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In Pursuit of the Career and Canonization of San
Diego de Alcalá
L. J. Andrew Villalon*

First, let me say what this paper is—and what it is not. It is not a detailed account of the life or the canonization of San Diego de Alcalá, a fifteenth
century Franciscan friar after whom the sixth largest city in the United States
is named. Three printed articles and an in-the-works monograph tackle
that larger subject.1 Instead, this paper traces a “quest” for sources, some
of which have survived, a disturbing number of which have not. The story
is told, as it must be, in the first person. While I shall supply quite enough
information to show who the friar was and how he reached that exclusive
circle of men and women regarded as saints by the Roman Catholic Church,
my principal focus will be on the search process and how the ever-present
“fragility of historical memory” has shaped it. Finally, I should mention that
the story is a work in progress for the search goes on.
During my career, I have experienced three really bad academic moments: the meeting with my first doctoral committee when it became clear
I had no idea where my dissertation was going; the day I learned someone
else had just published a book on my dissertation topic; and my receipt of a
letter informing me that a certain archive in central Spain had burned down
in 1939. The third experience is relevant to today’s paper.
In winter, 1991, I received a travel grant from the University of Cincinnati to finance research in Spanish archives. I was particularly interested in
one facility I had never before used (or even heard of)—the Archivo Central,
located in the old university city of Alcalá de Henares northeast of Madrid.
An obscure 1914 journal article indicated that this archive held critical documents for my research on the Franciscan saint named Diego de Alcalá.2
It is always a good idea (sometimes an absolute necessity) to contact an
archive in advance; this is particularly true of American scholars working in
Europe. In 1991, I tried to do just that, but to no avail. Finding no mention
of the Archivo Central in a book which lists Spanish archives and libraries,3
I had adopted a “shot-gun approach” to making contact: Addressing my first
letter simply to the Archivo Central in Alcalá, in hopes that this would prove
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sufficient for the Spanish post office, I then wrote to the Ministry of Education
and several other libraries and archives where I have worked in the past,
asking that they forward my message.
Despite the absence of an answer, I applied for the grant fully expecting to hear something before taking it up. Over the years, I have worked
in a number of Spanish archives without encountering any insurmountable
problems. Up until the 1980s, I always went through the process of getting an official-looking, “good citizen letter” from my university. In the last
several decades, however, I have found this an increasingly unnecessary
precaution: Spain has moved to a national system in which a scholar obtains from the initial archive where he or she works an “investigator’s card”
(tarjeta de investigador). Once secured, the tarjeta provides an entry to
most other archives as well, certainly to any run by the state. Although my
original card with the Archivo Histórico Nacional in Madrid dated back to my
student days in the 1960s (and therefore pre-dated the national system), I
had had no trouble getting it updated in 1984. Hence, I was not particularly
worried when I heard back regarding my inquiries. If worse came to worse,
I planned to simply fly into Madrid, pick up a rental car, drive downtown to
visit the Archivo and the Biblioteca Nacional, reactivate my tarjetas from
both (for some reason, archives and libraries have different cards), then
drive out to Alcalá to see what was what. After all, it shouldn’t be too hard
to find an archive!4
The letter arrived at the beginning of September, two days before
my wife and I were scheduled to leave. Written by a subdirectora of the
Archivo General de la Administración in Alcalá, its first sentence struck like
a thunderbolt.
I wish to inform you that the documents to which you refer
used to be preserved in the Archivo Central, the direct predecessor to the present archive that unfortunately was totally
destroyed by fire in the year 1939.
With a sinking feeling, I read on. The subdirectora informed me
that during the nineteenth century, the entire Spanish file of canonization
documents, once housed in the Archivo General de Simancas,5 had been
transferred to a newly-established archive in Alcalá. It was that archive that
had gone up in smoke. I was informed that the present archivo held nothing
relevant nor did the municipal archive she had contacted on my behalf. Her
letter closed with the exquisite courtesy typical of Spanish correspondence:
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“lamenting my inability to convey anymore information, I attentively salute
you” etc.
