
Hildago and Morelos in New Spain (Mexico) 
 
In Mexico City – the administrative center of New Spain – a crióllo junta declared its support for 
Ferdinand VII (the Spanish king who was overthrown by Napoleon) and for independence. New Spain 
extended from Panama north to the territories of Alto California, Nuevo Mexico and Texas. Nuevo 
Mexico included territory between Texas and Alto California as far north as what eventually would be 
called Wyoming. New Spain had a population of around 1.2 million whites, 2 million mestizos (part 
Indian, part white), 4 million Indians, and there were people of African descent on the Caribbean coast. 
The crióllos were interested in maintaining their property and status over the Indians and mestizos. 
 
A sixty-year-old ordained Roman Catholic priest, Miguel Hidalgo, in the village of Dolores (about 110 
miles northwest of Mexico City) had a more radical response to events. Hidalgo was an intellectual who 
had drawn from the Enlightenment, and he dismissed popular notions concerning race and had been 
fighting for the well-being of Mexico's Indians and Mestizos, including a call for the return of lands 
stolen from the Indians. Pursuing this in the wake of the more conservative independence movement in 
Mexico City he organized an uprising for December 8, 1810. Then, in the early morning of September 15 
Hidalgo was warned that Spanish authorities in the nearby town of Querétaro had learned of his plans and 
were sending a force against him. Hidalgo rang the church bell, calling his Indian and Mestizo followers 
to action. And, according to reports, he shouted: 
 
Long live Ferdinand VII! Long live religion! Death to bad government! 
 
Hidalgo's followers, with their farm tools as weapons, marched to the town of San Miguel thirty miles to 
the northwest of Dolores, picking up hundreds of combatants from farms and mines along the way. The 
militia of San Miguel joined the uprising. Hidalgo's army swelled to several thousand. Encouraged by 
their numbers, the insurgents began to sack shops and loot the houses of whites. Within a week, Hidalgo's 
army reached the town of Guanajuato, sixty miles farther northwest, their army now numbering around 
50,000. And now they met resistance. Defending soldiers killed 2,000 of Hidalgo's men. Shocked by the 
reality of warfare, Hidalgo's men went on a rampage, killing all opponents they could, including those 
who surrendered. 
 
Hidalgo's growing army moved on, taking one town after another. They defeated an army of 7,000 that 
had been sent against them. But Hidalgo's force was tiring, and rather than push for control of the capital, 
Mexico City, Hidalgo ordered his force to the nearby provincial capital, Guadalajara, for a rest. There he 
set up a government, with one small printing press, and he began training his army. He sent another priest, 
José Maria Morelos, and 25 men on a mission to capture Acapulco (on the coast in southern Mexico). 
 
Moving against Hidalgo's rebellion, 6,000 soldiers moved through Guanajuato and approached 
Guadalajara. Hidalgo's army outnumbered the rival force thirteen to one, but the battle outside of town 
went badly for them, and they panicked and fled. Hidalgo, with about a thousand men, retreated north to 
Saltillo in the foothills of the Sierra Maestra mountains (near Monterrey). Those around Hidalgo replaced 
him as their leader while Spain's soldiers were capturing one town after another. And they captured 
Hidalgo. He was tried by the Inquisition, defrocked and executed in Chihuahua by firing squad on July 
31, 1811. 
 
José Maria Morelos, meanwhile, had gathered a force of around 9,000 men and was occupying towns and 
hills south of Mexico City. Following Napoleon's withdrawal from Spain and Ferdinand's return to power 
in 1814, King Ferdinand sent additional troops to Mexico. In 1815, the year of Napoleon's final defeat at 
Waterloo, the Spaniards overwhelmed Morelos and his force, with 2,000 escaping to Puebla and about 
1,000 to Oaxaca. Morelos stood before the Inquisition, was defrocked, and he too was executed by firing 
squad, on December 22, 1815. 



Hidalgo's uprising and the war that followed to 1816 had killed between 200,000 and 500,000 people. If 
the deaths were 200,000 that would have been about one in 600 of a population that demographers have 
estimated for Mexico at around 6 million in 1815. This is equivalent to the US in the year 2000 (with a 
population of 280 million) losing in war something like 466,667.  Into the 21st century, Father Hidalgo 
was to be considered by the people of Mexico the father of Mexico's independence.  


