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With more than 540 illustrations

California: An [llustrated History spans the long
and fascinating history of California, the
“most American of all the American states.”
Nominated for a Pulitzer Prize, this book viv-
idly documents more than 400 years of the
most varied and colorful history in the annals
of the West, from the age of the conquista-
dors to the age of megalopolis, from the seek-
ers of gold to the seekers of twentieth-century
Eden.

In more than 190,000 words, reflecting
years of research and study, T. H. Watkins pre-
sents the California story in prose that leaps,
darts, probes and informs—and, above all, en-
tertains, for he has the rare ability to make
history come alive.

But there is more to the telling of history
than printed words. History can also be given
depth and a sense of reality through pictures.
That is why the author chose more than
540 illustrations—240 in full color—to be
included in this book, to add dimension and
immediacy to the saga of California’s history,
from her breath-taking scenery to her movie
stars and even her startling urban sprawl, all
documented in this comprehensive pictorial
treatment.

Selected from an estimated 20,000 items in
public and private collections, scores of the
historical photographs, lithographs, paintings
and drawings included have never been pub-
lished before in any other volume but this
book. And to provide a feeling for the mag-
nificent landscape that was the backdrop for
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1, when the gold rush and all that went with it helped

shape the character and quality of California’s American life.

T his book is dedicated to the memory of my two grandfathers:
both Californians by choice, both gone, both well remembered

by those who loved them.
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Mount Shasta, Northern California— “Lonely as God and white as a winter moon’”

PART ONE
1540-1900



The California coast, from the edge of the sea: a view of the meeting

of land and water at Point Lobos.

PROLOGUE
The Land, Waiting

OUT OF THE SEAS OF TIME, a land was born, a land
as diverse and self-contained geographically as
it was later to be socially, economically, and polit-

ically. It is axiomatic that the history of any region
is shaped largely by its geography, but in few other
places on earth has the maxim been illustrated more
clearly than in California.

Water, air, fire, and ice: the forces of time molded
California as they molded the rest of the cooling cinder
called Earth—but in the process created something
unique. Over a period of perhaps four hundred million
years—from the beginning to the end of the Paleozoic
Era—most of California was periodically inundated by



The California coast, from 579 miles up: an infrared satellite photograph of Monterey Bay,
the Coast Range, and the Salinas and San Joaquin valleys.

ancient seas. About 180 million years ago, under the
pressure of millions of years of sedimental deposits,
the earth’s crust began to buckle and warp, creating the
great wall of the Sierra Nevada on the east. The sea
continued to advance and retreat; wind and rain wore
away at the exposed rocks of the new mountains, de-
positing ever more sediments; and the Coast Range of
the west, the Transverse Ranges of the south, and the
Cascade-Siskiyou Range of the north lifted above the
sea, which now occupied a vast trough a hundred miles

s o

in width and nearly six hundred long in the center of
California, as well as a large expanse in the southern
portions of the state.

Still the earth continued to rise, slowly lifting until
the sea made its final retreat. Sputtering volcanoes
formed, particularly in the north, where such fiery
pyramids as Mount Lassen (not quite dead even today)
and Mount Shasta scattered volcanic ash, rock, and
lava over hundreds of square miles; the Sierra Nevada
and Cascade-Siskiyou ranges thrust upward once again;
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the huge plates of the earth’s surface ground inexorably
against each other, leaving a bewildering network of
faults in the sedimental rocks along the western length
of California, the largest and most unstable of which
was the San Andreas, slicing diagonally across the state
from Point Arena north of San Francisco Bay to Baja
California.

And then the ice came, beginning about two million
years ago, creeping down from the Arctic Circle in
grinding sheets; four or five times the ice came and
went, splitting and pulverizing and polishing the im-
mense scarps of the Sierra Nevada, gouging out the
glorious trench called Yosemite Valley. When the last
of the ice retreated, perhaps ten thousand years ago, it
left behind the California known to history, one of the
most varied and spectacular geographic provinces on
earth; it was, in fact, several geographic provinces.

The western portion of the southern one-third of
the state—neatly separated from the northern part by
the crescent of the Tehachapi Mountains—was a region
of coastal basins and valleys, watered by the Santa
Clara, San Gabriel, Santa Ana, and Los Angeles rivers.
On the north and northeast, it was separated from
desert country by the Santa Ynez, San Gabriel, and San
Bernardino mountains, and farther south by the Santa
Ana and San Jacinto ranges, some of whose peaks rose
above ten thousand feet. Like most of the rest of Cali-
fornia, it was a region of summer drought and winter
rains, though generally semi-arid, since its annual rain-
fall averaged less than twenty inches.

The eastern part of California’s southern third was
a large desert triangle. In the extreme northeasterly
point of the triangle, between the Panamint Range on
the east and the Amargosa Range on the west, lay Death
Valley. One hundred and thirty miles long and from
6 to 14 wide, Death Valley was the very manifestation
of a medieval Hell, a stygian inferno whose bottom
elevation of 276 feet below sea level was the lowest point
on the North American continent. Some forty miles to
the northwest, across the sawtoothed mountains, was
the high desert country of the Owens Valley beneath
the steep eastern escarpment of the Sierra Nevada.
South of the Owens Valley lay the Mojave Desert, an
expanse of dry lake bottoms, short rocky mountains,
and large sandy valleys; and to the east of the Mojave
was the Colorado Desert, which paralleled the Colorado

10

River to culmination in the deep sedimental sink of
the Imperial Valley.

The largest geographic fact in the northern two-
thirds of the state was the Sierra Nevada range, which
joined the Tehachapi Mountains in the southeast and
spread some six hundred miles to the north, until
its trailing spurs mingled with those of the Cascade-
Siskiyou Range. The Sierra Nevada, whose highest
peak (Mount Whitney) topped fourteen thousand feet,
trapped much of the state’s annual precipitation out
of moisture-laden air from the Pacific, condensing it as
snow, which was stored during the winter and released
each spring down the dancing tributaries of the range’s
western slope.

The California coast, constantly eroded by the work-
ing of the sea and bent by the warps and inclinations
of the continental shelf, extended nearly twelve hun-
dred miles in actual shoreline from north to south,
beset along much of its length by thick summer fogs
and possessed of only three harbors of any significance:
San Diego Bay in the south, San Francisco Bay in the
center, and Humboldt Bay in the north. Above most
of this shore loomed the mountains of the Coast Range.
North of San Francisco Bay, the range gradually spread
out in a tangled mass of mountainous rain forest, with
a maximum annual precipitation of eighty inches, and
then joined with the northwesterly jumble of the
Cascade-Siskiyou Range. Its full-bodied rivers— the
Klamath, the Trinity, the Scott, the Mad, the Eel, and
the Russian—drained quickly into the ocean. South of
San Francisco Bay, the range narrowed and became
progressively less moist and less impenetrable, enfold-
ing soft valleys behind a harsh facade that often plunged
straight down to the edge of the sea. Even its rivers—
the Carmel, the Salinas, the Santa Maria, and the Santa
Ynez—were gentler.

