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      Written nearly half a century ago, John Kessell’s Friars, Soldiers, and Reformers remains an influential guide for motivated readers hoping to navigate the often grueling maze of colonial archival material. The scholarly commitments of this book are rock solid, grounded in twenty-four archives across four countries and buttressed by dozens of published primary sources. Indeed, a cursory study of the footnotes alone provides all the evidence one needs for its authoritative presence. Equally important is Kessell’s fixed attention to the manner in which colonial documents, themselves full of minutiae and dull details, readily lend themselves to stories of scale and meaning. Thus, while Kessell provides us with an exhaustive exposition based in original research, he also relays an engaging and universal story of conflict and resolution—not an easy feat. Friars, soldiers, and administrators were, as Kessell acknowledges, far from simple, single-minded sorts. They were labyrinths, full of nuance and contradictions. They fought, strategized, connived, made friendships, and embraced the full panoply of human emotion—just imagine living along an unforgiving desert frontier and trying to make sense of your surroundings, the Native population, peninsular enemies, precarious love affairs, the oppressive trials of isolation, and the inevitability of illness and death, and you get a better sense of the carefully measured decisions people arrived at. Conveying the inner workings of this reality in narrative form, however, requires two things: a gift for storytelling, and a refusal to simplistically overromanticize or vilify the doings of individual men—for all men are both good and evil, sincere and calculating. Indeed, painting them with any sense of historical artistry demands that they remain unconstrained by caricature. This is what makes the history of the Sonoran frontier so fascinating and, simultaneously, universal: the fact that moral directives and social contradictions can, and indeed do, almost without exception, exist side by side.

      Kessell’s narrative is dominated by the actions of men—characters who go by the singular appellations of Kino, Garcés, de Anza, Croix, Bucareli, Gálvez, and Bringas. We remember these men for their decisive deeds, but we cannot forget that they were constantly weighed down by the burdens of the environment, the political, economic, and intellectual vicissitudes of European thought, and their local sociocultural milieus. These were the men who, according to Kessell, “made the frontier.” But they were not alone in this making. Unfortunately, the nature of colonial sources is such that Native peoples were often portrayed as amorphous groups (Apaches, Seris, Pimas, Yaquis, etc.), while Spaniards emerge as fully actualized individuals, bursting with internal complexities and rife with emotion. Therefore, while well-crafted narrative accounts make for an engrossing read, as in the present case, they are inherently lopsided and should always be read with an interpretive and critical eye. After all, Native people too had names—a small number of which make it onto the pages of this book—and they too played a pivotal leadership role in the formation and expansion of the borderlands.

      In recent years scholars have made great strides in rectifying this shortcoming. But we should be careful, as the late David Weber instructed us, not to overcorrect a historical record that only needs to be balanced. Many modern scholars have taken up this tightrope act, reengaging with colonial sources under the guidance of new and innovative methodologies in an effort to tell, not a new story, but rather a more sophisticated one. This is necessary. It’s the natural evolution of scholarship on a Spanish borderlands that began with the veneration of all things Spanish, briefly sped off in the opposite direction, and is only now coming to terms with a more true and authentic self. Under this more palatable light, the Open Arizona project is granting students and scholars access to this forty-five-year-old text, and others like it, in the hopes that they will reap a fuller understanding of the Spanish frontier and of the people—men and women, Indigenous and Spanish, elite and lower class—who made it. In this way, the history of the mission frontier will become readily available to a younger, more critical audience invested in its own search for truth and meaning.

      I first read Kessell’s Friars, Soldiers, and Reformers and his equally impressive Mission of Sorrows as a graduate student at the University of Arizona. For me, these works presented a valuable example of how to tell a stimulating story of the mission frontier without skirting complexity, nuance, and irony. They allowed me to better understand colonial frameworks of power and, more importantly, to fully envision just how sophisticated and calculating border people really were. Society, Kessell explained to me, did not exist in a constant state of warfare or peace—this would have been untenable in both cases, maybe even unbearable. Rather, periods of warfare were routinely punctuated by peaceful respites. This seeming truism fascinated me. And as an aspiring scholar searching for a suitable dissertation topic, I wanted to tell my own version of this story in a way that brought fresh, maybe even unique, insight and evenhandedness to the history of the Spanish borderlands. Kessell had already convinced me of the need to become a better storyteller. I now needed to sharpen my historical vision and dull my ideological pretensions. Reading Kessell’s books, I remember thinking to myself that life on the frontier could in fact be seen as an unending series of strategic chess matches, played out against a fatal yet beautiful desert backdrop, the pieces carefully arranged under the undulating and sometimes turbulent canopy of colonial authority. This metaphor, imperfect and maybe even somewhat cliché as it was, allowed me to think critically about the role of power in colonial settings as well as the multiple ways in which Native people and Spaniards engaged with one another. These intense and often violent engagements necessitated the fashioning of a highly sophisticated and astute understanding of how to compete in this game. Indeed, one of the most important lessons I took from Kessell was his insistence that the Spanish frontier needed to be understood within the confines of human relationships.

      In my own work, I showed that while a large number of these relationships were hostile and fraught with antagonism, many more were friendly, or at least took on the guise of friendship. Friendship was, and is, a curious thing: easily manipulated or feigned, and subject to the impulses of individual whim and tactic. However, I came to understand that friendship, both as an authentic sentiment and as a potentially shrewd chess move, was essential to the development of civil society on the frontier. If friars, soldiers, and reformers could become adept players of this intensely psychological game, why couldn’t Native people as well? Indeed, despite the impediments imposed on them by the inherent violence of colonialism, Native people frequently placed their Spanish opponents in checkmate. Could, I wondered, a carefully planned and expertly timed revolt represent such a move? Perhaps a well-crafted rumor or lie denoted a less bold but equally astute gambit. As these matches swung back and forth, both groups used friendship as a strategy with which to negotiate and, more often than not, to manipulate social space and power. Unfortunately, such exchanges often led to the worst excesses in human nature. This is not unexpected, for there is, and always has been, a thin line between friendship and enmity. Thus, while Kessell told a well-established story of human conflict and negotiation, I told a similarly universal story of friendship, one in which violence and amity framed the contours of life on the frontier.

      Kessell’s grand narrative of the Sonoran frontier requires updating. Few, I think, would disagree with that. But the timeless temperament of this book continues to shape the way we see the past. It reinforces the fact that we all yearn for meaningful narratives. Interpretation, analysis, and theory are essential to scholarly discourse, no doubt, but so is a good, digestible, and entertaining story. We should not forget that stories remain at the very heart of the human experience, stretching back to our earliest days. We depend on them to give us moral and spiritual insight as well as to lighten the burdens of the world. Storytelling, however, is also fraught with challenges, for when we tell a story we tend to impose linearity in a way that lends itself more to literature than to history. Still, this should not dissuade us. We should continue to tell stories, only we must tell them with greater skill and refinement. Cutting-edge methodological tools are at the ready. Telling a good story within the purview of a well-honed scholarly framework is essential if we want to appeal to younger audiences. This is especially true for a Hispanic readership whose own search for identity reaches back to the very events, ideas, and people behind the making of the borderlands. Kessell’s corpus of scholarly work should inspire young men and women, especially those who have not traditionally had a voice in telling the story of the frontier, to shoulder the burden of reinvigorating this history so as to ensure it not fall into the abyss of irrelevancy. To do so, we must avoid writing unnecessarily convoluted histories of human engagement or boring narratives that teach us little of the human condition; instead, we should devote our energies to writing compelling stories of consequence that make us look deep within ourselves for answers to our most pressing problems.
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