My first (somewhat naive) reaction was, how on earth can an archive
burn down? Only then did I remember my modern Spanish history: 1939
was a rough year for Spain. The Spanish Civil War (1936-1939), after being
stalled along virtually the same lines for three years, had once again become
a war of motion, as the Republic crumbled in the face of a final successful
assault by the Nationalist army of Generalissimo Francisco Franco.6 One
of the last battles was fought in Alcalá, as that army closed on Madrid. Obviously, I was aware in a general sense of the enormous destruction wrought
across Spain by the Civil War; on the other hand, it had never before had such
a direct impact on my research. Up until then, if medieval and early modern
documentation had survived the vicissitudes of history long enough to end
up in an archive, it had always been available for me to consult.7 Although
the subdirectora assured me in later correspondence that the archive had
been destroyed not by military action, but by an unrelated fire some months
after the war ended, other historians I have spoken with believe it to have
been a casualty of the conflict. Either way, it is gone and with it, any easy
access to the history of San Diego.
II
During the night of November 12, 1463, an aged lay brother named
Diego died within the walls of a Franciscan friary recently-established in
Alcalá.8 The deceased had spent the closing decade of a long, but unremarkable career serving as the friary’s gatekeeper, tending the sick and
feeding the poor.9 Despite a lack of worldly distinction, on July 2, 1588, one
hundred and twenty-five years after his death, Pope Sixtus V (1585-1590)
enrolled Diego in the catalogue of saints.10 The gentle friar became the first
Spanish Franciscan11 to achieve that honor as well as the first saint made
by the Counter-Reformation papacy.12
Diego’s story falls neatly into two chapters. Chapter one begins with
his birth in the small village of San Nicolás del Puerto not far from Seville.
According to accounts drafted late in the sixteenth century, he was born
somewhere around the year 1400, though the evidence for anything in his
early life, including his date of birth, is exceedingly thin. If, in fact, hagiographers have determined the birth date more or less correctly, then the
friar’s life of some sixty years would be relatively lengthy by the standards
of his day. At the same time, it proved relatively uneventful and is therefore
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largely undocumented.
First and foremost, we have nothing from the saint himself. The
sparse testimony of those who knew him makes clear why this is the case:
While marveling over his wisdom in matters of the spirit, his kindness and
charity, his asceticism, and his strict adherence to the Franciscan rule,
eyewitnesses agree that this was particularly marvelous in a man who was
“lego sin letras”--to whit, “an illiterate lay brother.”13 No single fact about
Diego is better documented than his illiteracy.
Nor was his relatively undistinguished career the sort that might inspire treatment by more literate contemporaries. The traditional story has
Diego answering a religious calling at a young age, first, by retreating to an
isolated hermitage, later, by the decision (not uncommon among Christian
hermits) to enter a religious order. Unfortunately, this initial part of the story,
that fits almost too perfectly with hagiographic traditions,14 seems based
only on dubious evidence.15 The first solid information we have concerning Diego postdates his entry into the Franciscan order and places him at
the monastery of Cerraja, several leagues from Seville. Whatever his true
background, the future saint’s piety and devotion proved sufficient to win
him entry into the order, although his illiteracy seems to have impeded any
advance beyond a lay affiliation.
Only two episodes involving the friar transcend an otherwise unremarkable career. During the 1440s, Diego spent several years in the Canary
Islands, which had recently come under Spanish control,16 where he served
as guardian of the order’s small monastery on Fuerteventura. Although later
accounts extol his evangelizing efforts there, other evidence indicates that
conversion of the island’s population had been largely achieved before his
arrival.17 His attempt to move to the neighboring and as yet unsubdued
island of Grand Canary, where further missionary work might win him a
martyr’s crown, met with a singular lack of success.
In 1450, shortly after his return to Castile, Diego and a companion
joined pilgrims from all over Europe who were flocking to the Holy City to
celebrate a Jubilee Year.18 The crowd included many Franciscans scheduled to attend a conclave of their order and to witness the canonization of a
recently deceased brother, Bernardino of Siena.19 When in the hot summer
months, disease began to rage throughout the overcrowded city, Diego took
over the care, not only of his ill companion, but many other victims in the
Franciscan convent of Araceli.