Between the Coast Range and the Sierra Nevada lay
the Central Valley, an enormous elongated bowl filled
with the sedimental deposits of whole geologic epochs.
In reality it was two valleys: its northern section was
watered by the Sacramento River, which coursed south
fattened by six major tributaries—the Pit and the Mc-
Cloud in the north, and the Feather, Indian, Yuba, and
American rivers from the slopes of the northern Sierra
Nevada; its southern section was watered by the north-
ward-flowing San Joaquin River and its southern Sierra



On the Northern California coast, geography and history met to re-create

New England in the old lumber-port town of Mendocino.

Nevada tributaries—the Fresno, Merced, Tuolomne,
Stanislaus, Calaveras, Mokelumne, and Consumnes
rivers. At about midpoint in the Central Valley, the
Sacramento and the San Joaquin joined in a deltaic

triangle whose waters were funneled westward through

the Carquinez Straits to San Francisco Bay and thence
to the ocean.

The sheer variety of this California landscape bred an
abundance for the future’s sake. Great stands of Sequoia
sempervirens, the sturdy coast redwood, crowded the
mountains of the Coast Range from Humboldt Bay to
the Santa Lucias south of the Carmel River, and equally
dense growths of yellow pine and sugar pine populated
the western slopes of the Sierra Nevada. In the coastal
and interior valleys, rich soil ached for a plow and mil-
lions of acres of grasslands stood ready for the herd.

Beneath the organic shales laid down millions of years
before lay thick pools of oil ready for the tapping. And
in the streambanks and riverbeds, gulches and gullies
of the Sierra Nevada, placer gold lay strewn like largesse
from the gods, detritus that wind and rain and time had
conspired to carry down from veins in the exposed
granitic outcroppings of the mountains.

This was the land waiting as the first Indians wan-
dered into California from the mountains of the north
and the deserts of the Southwest. . . .

This was the land waiting as Francis Drake and his
crew careened the Golden Hind into an unknown
northern bay in 1579. . ..

This was the land waiting as the first group of Spanish
colonizers stumbled ashore at San Diego Bay in 1769. . . .

This was the land, waiting.




Looking toward Mount Rose across Donner Lake in the Sierra Nevada,
where geography met history in 1846 — and geography won.
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Overleaf: Dante’s View of Death Valley

National Monument — California’s definitive desert.













SECTION ONE

The Island

Know ye that on the right hand of the Indies there is an island called
California, very near the Terrestrial Paradise and inhabited by black
women without a single man among them and living in the manner of
Amazons. They are robust of body, strong and passionate in heart, and
of great valor. Their island is one of the most rugged in the world with
bold rocks and crags. Their arms are all of gold, as is the harness of the
wild beasts which, after taming, they ride. In all the 1sland there is no
other metal. . ..

In this island called California, with the great roughness of the land
and the multitude of wild animals, are many griffins the like of which
are not found in any other part of the world. In the season when the
griffins give birth to their young, these women cover themselves with
thick hides and go out to snare the little grifiins, taking them to their
caves where they raise them. And being quite a match for these griffns,
they feed them the men taken as prisoners and the males to which they
have given birth. All this is done with such skill that the grifhins become
thoroughly accustomed to them and do them no harm. Any male who
comes to the island is killed and eaten by the griffins. . . .

—Garci Rodriguez Ordénez de Montalvo
(Las Sergas de Esplandidn, ca. 1510)

Water, wind, and earth — the essential elements of the
California coast are joined at Big Sur.
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CHAPTER 1

A LAND OF GOLD AND GRIFFINS

A two-hundred-and-fifty-year journey from myth to reality, from an

unknown land to a flyspeck outpost of Spanish empire

N ONE REMARKABLE DAY in April 1536, Capt.
O Melchior Diaz met his future, even though
this hardheaded, frontier soldier might have

scoffed at portents; he had spent too much time deal-
ing with the solid and sometimes cruel realities of life
in New Spain. The year before, he had played a major
part in the grimly efficient pillage of Nuevo Galicia
under the leadership of its governor, Nufio de Guzmain,
a conquistador with a mind like an axe and an affection
for spilling blood. Thousands of Indians had been
killed or enslaved, scores of villages destroyed and their
crops obliterated, in one of the most ferocious cam-
paigns in the history of the conquest of Mexico. And
now Diaz was commander of the military post of San
Miguel de Culiacdn, the northernmost extension of
Spanish empire in the New World, a primitive garrison
town that sat like a scab on the plain of Mexico’s north-
west littoral beneath the sawtooth wilderness of the
Sierra Madre Occidental. From here, he sent his men
out into the surrounding land to hunt for more slaves.
Characterized by a professional soldier’'s pragmatic
toughness and as much casual brutality as most Span-
iardsin that time and place, Diaz nonetheless must have
been shaken the April day his men brought back, not
slaves, but specters whose presence in that rock-ribbed
land was impossible: four nearly naked, half-starved
men, three of them Spaniards and one a Moorish black
man. The Spaniards were Alvar Nufiez Cabeza de Vaca,
Alonso del Castillo Maldonado, and Andrés Dorantes
de Carranca, who owned the black man, a slave called
Estebdnico. Their tale was an epic that had no parallel

Fray Eusebio Francisco Kino’s 1701 map of the Gulf of
California — cartography as myth-destroyer.

in its own time and place, and has had none since.
They were the only survivors of the three-hundred-
man exploring expedition under Pdnfilo de Narviez
that had landed on the west coast of Florida in 1528.
After months spent blindly fighting its way through
the swamps and tangles of west Florida, the expedition
had built crude boats and desperately set out into the
Gulf of Mexico. Only eighty men stepped alive on the
shores of east Texas to begin the long march back to
the valley of Mexico, and one by one these died or
were enslaved by Indians. Cabeza de Vaca and his
companions broke free sometime in 1534 and began a
wandering journey, sometimes befriended, sometimes
worshipped, and sometimes enslaved again, by the
Indians they encountered. It was a journey that took
them up into the valley of the Rio Grande, west across
what is now Texas, New Mexico, and Arizona, south
through the deserts of Sonora, and finally to their
encounter with Culiacdn’s slave-hunting soldiers in
the northern reaches of Nuevo Galicia. It was a cosmic
journey and European man’s first blind thrust into
land that would become the American Southwest. »
Their survival alone was a miracle of stamina and
determination, and the narrative of its accomplish-
ment a tale worth any man’s attention. But there was
more—so much more that Diaz sent the emaciated men
to Nufio de Guzman for a re-telling. For they had heard
and seen things, these four: they had seen shells of
pearl-bearing oysters and arrowheads chipped out of
emeralds; they had heard, Cabeza de Vaca said, that
“on the coast of the South Sea are pearls and great
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riches, and the best and all the most opulent countries
are near there.” In these countries, he said, were “popu-
lous towns and very large houses.” Guzman listened,
entranced, and listened again. Then he sent the trav-
elers across the mountains to the City of Mexico and
Viceroy Don Antonio de Mendoza, who also listened—
and listened.

