But in order to make the agreement “stick” this 

time, they delayed the new survey and transferrance of administration until a new settlement 

could be worked out the Pueblo, the federal agencies and the Sandia Peak Tram Company.  

That agreement took two more years, but in the words of Sandía Pueblo, “On February 20, 

2003, the Tu’f Shur Bien Preservation Trust Act [P.L. 108-007, Title IV] was signed into law.  

Then-Pueblo Governor Stuwart Paisano heralded the closure of this long chapter in Sandia’s 

history.”37 

                                                      
 35 According to Sandia Pueblo, “On April 4, 2000, the Pueblo reached a comprehensive settlement with 
the Departments of Justice, Agriculture and the Interior and the Sandia Peak Tram Company.  Unfortunately, the 
County of Bernalillo, City of Albuquerque and the Sandia Mountain Coalition refused to support the settlement.  
Their appeal was fully briefed and argued, and the D.C. Circuit Court of Appeals unanimously dismissed it on 
November 17, 2000.  (231 F.3d 878.)”  Pueblo of Sandia, “Pueblo of Sandia – Sandia Mountain Claim,” 
www.sandiapueblo.nsn.us/mountain/mtn_claim.html 
 36 Report for US Forest Service and inholders by historian Stanley M. Hordes in author’s private collection. 
 37 Pueblo of Sandia, “Pueblo Of Sandia - Sandia Mountain Claim,” 
www.sandiapueblo.nsn.us/mountain/mtn_claim.html 
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 This story ended well for Sandia Pueblo, but it took over 300 years and three different 

sovereigns to finally end the land claims process and finally have unassailable and irrefutable 

proof of ownership—something that they never had to prove before the Europeans first arrive 

more than 400 years before.  In order to do so, they continually had to depend upon Spanish 

grant documents, oral tradition, and determination.  In the end, so far, they have regain what 

was rightfully theirs. 

 From Governor Juan de Oñate’s failed colony (1598-1607), the intercolonial struggles 

that occurred between civil and religious authorities (1610-1680), to the great Pueblo Revolt 

(1680-1696), Spanish records remain meager before Don Diego de Vargas’s reconquest of New 

Mexico in the 1690s.  From his governorship throughout the Spanish colonial period, historical 

documents remain extant—although at times scattered to the four winds due to theft, 

carelessness, and purging.  What always remained, however, was Pueblo Indian oral tradition.  

It was upon this long memory of the pueblo people that many cases for land tenure would be 

won.  But it had never been an easy fight. 

 
 

APPENDIX A 
 

List of Known Cruzate Grants 
 
 
Grant (date of grant)  Filed  Translated  Approved by Congress 
A-Jémez (1689)    10-14-1855*   12-22-1858 
B-Acoma (1689)  05-03-1856 none    12-22-1858 
C-San Juan (1689)  08-18-1855 11-19-1855*   12-22-1858 
D-Picurís (1689)  06- ?-1856 none    12-22-1858 
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E-San Felipe (1689)  02-18-1856 none    12-22-1858 
F-Pecos (1689)   07-14-1855 10-02-1855*   12-22-1858 
G-Cochití (1689)  05- ?-1856 05-09-1856*   12-22-1858 
H-Santo Domingo 

(1728)   03-12-1856 none    12-22-1858 
(1689)   03-12-1856 03-20-1856*   12-22-1858 

I-Taos 
(No grant document) 05-15-1815 08-02-1856*   12-22-1858 
(1689)   08-02-1856 (testimony)   12-22-1858 

K-Santa Clara (1689)  06-11-1856 (testimony)   12-22-1858 
L-Tesuque (1689)  06-14-1856 (testimony)   12-22-1858 
M-San Ildefonso (No document) 

1856  (testimony)   12-22-1858 
O-Zía (1689)   10-10-1856 05-09-1856*   12-22-1858 
P-Sandía 

(1748)   10-10-1856 10-28&31-1856*  12-22-1858 
(1689)   not filed 

Q-Isleta (1689)  11-08-1856 (testimony)   12-22-1858 
R-Nambé (1689)  09-29-1856 (testimony)   12-22-1858 
S-Laguna (1689)    08-18-1859*   10-02-1897 
T-Santa Ana (1689)  01-05-1867 (testimony)   02-09-1869 
TT-Zía, Santa Ana and Jémez (1689) 

05-22-1873 (testimony)   (none listed) 
U-San Cristobal (1689)   02-02-1862**   (none listed) 
V-Zuñi (1689)   07-03-1875 12-31-1878**   (none listed) 
 
 
 
Legend 
*   = Translated by David V. Whiting 
** = Translated by David J. Miller 