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Upon returning to Spain, his life resumed its ordinary course. He
soon moved to the new Franciscan establishment at Alcalá, where he spent
his closing years. The friar’s existence proved too mundane to earn him
a place in the chronicles of his time, in which respect, he stands in stark
contrast to the Spanish saint most recently preceding him–the militant Aragonese Dominican, Vicente Ferrer (1350-1419), canonized in 1455.20 San
Vicente, many of whose writings are preserved, was famous in his own day
for his preaching, his participation in papal politics, and his role in the forced
conversion of much of Spain’s Jewish population following the pogroms of
the 1390s.21
During the four years immediately following Diego’s death (14631467), there was a flurry of activity as members of the monastery encouraged
by its founder, the warrior-archbishop of Toledo, Alonso Carrillo (1412-1482),
gathered information about the gentle friar with an eye to seeking his canonization. This first chapter closed abruptly in 1467, when preliminary attempts
to acquire sainthood for Diego ended, having apparently fallen victim to
Castilian politics. There followed a hiatus of nearly a century, during which
the remains sat undisturbed in a small chapel built in his honor by one of
those whom Diego is said to have benefited, King Enrique IV “el Impotente”
of Castile (1454-1474).22 Throughout these years, the friar seems to have
been recognized as a local saint or beatus, venerated in the region around
Alcalá, but virtually unknown beyond.23
The second, more dramatic chapter began nearly a century later
when, on May 9, 1562, the people of Alcalá removed their beatus from his
resting place and carried him in solemn procession to the sickroom of their
prince, Don Carlos, son of Philip II.24 In mid-April, while residing in their
city, the prince had sustained a head injury rendered serious by the onset
of infection, which left him at death’s door.25 Now, in a dramatic scene,
the friar’s desiccated corpse was laid down beside the royal patient, who,
according to several witnesses, rallied sufficiently to reach across, touch
it, then draw his hand across his own severely infected face. That night,
Carlos’s condition, which had seemed hopeless, began to improve. Upon
first hearing of this visit to the sickroom, the English ambassador, Thomas
Challoner, astutely predicted that “if God sende the prince to escape, that
fryer is not unlike to be canonized for his laboure.”26 When the prince, despite all expectations, did survive his injury, most Spaniards credited Alcalá’s
beatus with having miraculously interceded in his behalf. A movement, led
by the royal family, soon began to press for sainthood. Even after the tragic
death of Don Carlos in 1568, Philip II continued to cajole and pressure four
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successive popes until, in 1588, Sixtus V made San Diego de Alcalá the
first saint of the Counter-Reformation period.
III
I arrived at San Diego along the same pathway as Philip II—our
shared concern for his near-mythic son, Don Carlos, often referred to as “the
Unhappy Prince of Spain.”27 In real life, Don Carlos (1545-1568), a member
of the Hapsburg Dynasty and heir apparent to the throne, was Philip’s eldest
child by his first wife, María of Portugal, who died in giving birth. From an
early age, Carlos was plagued by poor health and, by the 1560s, began to
show signs of a mental instability that would render his conduct increasingly
violent, occasioning comment by foreign ambassadors and eventually forcing his father to take drastic action.28 In January, 1568, Philip and several
trusted officials burst into the young man’s chambers and placed him under
house arrest. Six months later, at age twenty-two, Carlos died under what
many regarded as “mysterious circumstances.”29
Before the end of the sixteenth century, with help from Protestant
propagandists, rumors surrounding the dead prince began to crystallize into
a formidable myth, one that converted an unstable Hapsburg princeling into
the Don Carlos of legend, whose tragic love for his stepmother and opposition to Spain’s bloody policies in the Netherlands led to his death at the
hands of his own father.30 The mythic Don Carlos has become enshrined
in an extensive literature,31 the best-known examples of which are the 1787
historical drama by German playwright, Friedrich Schiller,32 and the 1867
opera that Italian composer, Giuseppe Verdi, based on Schiller’s play.33
Although familiar with the myth in a general way since graduate
school, I began to study it seriously only in the mid-1980s, when I delivered
several papers on Don Carlos, one of which dealt with the prince’s head injury.