Their wordswere like wind on a long-burning ember.
They fired hopes that had risen, and fallen, then risen
again periodically ever since Columbus first sighted
the green islands of the Caribbean. The lands of the
New World were largely unknown and therefore mag-
ical, filled with all the yeasty possibilities [ervent imag-
inations gould provide. Those imaginations peopled
the unknown with a nightmare’s population—man-
eating griffins; black, one-breasted Amazons; men with
mouths where their stomachs ought to be—and gilded
it with all the dreams of treasure Western man had
dreamed since Ser Marco Polo; golden islands in the
South Sea; El Dorado, the Gilded Man; the land of
Gran Quivira, whose trees were hung with golden
bells; the island of Antillia, whose seven great cities
were laced by streets paved with gold . . .

For a time, it seemed that all such dreams were true.
Shortly after landing at Vera Cruz on the east coast
of Mexico in 1519, Hernin Cortes reported that it
was “a land very rich in gold.” Two years later, he
conquered the Aztec city of Tenochtitlin and looted
it of treasure so great that news of it vibrated in all the
European capitals. From Tenochtitlan (now Mexico
City), Cortes sent men in all directions in search of more
treasure; they found little, but in 1533, Francisco
Pizarro looted the Inca empire of Peru, with its rooms
full of gold and silver, and the dream revived. Earlier,
Cortes had dispatched explorers in search of the Great
South Sea, “for everybody who has any knowledge and
experience of navigation in the Indies is certain that
the discovery of the South Sea would lead to the dis-
covery of many islands rich in gold, pearls, precious
stones, spices, and other unknown and wonderful
things.” What they found was the Gulf of California,
which they named the Red Sea of Cortes; but in the
year of Pizarro’s success, the conqueror sent men in
search ol those treasure-filled islands that must lie
somewhere to the west. They found the arid peninsula
of Baja California, where twenty of the explorers died
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in battle withh Indians who were neither Amazons nor
griffins. It was an island, they supposed, and they named
it Santa Cruz.

Crippled by barren experience, the dream yet sur-
vived. Guzm:in himself had encountered stories of
seven rich tribes living in seven caves or cities some-
where to the north of his Nuevo Galicia. .. perhaps
Antillia? He did not survive in the New World long
enough to find out. Shortly after he sent the four dream-
carriers to Mexico City, he was called back to Old Spain
to account for himself and ended his life in prison.

So it was that Mendoza, viceregal successor to Cortes,
listened intently to the tales recounted by Cabeza de
Vaca and his companions. He listened and made his
plans, slowly and carefully. Obviously, the discovery
and conquest of the great cities of the north would
require a major expedition, perhaps the largest the
New World had yet seen. By 1539 he had decided that
it should be a two-pronged affair: a land expedition
under the command of Francisco Vasquez de Coronado,
the new governor of Nuevo Galicia, and a sea force
under the captaincy of Herndn de Alarcén designed to
sail up the west coast of Mexico and make connection
with Coronado in the north. Before proceeding, how-
ever, Mendoza determined to double-check his infor-
mation by sending the slave Estebanico north as a guide
for Marcos de Niza, a priest whose honesty was pre-
sumed unquestionable; if the stories were true, he above
all others would know. De Niza returned alone to the
City of Mexico three months later. The slave had been
killed by Indians, but the good father had seen, from
a safe distance, the first of the Seven Cities of what was
now called Cibola; it was a city of stone, he said, per-
haps larger than the City of Mexico—and Indians had
told him that it was the smallest of them all. WWhat is
more, he had heard further stories of gold and other
treasures.

That was enough, more than enough, and early in
1540 the ambitious venture got under way. Alarcén
left the west coast in command ol three ships, bound
for the great blank ol the northern regions, while Cor-
onado assembled his land forces at San Miguel de Culia-
cin. It was a most grand agglomeration, this expedition:
it included 230 caballeros recruited [rom the greedy
nobility of New Spain, nearly a thousand Indian ser-
vants, five [riars to carry the word of God, more than



fifteen hundred horses, mules, and beef cattle, and a
hundred-man military escort under the command of
Capt. Melchior Diaz, he who had greeted those four
ghosts from the desert in the spring of 1536. In late
February, after a review by Viceroy Mendoza, the mas-
sive party headed north for the country of myth.

Coronado soon separated himself and the military
arm from the slow-moving main force, which inched
painlully across the Sierra Madre Occidental. Even so,
they did not reach the deserts of southern Arizona until
mid-June, and then it was one long, dry march after
another through the arid, tumbling-down country of
the Colorado Plateau before they found the first ol the
Seven Cities of Cibola—Hawikuh, the adobe city-state
of the Zuii Indians, an earthen city that must have
glistened tantalizingly in that wavering, mirage-ridden
desert air. After putting down a brief and useless flurry
of resistance on July 7, the expedition found food and
water—but no more. There were no rooms filled with
gold and silver, nothing at all to justify the effort and
expense of six months. Frustrated almost beyond en-
durance, yet still hopeful of finding the treasures of
Cibola, Coronado sent bits and pieces of the expedition
off on forays into the ragged land. In September, Mel-
chior Diaz and twenty-five of his men were sent west
with instructions to make contact with Alarcén and his
three ships, which carried badly needed supplies.

Alarcon had done all he could. In late August, his
command had reached the head of the Gulf of Cali-
fornia and the mouth of the Colorado River, “a very
mighty river, which ran with so great fury ol a storm,
that we could hardly sail against it With desperate
effort, they towed ships’ boats up the river to the mouth
of the Gila, then another hundred miles beyond that.
They waited, but no word of the Coronado expedition
came; and when their own supplies threatened to give
out, they cached some letters beneath a tree, returned
to their ships at the mouth of the Colorado, and sailed
back to New Spain.

In October, Diaz and his men arrived at the Colo-
rado, and friendly Cocopah Indians guided them to the
spot where the Alarcén expedition had buried letters.
“He [Diaz] dug up the letters,” Pedro de Casterieda,
the expedition’s chronicler, recalled some years later,
“and learned from them how long Alarcon had waited
for news of the army and that he had gone back with

A LAND OF GOLD AND GRIFFINS

Drake’s 1579 plate of brass.

