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The Reparto de Tierras in Michoacán, Mexico (1868 - 
1929) (Research, added to Teaching and Learning) 

Names of entrants: John Erard 

Affiliation/Organisation/Company: The University of Texas at Austin 

Job title(s): Undergraduate Researcher 

 

URL: https://ut-austin.maps.arcgis.com/apps/webappviewer/index.html?id=a01a0cdf7bbe4831a2db94de9c85c74c 

Summary: Research in 19th-century Mexican sources and GIS-based approaches underpinned 

the creation of an interactive web map that enables users to spatially explore the BL's recently 
digitized Libros de Hijuelas collection. 

Short promo video: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=GU7_iZf8Le0 

Abstract: A web app made using ArcGIS Online that displays information pulled from primary 

historical research in 19th century Mexican sources including geographical dictionaries, statistical 
informes, the 1895 census, a parish ethnography by Father José Romero, and the recently digitized 
hijuelas documents now held virtually at the BL. The interactive web map shows 228 communities 
in the Mexican state of Michoacán that participated in the liberal privatization of (corporate) 
indigenous land holdings during the late 19th and early 20th centuries, officially known as the reparto 
de tierras. The map also displays the state's district boundaries during the latter half of the reparto, 
constructed from a georeferenced 1899 map by Manuel Orozco y Berra. Each of the districts, as 
well as the individual communities, can be interacted with via pop-up windows that display the non-
spatial, historical data collated through the initial research process. Not only can the user explore 
by clicking, one can use the web app's built-in tools (widgets) to filter communities by attributes such 
as population circa 1880 and language spoken in 1864. Beyond merely illustrating the reparto 
spatially, or further contextualizing it through data, this interactive digital object is designed as a 
research aid that links the libros de hijuelas collection digitized by the British Library to the various 
places mentioned within. This is accomplished via volume and metadata reference numbers 
displayed at the location of the relevant community. The user is thus able, if they have a specific 
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area, cultural group, or type of community in mind, to find which of the 192 deed books is relevant 
for their research. This, in conjunction with general education on the reparto de tierras and 19th 
century Michoacán, is the intended purpose of the digital object. 

Research Question: The libros de hijuelas, held at the British Library, reflect the generally 

Byzantine nature of 19th century Mexican bureaucracy in their at times unintuitive or tedious 
organization. The historical process that the documents detail, the reparto de tierras, is equally 
opaque albeit in a historical sense. Both of these key issues relating to project EAP931 are 
addressed with the creation of a digital map that concomitantly organizes the volumes and the 
places mentioned within spatially/geographically (read: more intuitively) and contextualizes the 
reparto with illuminating historical information for the user to explore/interact with. 

How does your project showcase British Library digital content? 

The GIS web map was based on the Endangered Archives Programme’s project: Conserving 
Indigenous Memories of Land Privatisation in Mexico: Michoacán’s Libros de Hijuelas, 1719-1929 
(EAP931.) The metadata listed in the map’s pop-ups refers to the Libros de Hijuelas collection 
digitized by the British Library. The map exists primarily as a companion to the documents and as 
an essential part of project EAP931. 

What was your approach (methodology)? 

Primary historical research in digitized, bound, and microfilmed 19th century Mexican sources. GIS 
work done in ArcGIS Pro such as georeferencing, geocoding, and the creation of geospatial polygon 
and point data in the form of open source shapefiles and comma separated value files. ArcGIS Web 
app design with ArcGIS Online's Web App Builder and Arc coding language Arcade. 

Did you face any challenges, and if so how did you overcome them? 

The main challenge that the project faced was the onset of COVID-19, and my removal from campus 
and its resources. The GIS work and historical research had to be done completely online and 
remotely, which was difficult as I had to find ways to download the software onto my personal laptop 
as well as spend hours tracking down digital copies of documents--or emailing colleges for personal 
scans or images taken. By contacting university GIS technicians I was able to download the 
necessary software and licenses, while emergency initiatives through online collections such as 
Hathitrust allowed historical research to continue more or less unscathed. Less concrete, but a 
challenge nonetheless, was my age and lack of experience. I was often plagued with doubt about 
the quality of my own work, and found myself having to push harder for others to assist me as an 
individual with no connections. Some key mentorship and support from a faculty member helped me 
fight “imposter syndrome” and lent me much needed credibility in the scholarly community. To him 
I will always be grateful and indebted, just as how I--in a different way--am grateful for my own 
courage in seeking him out as a freshman at a big university. 

Impact your project has made 

The project has been shared with attendees of the upcoming international conference "Los 
indígenas de Michoacán y la privatización de la tierra en los libros de Hijuelas, siglos XIX y XX" to 
be held virtually over Zoom May 2021. The conference will result in a published volume highlighting 
scholarship on the Hijuelas documents and project EAP931. The map has been shared with 
attending scholars as a helpful research aide (which was promised ahead of time), and was created 
with the conference and edited volume in mind. The map has also generated significant interest, 
having been shared by the Teresa Lozano Long Institute of Latin American Studies and the Benson 
Latin America library through social media. 
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Background information of submitter (or team) 

The Hijuelas Books: Digitizing Indigenous Archives in Mexico (2020) 
https://llilasbensonmagazine.org/2020/10/30/the-hijuelas-books-digitizing-indigenous-archives-in-mexico/; 

Communities in Michoacán, Mexico that were presented Hijuelas during the Privatization of 
Indigenous Land, 1719‐1929 (2020) 
https://dataverse.tdl.org/dataset.xhtml?persistentId=doi:10.18738/T8/W7R3HE; 

Political District Boundaries of Michoacán, Mexico, 1899 (2020) 
https://dataverse.tdl.org/dataset.xhtml?persistentId=doi:10.18738/T8/ZUDUX3; 

Development of End-User Data Manipulation Tools in ArcGIS (November 18, 2020) lightning talk 
on Texas GIS Day https://gisday.tamu.edu/presenters/#!/details/a81684ea-7d41-4f46-b6a2-8469e74b7ac7 
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