While turning that paper into an article, I became increasingly interested in
Diego’s role and the light it cast on medical treatment and the art of healing
during the period. I was particularly impressed when my doctor-cum-medical adviser (himself Jewish and therefore no advocate of Christian miracles)
told me in all seriousness that the visit to the sickroom, through its positive
psychological impact, may well have had more to do with saving the patient’s
life than anything he suffered at the hands of his ten physicians.34
Several contemporary sources mention the “visit,” among them, two
of the most detailed medical accounts of the century, written by the prince’s
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surgeon, Dionisio Daza Chacon, and personal physician, Diego Olivares.35
Both alluded to the highly dramatic visitation. In addition, Philip II’s principal
chronicler, Luis Cabrera de Córdoba, focused almost exclusively on Diego’s
miraculous intercession and ensuing canonization, virtually ignoring the
work of the doctors.36
Although these printed references whetted the appetite, they did
not begin to supply enough information. Eventually, however, a well-known
medical historian’s passing reference to an obscure, but singularly important
source convinced me that an in-depth study of the saint might be feasible.37
During the First World War, a Spanish Franciscan named Lucio María Nuñez produced a lengthy article entitled “Documentos sobre la curacíon del
príncipe D. Carlos y la canonizacíon de San Diego de Alcalá” which he
“serialized” in several issues of the Archivo Ibero-americano.38 The piece
was composed primarily of excerpts from sixteenth century documents that
Fra Lucio had unearthed in Spanish archives, including the now defunct
Archivo Central. It included eyewitness accounts of the removal of Diego
from his coffin, the procession to the palace, the visit to the sickroom, the
later visit by the prince to Diego’s chapel, and the celebrations in Alcalá
that followed canonization. Nuñez also reproduced a small, but significant
sampling of testimony favoring canonization, gathered by a papal-appointed
commission of three Spanish bishops.
Even before having enough source material for an article, I began
to entertain dreams of the monograph that would trace the history of this
obscure friar whose canonization seemed to epitomize the politics of saintmaking in a crucial period of church history. Brother Lucio had pointed the
way toward the source that would almost certainly have to be found—the
bishops’ report. At the time he was writing in 1914, it was housed in the
Archivo Central, designated Legajo 20/471 and entitled “Information concerning the life, sanctity, and miracles of the sainted brother Diego.” His
description left no doubt that his selections represented only a fraction
of the original. While not specifying its precise length, he stated that “[it]
forms a great volume of assorted documents, each of which is numbered
and is either an original or notarized copy.” Of the eighty-three witnesses
interviewed, Nuñez reproduced portions of the testimony of only about half
a dozen. Clearly, the original could provide much more information–if only
it could be found! And with both the name of the archive and the catalogue
number of the document, I assumed I could find it. (As my mother used to
say, “never assume!”)
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I did wonder why no other historian had latched onto the subject. In
the last several decades, the study of saints has been a hot topic; and the
history of this saint fascinated everyone whom I told of it. The reaction of
friend and mentor, Jack Hexter, was typical: “That is one great story!” At
the time, I could only imagine that fortune had smiled on me and I had better stake my claim before someone else beat me to it. I began by sending
off those letters, hoping they would find their way to the Archivo Central
before I did. I wrote my grant proposal, received my grant, and then got the
subdirectora’s fateful reply.
IV
For one wild moment in 1991, I contemplated turning back the
money! My wife, who had a grant and project of her own, quickly put an end
to that madness. She reminded me that I had other on-going research in
Spain that I could turn to if necessary; so we finished packing. In the end,
the nightmare scenario of everything having been destroyed by fire proved
highly exaggerated. Spain’s principal library, the Biblioteca Nacional, yielded
a number of important printed works, including two late sixteenth century
lives of the saint (both in Latin) written as part of the canonization process:
the first produced around 1567 by the royal historian, Ambrosio de Morales;
the second, commissioned by Pope Sixtus in 1588 and entrusted to an
Italian writer, Pietro Galesini.39 The Biblioteca also contained a 400-page
Spanish account, published in 1663 by a guardian of the monastery where
Diego had spent his closing years.40
More importantly, toward the end of the trip, a new source of primary
documents made its appearance. Despite having only three days left before our return flight to the States, my wife and I decided to visit the Archivo
General de Simancas, a four hour drive north of Madrid. She had learned
that much of the documentation required for her project was housed there;
I simply guessed that Spain’s premier repository of early modern material
might have something, despite its having transferred the official file in the
1870s.