The question of Francis Drake’s California anchorage
remains open. The consensus among historians up to
now has held that he landed in Drake’s Bay (Estero)
north of San Francisco Bay; this consensus, however,
is little more than a set of agreed-upon assumptions,
since there is little hard evidence to support that (or
any other) claim. One bit of intriguing evidence that
seems to point to San Francisco Bay is the Portws Novae
Albionis (Port of New Albion) shown below, published
as part of a commemorative world map drawn in 1589
by the Flemish cartographer Jodocus Hondius, whose
friend was Thomas Talbot, Clerk of Records in the
Tower of London and a man possibly privy to the rec-
ords of the Drake voyage. The map is intriguing be-
cause it bears an uncanny resemblance to the part of
San Francisco Bay that includes the Tiburon Penin-

sula and Belvedere Island, and none whatever to
Drake’s Bay.
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the ships to New Spain, because he was unable to pro-
ceed further, since this sea was a bay, which was formed
by the Isle of the Marquis [Baja California], which is
called California, and it was explained that California
was not an island, but a point of the mainland forming
the other side of that gulf.”* There were no supplies,
but the Indians were tractable and there was land yet
to be explored. They crossed the Colorado on brush
rafts and continued vaguely west, perhaps as far as
the Salton Sink. There was little in this blistering
land of spindly creosote bush, Joshua trees, alkaline
flats, and brown, bubbling, sulphuric potholes that
distinguished it from the living incarnation of a me-
dieval hell, and Diaz decided to return to Cibola.

On the way, the explorers killed rabbits for food,
chasing after the fast, leather-tough little desert crea-
tures on their horses, spearing them at full gallop with
their lances. They were consummate horsemen, these
soldiers, and years of Indian-chasing had given them
a precise skill with the lance. (Passed on from genera-
tion to generation, both skills would come to fruition
in the Battle of San Pascual more than three hundred
years later—a battle that may have taken place less than
one hundred miles from where they were.) But chasing
rabbits at full tilt was a chancy business, a matter of
inches. On one such gallop, Diaz miscalculated, prob-
ably by no more than a hair; the blade of his lance
sliced into the earth and its butt caught him in the belly,
impaling him. He was soon dead, and not pleasantly.

The somewhat ludicrous death of the Indian-fighting
commander of San Miguel de Culiacin was a singularly
apt footnote to the entire star-crossed Coronado expe-
dition, which finally came to an end on the plains of
Kansas, in 1542, still following myths of gold and find-
ing only great herds of “hunch-back cattle.” Yet, we
must give the memory of Diaz its due, for his life-blood
spilled in the acrid, unwelcoming country of the Colo-
rado Desert was a first mark in the European discovery
of California—even if the reality of what he found there
had sent him skittering back toward Cibola and the
more familiar landscape of [antasy.

*In spite of this cvidence, cartographers and cxplorers alike
continued to sce Baja as an island, a myth not fully discredited
until the explorations of Father Eusebio Francisco Kino near the
end of the seventeenth century.
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UT OF SUCH VAGUE COMBINATIONS of myth and mem-
O ory, California entered the annals of Spanish
empire in the New World. Even her name was derived
from romance, lifted from a popular episodic novel
written by one Garci Rodriguez Ordéniez de Montalvo
and published around 1510: Las Sergas de Espandidn.
“Know ye,” the many-named novelist had written, “that
on the right hand of the Indies there is an island called
California, very near the Terrestrial Paradise. . . .” It
was a land of Amazons, of gold, of “bold rocks and
crags,” and—as usual—of those obscure, nightmarish
creatures sixteenth-century imaginations called griffins.
No one knows precisely when the name was first applied
to Baja California, but it is certain that it was in com-
mon use by the early 1540s, and given the forbidding
nature of much of that desert land, its use was par-
ticularly apt. If ever there was a country that harbored
griffins, this might well have been it.

At any rate, California was a name carried north
in 1542 by Joao Rodrigues Cabrillo,* a Portuguese
explorer in the employ of Viceroy Mendoza. Cabrillo,
too, was chasing a myth, this one called the Straits of
Anian, the magical sea passage through the North
American continent that obsessed European explorers
for more than two centuries. He found nothing of the
sort, of course, but in his journey he made the first
discovery and exploration of the coast of Upper Cali-
fornia—beginning in September 1542, with San Diego
Bay (which he named San Miguel), then San Pedro
Bay, Santa Monica Bay, Point Conception, Catalina
Island, San Miguel Island, and finally Monterey Bay
(which he named “I.a Baya de los Pinos™) in October.
During a winter layover on San Miguel Island, Ca-
brillo died, but his men continued exploring, reaching
as far north as the southern Oregon coast before return-
ing to Mexico.

Cabrillo’s mission had been a massive effort, bring-
ing a vast new territory into the Spanish ken, yet his
discoveries were received in Mexico City with hardly
more enthusiasm than those of Melchior Diaz. What
Viceroy Mendoza had wanted was the Straits of Anidn;
or failing that, at least news of a land rich in gold and
silver, another Golconda for the plundering. What

*The Spanish “Cabrillo” is a corruption of the original Portu-
guese spelling, “Cabrilho.”



Cabrillo had found was apparently little more than
another Baja, a profitless locality with a rock-ribbed
coast, only one harbor (San Diego) worth mentioning,
and the whole thing populated by belligerent Indians.
Reports of the Cabrillo expedition were filed away
and all but forgotten.

Nearly forty years passed before California again
entered the annals of exploration. Again, it was partly
the result of myth-chasing, but this time it was an
English freebooter who figured. Armed with a com-
mission from Queen Elizabeth I, Francis Drake set
out in 1578 to circumnavigate the globe, search for a
Northwest Passage (the English version of the Straits
of Anidn), open up British trade in the Pacific, and
last—but most definitely not least—garner what Spanish
treasure he could as a privateer. In 1579 his Golden
Hind entered Spanish trade lanes in the Pacific and
soon captured the Cacafuego, a Spanish treasure ship
carrying 1,300 bars of silver and fourteen chests of
silver coin, gold, jewelry, and plate. The weight of this
precious cargo was almost too much for the Golden
Hind, whose seams began to bulge alarmingly, so when
he reached the California coast, Drake determined to
find a safe harbor to careen and reinforce the ship.
Although it has long been supposed that the anchorage
he chose was in what is now called Drake’s Bay, just
north of San Francisco, there is other evidence which
suggests that it actually was a cove near Point San
Quentin on San Francisco Bay (see side panel)—nearly
two hundred years before any Spaniard set eyes on
California’s greatest natural harbor.

