
ESSAY:

New Spain’s Franciscans

Adventure, strength, courage, honor, and deter-
mination pumped heartily in the veins of any 
Spanish man who ventured to the New World.  
The explorers, conquistadors, and sailors often 
get the credit for the glories of sailing the harsh 
Atlantic and Pacific Oceans, but many times we 
forget all about the Catholic order of “The Little 
Brothers” or the Franciscan padres.  

The Spanish padres viewed the native peoples of 
Alta California as uncivilized savages who were 
in desperate need of civilized society, agriculture, 
and most importantly the Christian faith. For 
many padres, their mission to Christianize 
Native Americans was sincere, yet the Spanish 
government expected much more than that.  

Because of other European nations like Russia 
moving southward, the Spanish feared their 
claimed lands of Alta California would be taken 
from them. This new motivation caused the 
Spanish government to colonize the area. Spain 
colonized Alta California using the mission 
system. In order to transform the Native peoples 
of California into devout Spanish citizens 
the government sent padres and soldiers to 
designated areas along the California coast.  
Just two padres were assigned to each mission, 
and they would be responsible for both religious 
and governmental development. For instance, 
the padres’ organized and completed building 
projects, taught religion, instructed Native 
Americans in trade skills, managed agriculture, 
and supervised soldiers.

Great responsibility weighed on the hearts and 
minds of these men. Franciscan padres managed 
much, and received little. Consider the weight 
and enormity of organizing and running both 
religious and civil duties.

Like St. Francis of Assisi, the founder of the 
Franciscan Order, the padres took a vow of 
poverty and dedicated their lives to the Roman 
Catholic Church.

These dedicated men sailed across the Atlantic 
in full knowledge of the dangers and difficulties 
of the life ahead of them. Taking a post in the 
furthest borderlands of Spain, Alta California 
would mean seclusion and limited contact with 
the world as they knew it.  Not only would they 
be secluded, they would be working with a group 
of natives with many diverse languages and dia-
lects, and a culture and lifestyle that they would 
not understand or accept.
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