The picturesque village of Simancas lies out on the Castilian high
plain, a few kilometers south of Valladolid. It is site of a splendid fifteenth
century castle, home to one of Spain’s oldest archives. Although (sadly) the
archive contains no duplicate copy of the Diego file, it does house Spain’s
diplomatic papers from the sixteenth century, including a vast correspondence between Rome and Madrid.41 Despite its significance to historians,
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this collection of state papers is not well-catalogued. There exists only a
sketchy, early twentieth century index to provide rudimentary guidance.
Nevertheless, the index made it possible to determine which of hundreds of
boxes (legajos) contained diplomatic correspondence with Rome from the
years between 1562 and 1588, years when Philip was lobbying for his saint.
It also contained eleven specific references to Diego. While most items in the
collection were assigned numbers during the nineteenth century, they were
never bound together and have therefore gotten out of order. Just to find
those eleven specific references required plowing through entire legajos.
It was during the first three days at Simancas that I made a critical
discovery, one, which would shape my research for years to come. Instead
of simply looking for the eleven items that had been indexed, I skimmed
through hundreds of pages of sixteenth century script in those same legajos, to see if those who did the indexing had missed anything. I soon
found that they had included only documents where the canonization was
mentioned on the outer cover (cubierto). This amounted to approximately
half the items my skimming had turned up. I decided that a similar search
through other legajos from the correct years might yield a number of other
documents that mentioned canonization within the text, but not on the outer
cover. This reasoning set the stage for five trips to Simancas in the next
seven years during which I ploughed through seventy-four legajos, finding
several dozen uncatalogued references to Diego, a useful cache though
fewer than I had hoped given the number encountered on that initial visit.
Although I have no illusions that I found everything, it was far too laborious
a process to repeat in one lifetime.
Following the 1991 research trip, I had enough to write a first paper
where San Diego rather than Don Carlos became the central focus.42 On
the other hand, the disappearance of the Archivo Central and with it, the
official record of the saint’s canonization, threatened to cripple any plans
for a monograph. I had come to understand why the topic had escaped
earlier historians: in the absence of those records, prospects for a book
were considerably diminished.
During the next several years, much time and effort went into searching for another copy of the canonization file—a search that naturally led
to Rome. After all, the Spanish bishops had compiled their report at the
instructions of the Holy See, and had forwarded it there in two installments
(1565 and 1567). The Spanish ambassador testified to its arrival, informing Madrid that it was being translated into Latin and that multiple copies
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were being prepared for use by the committee of cardinals examining the
case.43 In 1588, the church-appointed author, Galesini, had the report in
hand when he composed his official life of the saint. All things considered,
it seemed a good bet that this and perhaps other documentation would be
preserved in the Vatican.
Late in spring, 1994, finding a fare we could not refuse, my wife
and I decided to take our September holiday in Rome. Although it was not
primarily a research trip, I did hope to get in a visit to the Archivio Segreto
Vaticano to see if by chance I might discover that sought-after second copy
of the file. Were I to do so, I could then arrange for a microfilm copy or
plan a longer stint in the archive or both. Although I wrote immediately, the
last minute nature of our vacation combined with the long summer break
taken by archives again prevented me from receiving any response. Unlike
Spain, however, I was now venturing into terra completely incognita, with
the added (and, as events would demonstrate, decisive) disadvantage of
not knowing the language.