Wherever he landed, Drake spent more time in Cali-
fornia than anyone before him and many of those who
followed; for five weeks the Golden Hind remained in
the harbor, and those not working on the ship spent
much of their time exploring the country, building a
crude base camp on shore, and consorting with the
local Indians (the Coast Miwok, most likely), who
they fondly supposed cheerfully relinquished all claim
and title to this land to Her Gracious Majesty, Queen
Elizabeth. Drake called the country Nova Albion, be-
cause the white cliffs that annotate much of the shorc-
line north of San Francisco Bay reminded him of the
clifls of Dover. Before leaving to continue his circum-
navigation, he fixed a brass plate to a post, claiming
“Nova Albion” for England. (The brass plate, dis-
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covered in Marin County in 1937, is now on display
at the Bancroft Library, University of California at
Berkeley.) Even though England never seriously fol-
lowed up on his claim, Drake’s little ritual was the
first formal claim to the territory of Upper California.
If the English displayed no particular interest in
California after Drake, neither did the New World
Spanish, who had just about given up myth-chasing
as a vocation. There were other things to be considered
by then, among them the Philippine trade, which was
real, tangible, and immensely profitable. In 1565, Mi-
guel Lopez de Legaspi had conquered these islands,
providing New Spain with a trade outlet to the coasts
of Asia and giving rise to the great voyages of the
massive galleons between Manila and Acapulco on the
west coast of Mexico. In that same year, Andrés de
Urdaneta established the “great circle” route that fol-
lowed the winds and currents of the Pacific from Manila
to California’s Cape Mendocino, then south to Aca-
pulco; it was this trade and this route that inspired
the next Spanish examination of California. The gal-
leons, crammed to the scuppers with luxury goods on
the return voyage, were floating horrors to the men
who served in them, great wallowing death ships ram-
pant with scurvy, dysentery, starvation, and thirst.
Moreover, they were easy prey for English freebooters
in smaller, faster ships. It was supposed that both prob-
lems would be solved if a good port of call could be
established somewhere on the north coast of California;
water and food could be taken on, and a military vessel
provided for escort on the remainder of the journey.
To this end, Pedro de Unamuno sailed in a galleon
from Manila in 1587 with instructions to locate a suit-
able harbor. He landed at Morro Bay, an inadequate
scoop out of the coastline one hundred miles south of
Monterey Bay, and penetrated inland for a few miles
before hostile Indians drove him and his men back to
their ship. Eight years later, Sebastian Rodriguez Cer-
meifio was given a similar assignment in the galleon San
Augustin; he landed at Drake’s Bay, and after a south-
east gale pounded the ship to pieces on the beach, he
and seventy men crowded into a small launch and in
a remarkable journey back to Acapulco managed to
accomplish the first detailed survey of the California
coast from 41 dcgrees North latitude to 30 degrees—
although he managed to miss the entrance to San Fran-
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cisco Bay.* But he found no decent harbor, and in
1602, Sebastidn Vizcaino, a merchant-adventurer who
had been promised command of a galleon for his serv-
ices, launched yet another exploration and found, by
his own self-serving account, what they all had been
looking for: a “noble harbor . . . the best port that
could be desired, for besides being sheltered from all
the winds, it has many pines for masts and yards, and
live oaks and white oaks, and water in great quantity,
all near the shore.” He named this remarkable bay
after the viceroy who had authorized the voyage, the
Conde de Monterey, then continued his exploration
as far north as Cape Mendocino before returning to
Mexico, with nearly half his crew dead or dying.

During this expedition, Vizcaino gave the California
coast most of the names it bears today, but that accom-
plishment was thoroughly overshadowed by the sheer
mischief he caused with his overdrawn description of
Monterey Bay. This bay was not a “noble harbor. ..
sheltered from all the winds;’ it was an open roadstead
susceptible to all the whims of wind and weather. For-
tunately for the galleons, Viceroy Monterey was suc-
ceeded by the Marqués de Montesclaros, who was
unimpressed both with Vizcaino and with the need for
a California port of call, pointing out that by the time
the ships reached the northern coast, prevailing south-
erly winds brought them to Mexico quickly. Even so,
Vizcaino’s luminous rendition of the harbor of Mon-
terey persisted, gaining luster as the years passed, until
it glimmered as the Seven Cities of Cibola had once
glimmered.

OR DECADES AFTER VIZCAINo, California was a neg-

lected foundling whose only apparent value was
that it possessed the splendid harbor of Monterey—
should the occasion arise when a splendid harbor might
be needed. In the meantime, New World officialdom
proceeded to ignore both Californias, except for an
occasional venture into the upper gulf in search of
pearls. The silver mines and Indian troubles of north-
ern Mexico, southern Arizona, and New Mexico occu-

*With the possible exception of Drake, all of the coast’s early
explorers missed the Golden Gate—most likely because of the
prevailing fogs that shroud the coast in this region, particularly
in the summer months.
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pied the attention of Mexico City, and Spain herself
was too busy protecting her weakening position in the
arenas of European power to think of expanding a
New World empire that she could no longer afford.

Expansion was left to the “Black Robes,” the mili-
tant, profoundly courageous, and ambitious Jesuits,
who saw in the wilderness of New Spain a treasure
trove far richer and more significant than the lunatic
dreams of the conquistadors—a storehouse of souls. With
the cheerful dedication of prospective martyrs and the
organizational skill of Vatican politicians, they carried
their version of civilization into nearly all the wilder-
ness valleys of western Mexico, from Culiacan to Pi-
meria Alta (the northernmost extent of what would
later be the state of Sonora). Among them was Father
Eusebio Francisco Kino, a transplanted Austrian who
came to Mexico in 1681 at the age of thirty-six. In 1687
he was assigned to the northern country of the Pima
Indians (Pimerfa Alta), and in a little over ten years
this energetic man had established functioning missions
as far north as the Gila River. He had aided his su-
perior, Fray Juan Maria Salvatierra, to found the
Pious Fund, a system of providing finances for mission
work that would be used for another century. One of
the first uses to which this fund was put was the estab-
lishment of the first of twenty-three missions in Baja
California in 1697.

Since Baja was still imagined to be an island, all
communication with the missions there was by the tur-
bulent waters of the Gulf of California, an unreliable
and occasionally disastrous undertaking. But Kino, who
had seen “blue shells” (probably abalone) traded among
the Indians of his Pimeria Alta, was convinced that
Baja was a peninsula and that a land route could be
established from Mexico. In 1701, he set out to prove
his contention by rafting across the Colorado River and
walking west until he encountered Indians who in-
formed him that the great “South Sea” itself was a
journey of but a few days farther. He returned to
Pimeria Alta, drew a map that stood for decades as
the authoritative depiction of the region, and wrote
to Fray Salvatierra: “I . .. am of the opinion that this
California near the new land passage recently discov-
ered might be called Alta California, just as the preced-
ing region ...as far as 30 degrees of north latitude,
might be called California Baja.” Having linked the



two Californias for the first time since Alarcén in 1540,
he went on in an excess of enthusiasm: “For with the
favor of Heaven, if your Reverence and his Majesty . ..
will give us workers and missionaries, all in good time
they must go forward until they reach perhaps as far
as Gran China, and nearly to Japan. ... And perhaps
to the north of these our lands we may be able to find
a shorter road to Europe, partly through these lands
and partly by way of the North Sea.”

