Encomienda

[bookmark: IBAMRLE.223]The encomienda was a grant of Indians to Spanish conquistadors for their individual effort in the Spanish conquest of the New World. Because the Crown did not itself have the resources to finance the conquest, it therefore depended on the contributions of private individuals. Legally, only the Crown could grant encomiendas, but leaders of successful expeditions, such as Hernando Cortés in Mexico, Francisco Pizarro in Peru, Gonzalo Jiménez de Quesada in Colombia, and Pedro de Valdivia in Chile, parceled them out to their followers, and the Crown was left with a fait accompli.
Royal authorities reacted against the worst abuses and potential threats to Crown authority. They set limits and worked to circumscribe the power of the grantees, the encomenderos. In 1542, the New Laws banned Indian slavery, prohibited the granting of new encomiendas, and programmed the return of existing ones to the Crown upon the death of the current holders. However, the promulgation of the New Laws sparked significant unrest in the New World. A revolt in Peru and dissatisfaction elsewhere led to a suspension of the provisions. Piecemeal implementation became the order of the day and depended on the individual circumstances of each region and on the presence of royal authorities. Sometimes the only royal authority was the encomendero, and in some frontier areas Indian slavery and unregulated encomiendas continued to the end of the colonial period. In more settled areas, like Central Mexico and the Andean Highlands, the inheritance of encomiendas was limited to two or three successive heirs, so that by 1600 most encomiendas had reverted to the Crown. And whatever the encomenderos were to receive from the Indians was to be overseen and regulated by royal authorities who fixed and collected the annual tribute payments. These limits and the demographic disaster visited upon the Indians made encomiendas far less important by the seventeenth century.
Where Amerindian civilizations were highly developed, encomenderos had at their disposal native institutions that could deliver tribute and labor of another order and magnitude when compared to frontier regions. An encomienda of nomadic Indians was practically worthless, whereas encomiendas with large numbers of sedentary Indians could provide an encomendero with an annual income worthy of a prince. It also made it worthwhile for the Crown to bring in royal officials who would move the flow of labor and tribute away from the encomendero. Encomiendas in Peru before 1560 regularly brought in 5,000 to 10,000 pesos a year in income, with some totaling as much as 50,000 pesos.
In return for their encomienda grants, encomenderos had certain responsibilites. They were viewed as guardians of the kingdom with military obligations that required them to be available and properly equipped with horses, weapons, men, and Indians whenever called into the service of the Crown. Over time the Crown replaced this personal military service with a monetary payment. Encomenderos were required to provide for the Christianization of their Indians and pay the necessary costs of building a church as well as a stipend for a priest. Of course, not all encomenderos fulfilled their obligations.
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