What is more, I had made another of my dangerous assumptions:
that by the second week of September, the Vatican archives would indeed
be open for business. Decades ago, I began dealing with Spanish archives
that, until relatively recently, have shut down late in July and reopened only
in the first week of September. For the most part, that insalubrious tradition, so damaging to American scholars who must do their research in the
summer, has been corrected—in Spain. There, vacations have shortened
and some places, like Simancas, are open almost year around. I therefore
assumed that at the very worst, a world-class facility like the Vatican would
adhere to a schedule no more leisurely than that which characterized Spanish archives when I began my research in the late 1960s. By the first or
at latest the second week of September, its doors would have reopened to
scholars. Unfortunately, once again my mother’s advice came into play:
never assume. Upon arrival in Rome, I quickly learned that the Vatican archives observe a summer holiday several weeks longer on either end than
that which characterized Spain several decades ago, rendering it even less
“user friendly” to American scholars. As it turned out, it was not scheduled
to reopen until the day before our return flight to the states, a flight that had
been booked to get us back just in time for our first day of classes.
Needless to say, our last day in the Eternal City began early. My
wife and I44 stood among the first in line to apply for entry to the archives.
Just getting in proved a stroke of luck. Neither of us speaks Italian and
the receptionist charged with distributing credentials could not function in

The Fragility of Historical Memory 101

English, Spanish, or French. Naturally, I had a copy of my letter, but there
had never been any response and while we both had university identification, we had not bothered to get the official-looking request on letterhead.
Fortunately, a young German scholar, fluent in both English and Italian, saved
the day. He explained the circumstances, got us our credentials, and then
hustled us in to see the prefect of the archives. (One of the first thing we
discovered was my letter that had arrived some weeks earlier sitting on his
desk awaiting an answer.)
Once again, our new friend helped me explain the purpose of the
search and, as a result, the provost handed me the index to a section of the
archives containing documentation from the Congregation of Rites, the division of papal government created in the late 1580s to handle saint-making.
This index contained only a single entry for Diego (Didacus in Latin), crossreferencing him to someone I had never heard of—a Father Marcelo Mastrilli,
member of the Society of Jesus, martyred in Japan during the 1630s. The
file, Riti 1193, proved utterly useless. Not that the language presented any
problem; since most documents had originated at Jesuit headquarters in
the Philippines, they were in Spanish. Unfortunately, all of them dealt with
Father Marcelo’s martyrdom and supported his canonization. I could not
find even a passing reference to Diego, much less a complete document
dealing with him.
Without an index or catalogue supplying the easy trail to follow, one
day’s research was not going to suffice. Archives can be worked without
catalogue references (as I had done with the diplomatic papers at Simancas), but it requires a knowledge of the archive, adequate language skills,
and that all important element of time. In Rome, I had none of these. Nor
did I receive much help from the provost. With an important visitor from
Eastern Europe arriving that afternoon, he had more to worry about than
solving the mysterious cross reference. The best he could offer was a vague
assurance that if the index said there was something there, it was probably
so. In the face of our language difficulties and his preoccupation with the
approaching visit, I was not about to convince him that the compilers of his
index had made a mistake. Only by sitting down and going through the
documents was there any chance of that happening. In the end, having
learned all we could about Riti 1193 (to whit, that it did not contain anything
useful on Diego), my wife and I sauntered out of the archive and spent our
last afternoon wandering around the city.
Rome in 1994 proved as disappointing as Alcalá had three years
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earlier. I have not, however, given up hope. Scholars who regularly conduct
research at the Vatican assure me there are numerous avenues to explore
that might generate important new information. On the other hand, I doubt
I would have much success pursuing these avenues without considerably
improving my Italian.
Soon after returning from Rome, a new development offset my disappointment. At the same time I was writing to the Vatican, I had sent a similar
inquiry to another Spanish library that might contain relevant documentation—the Real Biblioteca at San Lorenzo del Escorial. Located northwest
of Madrid, the Escorial45 is the magnificent palace-monastery that Philip II
built to serve as both retreat and final resting place. It is also the site of the
king’s personal library. Given Philip’s intense interest in the canonization, it
stood to reason that he might have preserved copies of some or all of the
documents. In his letter, the archivist confirmed my suspicions, indicating that
the Escorial possessed not only a leg bone of San Diego, but of far greater
significance, a lengthy document that bore a very promising description:
“Notarized copy of the original writings that contain information concerning
the life and miracles of San Diego de Alcalá, compiled under instructions
from the Prince Don Carlos in 1562.” The description suggested that here
might be a copy of the canonization inquiry (proceso) conducted by the three
bishops—or at least a substantial part of it. The sole sticking point was the
date—1562. This was the year of the prince’s injury, preceding by several
years the actual investigation.