A century or more sooner, such words might have
inspired expeditions in the grand manner of Coronado
—but Spain was bleeding now, wasting her energy in
the War of the Spanish Succession, the first of the
eighteenth-century wars that would cripple her forever.
Kino did not receive his missionaries, nor did those
Jesuits who followed him after his death in 1711; and
in 1767 the Jesuits themselves, the “soldiers of God,”
pushed too far in their militant righteousness and
Charles 111 expelled them from New Spain. Ironically,
it was also in 1767 that events ponderously began to
shape California’s future along the lines Kino and the
Jesuits had long advocated.

ISITOR-GENERAL JOSE DE GALVEZ of His Majesty’s
Supreme Council of the Indies had been in Mexico
for two years. Galvez was a vain, ambitious man with
a number of severe personality flaws and occasional
mental lapses (among other quirks, he once seriously
advocated importing 600 Guatemalan apes, dressing
them in uniforms, and using them to put down rebel-
lious Indians); yet he also was an able, sometimes su-
perbly effective, administrator. His ambition, however
selfish, was the immediate cause of the first European
settlement of California. His official mission was the
investigation and reorganization of New Spain’s admin-
istrative and financial structure, and the expulsion of
the Jesuits, replacing them with members of the more
tractable Franciscan order. But Galvez had larger ideas
—much larger. He advocated the consolidation and
development of all of New Spain’s northwestern region,
including both Californias, reasoning (not without
justification) that such moving and shaking would en-
hance Spain’s international image and as an attractive
byproduct sweeten the prospects of his own career.
In this last, he was entirely correct; he ultimately
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became Minister of the Indies, the single most powerful
position in the Spanish New World.

But Galvez needed better reasons to force official
Spain, exhausted by the recent Seven Years War, to act.
He found it in rumors of a growing Russian interest
in the coastal regions of the Pacific Northwest. Spain
was in a suitably paranoid frame of mind to react pre-
dictably to such rumors. The 1763 Treaty of Paris,
ending the Seven Years War, had left most of North
America in the hands of the British, and Spain felt the
weight of England’s power pressing down on her Mexi-
can lands; her position was more insecure than ever.

In 1767, Gdlvez dutifully recorded the rumors of
Russian activity, together with whatever additional
rumors he could lay hands on, and sent a report to
the Marqués de Grimaldi, Spain’s first minister of
state. Early in 1768, he had the distinct satisfaction of
seeing his own words come back to him in the form
of a letter from Grimaldi to the viceroy of New Spain,
the Marqués de Croix: “The Russians have several
times made attempts to open a route to America and
have recently carried out their intention through navi-
gating in the northern part of the Pacificc We are
certain they have succeeded and that they have reached
the mainland. ... The King has ordered me to inform
Your Grace of the danger so that the governor named
for California can be made alert and be given instruc-
tions with regard to the watchfulness and concern he
should exercise in observing the attempts the Russians
are able to make there, thwarting them however pos-
sible and providing immediate information of every-
thing to Your Grace for His Majesty.”

Interpreted loosely enough, Grimaldi's letter stood
as carte blanche for Gdlvez's ambitions—and that was
exactly how he proceeded. In May 1768, he organized
a junta to lay out precise plans for California’s settle-
ment. Of first importance was a sea expedition from
San Blds to Monterey for the establishment of a pre-
sidio (military garrison); but Gadlvez also felt that an
overland force would be useful, as he noted in his sub-
sequent report to Grimaldi: “At the same time it was
also agreed that it would bc most important to under-
take an entry or search by land ... from the missions
to the north of California, so that both expeditions
might unite at the same harbor of Monterrey [sic], and
by means of the observations made by one and the
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other they might acquire once and for all complete
knowledge and in this wise aid greatly the founding of
a presidio and settlement at that place which is truly
the most advantageous for protecting the entire west
coast of California and the other coasts of the southern
part of this continent, against any attempts by the
Russians or any northern nation:’*

Originally, the enterprise was scheduled to begin
in the summer of 1768, but Indian uprisings in the
northern regions that summer (brought on, at least in
part, by the unsettled state of affairs after the expul-
sion of the Jesuits) took most of Gilvez's time and
attention until winter, when he was finally able to
begin assembling the necessary elements. The sea-borne
arm of the expedition was to precede the land force and
was divided among three ships, the San Carlos (the
expedition’s flagship under the command of Captain
Vicente Vila, chief pilot of New Spain’s Pacific ships,
including the galleons), the San Antonio, and the San
José. Those assigned to the San Carlos in addition
to the regular crew were Lt. Pedro Fages and twenty-
five Catalan soldiers, military engineer and cartogra-
pher Miguel Costansd, and former French army surgeon
Pedro Prat. These ships were to sail to San Diego, estab-
lish a presidio as a way station, then proceed to Mon-
terey. The land expedition was to be similarly divided
into two companies, the first under Capt. Fernando
Rivera y Moncada with twenty-seven “leather-jacket”
soldiers (who were also to drive a large herd of cattle,
horses, and mules), and the other under Gaspar de Por-
told, governor of Baja California, who was appointed
by Gidlvez as the supreme commander of the entire
expedition and who would be the governor of Upper
California until settlements were firmly established.

The settlement of California was a military venture
whose only real justification was to protect New Spain’s
northern frontier. Yet nearly two hundred years of
experience in the wilds of Mexico had taught the coun-

*It is significant that Gdlvez’s report mentions no other California
place name but Monterey; the legend of Vizcaino’s “noble harbor”
was still going strong in 1768—and would play hob with the land
expedition’s efforts to find it in 1769 (see chapter 2).
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try well that the value of the mission as a civilizing
and stabilizing influence on the course of settlement
was great, indeed incalculable. So it was that Fray
Junipero Serra, Franciscan father-president of the Baja
California missions after the expulsion of the Jesuits,
was assigned to the land expedition to supervise the
establishment of a mission system in Upper California
—first at San Diego, then at Monterey, and then at other
points where the Church’s presence might be useful.
It should be pointed out that, however indispensable
the establishment of missions was, it was still only a
part of the whole expedition; contrary to much popular
history, the venture was not considered a ‘“‘sacred expe-
dition” by anyone but Serra and his Franciscan assist-
ants, and Portold was in full command, not Serra.