At the time, I suspected the date might have been incorrectly recorded. Alternatively, it might have been taken from the opening page of a
collective document, akin to a file, begun at the moment when Carlos, having
miraculously recovered from his injury, began to gather material supporting
sainthood for his benefactor. If correct, then within that collective document
would be found individual items of a later date, very possibly including the
bishop’s report. For a long time, my letters to the Escorial, inquiring about
the precise nature of the document, went unanswered, though eventually,
the archivist did supply a quote I had requested for the price of a microfilm
copy.
Early in summer, 1996, while planning a vacation in Greece, my wife
and I arranged to make a one-week stopover for research in Spain. Since
we had still heard nothing substantive from the Escorial, we decided to drive
there on our way north to Simancas, both to see the document and to help
expedite the process of obtaining a microfilm copy. We would adjust our stay
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depending upon what turned up. Early September found us at the monastery.
Upon consulting the library catalogue,46 I quickly discovered that I had been
told about only one of two relevant documents. The one not mentioned in
the letter from the archive turned out to be more or less what I was looking
for: materials gathered during the 1560s in support of sainthood, including
some, but not all of the testimony taken by the three bishops.47
The second item, the description of which had been sent to me,
proved very different and even more valuable than what I had imagined
it to be. As noted earlier, there are two chapters to the saint’s story: a
fifteenth century life and a sixteenth century canonization. Even without
the full proceso, I had uncovered a good deal about the later period.48 By
contrast, from the fifteenth century, I had nothing: nothing by the saint,
nothing about him.
Given the complete absence of sources, I had originally assumed (as
have a number of others) that the earliest accounts of Diego’s life appearing
in canonization vitae had either been cobbled together from oral tradition or,
alternatively, cut from whole cloth. The document in the Escorial now proved
me wrong. Almost certainly the only surviving fifteenth century source, it not
only provides almost all of the sparse information we have concerning the
saint’s life, but also catalogues the miracles said to have been performed
through his intercession and tells of an abortive fifteenth century attempt
to seek his canonization. Officially designated only by a reference number
(&.II.14.), what I have dubbed “The Miracle Book,” is a handsome, leatherbound volume drafted in 1562 at the express command of Prince Carlos
who had just recovered from his injury. It is written in an archaic Gothic
script that closely resembles a popular typeface of the mid-1560s.49 The
catalogue description fails to make clear that over half of the text (fifty-five
of 109 folios) was devoted to testimony taken from more than 150 individuals in the four years immediately following the saint’s death (1463-1467).50
While most of the depositions are fairly brief and recount only miracles said
to have been performed through Diego’s intercession, a few contain vital,
eyewitness testimony to his life and to the events surrounding his death.
They supply almost all of that we possess concerning the saint’s life.
Although it is now clear that hagiographers of the sixteenth and
seventeenth centuries made use of “The Miracle Book,” it seems to have
escaped the notice of more recent historians—or at least, I have found no
modern secondary source that mentions it. The few scholars in our century
who write about San Diego have been content to work from the canonization
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vitae.51 The newest, a bilingual account published in 1998, categorically
(and mistakenly) asserts that “there are no documents from the fifteenth
century on [Diego’s] life, such as a baptismal certificate or eyewitness testimonies.”52
For the existence and survival of this crucial source, we are indebted
to four individuals: two clerics and two members of the royal family. In the
mid-1460s, Juan de Peñalver, the friary’s guardian, joined with its founder,
Archbishop Carrillo, in conducting the first inquiry into Diego’s life and miracles. It was this inquiry that generated the depositions. Nearly a century
later, in December, 1562, Don Carlos ordered these documents copied into
the manuscript now housed in the Escorial. Following the prince’s death, his
father, Philip II, retained the volume as part of his own collection.53 The longoverlooked fifteen century material in the Escorial made possible a second
article on the saint, published in the Journal of Mediterranean Studies.54
The final piece of archival research undertaken to date took me
back to Italy—this time north to Venice. Among the most widely used documents of the early modern period are the diplomatic dispatches of Venetian
ambassadors, housed in the Archivio di Stato. The first documents I ever
saw concerning Don Carlos appeared in a translated collection of these
ambassador reports.55 Consequently, in March, 1998, one of a number of
trips my wife and I planned for our twenty-fifth anniversary took us to the
city which had once dominated Mediterranean trade. During a week in the
city on the lagoon, we learned why many of our colleagues have chosen to
work there: not only is Venice magical, but the Archivio di Stato is extremely
user-friendly. Despite a continuing deficiency in Italian only slightly alleviated by studying a beginning level textbook, everyone bent over backwards
to be helpful. A director who spoke some English took me to the reading
room, explained the drill, and introduced me to the non-English speakers
who worked there. I was also shown how to compile a microfilm order and
introduced to the people who would fill it. And I was handed the excellent
indexes of this much used collection.