The two arms of the overland division would not be
ready to leave Loreto in central Baja until the spring
of 1769. In the meantime, the three ships were made
ready for the voyage. All had been built to the some-
what primitive standards of Mexico’s west-coast artisans
and arrived in Baja California shipping water badly.
Careening and repair took several weeks, and after
that, more time was taken to load church furniture,
chalices, vestments, and other religious equipment, and
food (nearly all of this stripped from the older Baja
missions, as was the custom). Finally on January 9,
1769, the first ship, the San Carlos, put to sea from La
Paz. It was a moment of some significance in the annals
of New Spain, a fact noted grandiloquently by Miguel
Costanso in his diary: “This enterprise, desired for so
many years, begun many times with great preparations
and expenses, will undoubtedly be pleasing to the
august Monarch of Spain, whose magnanimous spirit
and religious piety, Heaven rewards, by raising in his
kingdom great and illustrious men, in every station,
Ecclesiastical, Military, and Politick; who contend
equally in executing the great charges committed to
their eminent capacity and talents. . . ”

It had been a two-hundred-and-fifty-year journey
from myth to reality, from a land of gold and griffins
to a flyspeck outpost of Spanish empire on the very
rim of Christendom.
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The Children of Light



No one knows precisely when they came, although
speculation has it that at least some of them wandered
down from Asia via the Bering Strait and Alaska when
the last lce Age began its retreat something over ten
thousand years ago. At about the same time, it is be-
lieved, others meandered out of the Southwest and
northern Mexico into the southern portions of Cali-
fornia. However and whenever they came, it is known
that there were well over one hundred thousand Indians
in California at the time of the first European contact.
Exactly how many over is open to debate. An early
estimate by anthropologist A. L. Kroeber placed the
number at 133,000, while later investigators have main-
tained that there may have been as many as 275,000.
Even the lowest figure, however, establishes the fact
that there were more Indians in California than in any
other of the United States; at the very least, her Indian
population comprised nearly 15 percent of the total

native population in what is now the United States.
Asnumerous as they were, California’s Indians shared
certain cultural traits. With the exception of a few bands
of Mojave and Yuma in the extreme southeast corner of
the state, they practiced no agriculture; they were
hunters and gatherers and fishers, living off the Cali-
fornia bounty. They gathered acorns and mesquite pods,
grinding them into a high-caloric meal; with baskets,
nets, and sharpened poles, they fished for salmon and
trout in the northern streams; in the mountains of the
Coast Range and the foothills of the Sierra Nevada, they
hunted deer, in many cases simply running the animals
down with relay teams until they fell from exhaustion;
they hunted rabbits in the Paiute fashion, rounding them
up by the hundreds, then clubbing them to death, and
using every part of the animal’s body—meat, tendon,
hide, and bone—to serve their needs, much as the
Plains Indians used the buffalo; on the coast they gath-

Hostages to an uncertain future, a group of burro-riding Mojave Indian
children gravely contemplate a man and his camera, 1900.




T he serenity in the face of this Pomo Indian speaks for the

pride and assurance a man could find in a closeness with the earth.




ered shellfish, particularly abalone, whose iridescent
shells were often used as a medium of exchange.

They had little in the way of technology and even less
of art, although their basketmaking was the finest in the
world, in terms of both utility and design. Their weapons,
when they had them, were simple bows and arrows,
spears, and clubs. Many tribes of the north coast, how-
ever, developed a high degree of skill in the construction
of dugout canoes, and the Chumash of the Santa Barbara
Channel devised a dependable plank canoe. A common
social institution among them was the temescal, or
sweat house, reserved almost exclusively for the male
members of a tribe, and having some of the therapeutic
value of a modern neighborhood tavern.

Their religion was simple and totemistic, concerned
less with elaborate ritual than with individual, day-to-
day, hour-to-hour observance, much of it spent in pro-
pitiating the gods of disaster. Among many, however,
the rites of puberty and death were observed with appro-
priate ceremony. With the exception of some tribes of
the north and northwest, who frequently fought to cap-
ture slaves, warfare was a very rare occurrence, and
when it did occur, it was more likely to be between
individual families than between whole tribes. Because
most California Indians had neither territorial nor
acquisitive ambitions, there was little to fight about.

For all their common heritage, the California Indians
were astonishingly diverse in their groupings and lan-
guages, and extremely localized geographically. Most
lived in communities of no more—and usually less—
than one thousand people, most of them related in one
way or another, whose location was dictated strictly by
the availability of food. So long as that food remained
available, they did not move. This geographic isolation
and provincialism was reinforced by extraordinary lin-
guistic diversity. There were five main language stocks
among the California Indians; the stocks were divided
into twenty one language families, which were in turn
divided into at least 135 individual dialects—most of
which, as historian Walton Bean has put it, “were
mutually unintelligible."

Divided into isolated, Stone Age bands and unac-
customed to organized warfare, the Indians were no
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An aged and ageless Mojave keeps out the desert

wind with his rabbit-skin blanket.

A 1903 portrait of Cibimoat, a tribal leader
of the Agua Caliente.
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match for the people of the Iron Age. In design, the
mission system of the Spanish was meant to help the
Indians adapt to an advanced society. In reality, it
helped to destroy them. First, it deprived them of the
only cultural security they had ever known; in their own
world they had been the children of light, who found
definition of themselves in the serene assurance of the
earth, but in the world of the missions they were the
smallest cogs in the machinery of a civilization beyond
their comprehension. Second, they were destroyed by
disease; of the more than eighty thousand Indians who
were converted and/or coerced to embrace Catholicism
and the regimented life of the missions during the Span-
ish and Mexican periods, more than sixty thousand died.

The Spanish at least considered the Indian as a soul
to be saved, a potentially useful member of society. To
most Americans, as we shall see in chapter 7, he was
something to be ignored, used, or dispatched. The result-
ing cultural degradation was often appalling, as the Los
Angeles Semi-Weekly News described it in 1869: “For
years past it has been the practice of those . . . engaged
in the cultivation of the soil, to hang around the Mayor’s
court on Monday morning and advance the degraded
Indian a few dollars with which to pay his nominal fine
for having been dragged through the streets to the sta-
tion house in a state of beastly intoxication . . . and on
Saturday night, after deducting the sum advanced, pay
him a couple of dollars, which insures him a place in
the station house on the following Monday, should he
not lose his miserable life in a drunken brawl before
that time—and thus the process goes on."

Such scenes were all too common in the years when
the photographs on these pages were taken. It is good
to know that we have such records, for the photographs
document with a clarity beyond words the grace that
existed in a vanished world—the world of the first
Californians.