While I could never have skimmed the documents as I had at Simancas, their superb filing and cataloguing made such an expedient unnecessary. As a result, I found a number of documents that would ultimately
be of use.56 My modus operandi in Venice was simple: Although I could
get only a rough idea concerning the contents of these Italian documents, I
knew the key dates—when Don Carlos had been injured, when the Spanish crown had first sought canonization, when the papacy had opened the
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proceedings, when the canonization had actually occurred, and when there
had been a major celebration of the event in Alcalá. Given the organization
of the dispatches into bound volumes, all in chronological order, it was easy
enough to find passages dealing with “Didaco” or “canonizacione” or which
came from “Alcalá”. While unable to translate on site, I could both transcribe
and microfilm the relevant dispatches, leaving me to deal with them at my
leisure upon return to the United States. For the first time, I had evidence of
the skepticism with which Catholics outside of Spain greeted the elevation
of their newest saint. Unfortunately, one of the most important letters dating to mid-May, 1562, and talking about the visit to the sickroom is almost
unreadable due to the ravages of time. Apparently, at some point, the letter
lay in contact with something slightly smaller which seems to have caused
the ink to bleed through and for some of the paper to disintegrate.
V
Several aspects of my research on San Diego have heightened my
awareness of “the fragility of historical memory,” beginning with the failure
of the fifteenth century to record more about the man. Admittedly, during
his lifetime, he was too obscure to be bothered with, but in the four years
after his death, when initial efforts were made to seek sainthood, the interrogators failed to take adequate advantage of the opportunity. Devoting
the vast majority of their attention to gathering miracle stories, they gleaned
only enough biographical material to supply the broad outlines of a career.
Virtually all of this came from just three friars who had known Diego before
his arrival in Alcalá. Once the denizens of the monastery were debriefed,
there appears to have been no further attempt to collect any more such
information. There is no record of messengers being sent to other parts of
Spain to search out new facts about the would-be saint, as in fact, messengers were sent out to gather material about miracles. Such efforts would
not occur until a century later, by which time it was too late.
Most notably, the fragility manifests itself in the failure to preserves
sources that at one time did exist, but that have since disappeared. From
the twentieth century destruction of a Spanish archive containing the official
case file to the seeming failure of the Vatican to preserve at least one copy
of its canonization proceedings, to the partial disintegration of that 1562
letter from the Venetian ambassador to his government: all illustrate “the
fragility of historical memory,” that so inexorably shapes our knowledge of
the past. While flexibility and imagination in concocting research strategies
may enable historians to finesse some of the source problems, they cannot
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fully compensate for the outright disappearance of sources. It is what might
be called the humpty-dumpty principle of scholarship: “All the king’s horses
and all the king’s men, cannot put those sources together again.”

NOTES
* This article has grown out of a paper first presented in February, 2002, to the University
College Faculty Forum at the University of Cincinnati. A revised version was delivered in
April, 2002, during the Ohio Academy of History meeting in Cincinnati, Ohio. It has undergone
some further revision for publication in these Proceedings. Over the years, my research in
Spain has been generously financed by the University of Cincinnati Research Council with
grants in 1991 and 1997.
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