A string ensemble of Mission Indian girls (possibly
Gabrieletios) from the Pala Indian School, 1900.
The dog appears unimpressed.
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CHAPTER 2

THE TWILIGHT OF EMPIRE

In an atmosphere of suffering, death, and internal friction, Spanish

civilization is implanted on the land called California

HE NOBLE EXPERIMENT of New Spain’s settlement

of California was crippled at the outset by a

series of mishaps that came near to aborting the

entire project. On April 11, 1769, the Mexican-built
brigantine San Antonio hove to and anchored in San
Diego Bay after an uncommonly speedy fifty-four-day
journey from the southern tip of Baja California. But
the bay was empty of the ship that should have been
there waiting—the flagship San Carlos, with Captain
Vicente Vila, his officers and crew, and Lieutenant
Pedro Fages with his twenty-five Catalan soldiers. Juan
Pérez, the San Antonio’s captain, was understandably
nervous; the San Carlos had sailed from La Paz in Baja
more than a month before his own ship left Cabo San
Lucas—it should have been in San Diego weeks before.
The San Antonio was without soldiers, and Pérez
dared not risk going ashore to face Indians who had
more than once demonstrated a certain belligerence.
So for nearly three weeks the ship lay at.anchor, waiting.
Finally on April 29, the San Carlos wallowed into the
bay. She was a mess. She had spent weeks drifting in
the dismal, almost windless regions of the “horse lati-
tudes”’; her water casks had leaked and scurvy had
sickened her crew; and to top it ofl, Vizcaino’s ancient
charts (the only guides the expedition had) had led
the ship all the way up to the Santa Barbara Channel
before Vila realized their inaccuracies. Most of those
on board had to be carried ashore and placed in make-
shift hospital tents; soon, many of the San Antonio’s

crew were stricken, and the expedition’s main concern
for weeks was the simple matter of staying alive.*

By the time the two overland divisions arrived—
Fernando Rivera y Moncada on May 14 and Gaspar
de Portola, the expedition’s commander, on June 29
(Fray Junipero Serra, hampered by a suppurating foot
sore that would torment him for the rest of his life,
did not arrive until July 1)—the entire venture was
near the point of collapse. Within a few months, almost
half the expedition had died in the flyblown tents of
the San Diego camp. However desperate the situation,
Portold was determined to get on with the march to
find Vizcaino’s “noble harbor” of Monterey, and two
weeks after his arrival set off with Rivera, Fages, Cos-
tanso, Fray Juan Crespi, and anyone else who could
still move.

Roughly following the route of what is now Highway
101, they crossed the Santa Ana River, where a massive
earthquake threw them to the ground; entered the
Los Angeles plain, where they found and named the
Rio de Porcituncula (later the site of the pueblo of Los
Angeles); crossed a spur of the San Gabriel Mountains
and followed the coast north to the site of San Luis
Obispo; then with great effort crossed the Santa Lucia

*They might have hoped for relief from the expedition’s third
vessel, the San Jose, but it was futile: after sundry delays, she did
not sail until June—and then promptly disappeared for three
months, eventually turning up dismasted in Loreto. She sailed
again for San Diego in May 1770 and was never seen again.

Fray Junipero Serra, a saint in the eyes of many but a holy terror 35
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Range and entered the valley of the Salinas River,
following the river to its mouth in Monterey Bay.

The mission was accomplished—except that they did
not know it. In no way did Monterey Bay fit the lam-
bent description given it by Vizcaino in 1602. Fray
Crespi articulated their frustration when he noted in
his diary that “we have to say that it is not [ound after
the most careful efforts made at cost of much sweat and
fatigue. . . . At Pt. Pinos there is no port, nor have we
seen in all our journey a country more desolate than
this . . . Sebastidan Vizcaino to the contrary notwith-
standing. . . " The port had to be somewhere ahead,
so they moved on, finally stumbling upon San Francisco
Bay early in November; it is probably a comment upon
the persistence of myth that Portold looked upon this
magnificent bay and saw it only as one more obstacle
in his search for Monterey. The expedition had “found
nothing,” he noted disconsolately in his own diary,
“leaving us in doubt as to whether we could find any-
thing further on” (Crespi was less glum: “This port

. . is very large and without doubt . . . could contain
not only all the armadas of our Catholic Monarch but
also all those of Europe.”)

Discouraged and low on rations, the expedition
turned back to San Diego, arriving there (after eating
twelve of its mules) on January 24, 1770. In their
absence, Serra had founded the first of the California
missions, San Diego de Alcaldi, on July 16, but it was
so far without a single convert. Little else had changed
—men were still sick and dying, food was all but ex-
hausted, and the enterprise still wore failure like a
hairshirt. In February, Portold sent the San Antonio
back to Baja for provisions; when it returned on March
19, he dispatched Serra, Costans6, and Fages to Mon-
terey in the San Carlos and set out with twelve men
to try once more to find the harbor by land.

This time he succeeded, finally accepting the fact
that what he saw at Monterey was all there was to see.
Costansé supervised the construction of an earthen-
walled presidio, and Serra oversaw the erection of his
second mission, San Carlos Borroméo; both were for-
mally dedicated on June 3, 1770. His duty done at last,
Portold placed the governorship of Alta California in
the hands of Pedro Fages and returned to Mexico.
Fages and Serra fell to bickering almost immediately,
and in 1771 Serra moved San Carlos Borromed across
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the hills to the Carmel River in order to remove the
few neophytes he had painstakingly gathered from the
corrupting influence of Fages’ soldiers.

N AN ATMOSPHERE OF SUFFERING, death, and internal

friction, Spanish civilization had finally been im-
planted on the land called California—two little pin-
pricks of settlement more than four hundred miles
apart, inadequately garrisoned, poorly equipped, sur-
rounded by Indians notably reluctant to accept the
word of God and the supremacy of His Catholic Maj-
esty’s will, and weeks removed even from the primitive
villages of Baja, much less the seat of government at
Mexico City.

The situation was a long time improving. Portold’s
report upon his return to Mexico was a masterpiece of
pessimism; among other things he maintained that if
Russia really wanted California, Spain should let her
have it. Visitor-General Gdlvez, the architect of Cali-
fornia’s settlement, returned to Spain in 1771, and the
loss of his direct support was painfully felt in Cali-
fornia. For the next four years, the government of
New Spain regarded her northern provinces with in-
difference, a maddening situation for those attempting
to function on the thin edge of a frontier.

In spite of all this, as well as the constant friction
with Fages (which soon achieved the level of an open
feud), the determined Serra managed to establish five
more missions, including San Gabriel in the San
Fernando Valley, and kept up a steady stream of cor-
respondence with Mexico, begging for supplies and
equipment and priests, and demanding the immediate
removal of Fages. In 1773 Serra took his complaints
to Mexico City personally, gaining the ear and the
sympathy of Viceroy Antonio de Bucareli. Fages was
removed and replaced by Rivera y Moncada.* More-
over, Serra’s intluence prompted Bucareli to listen
carefully to the propositions put forth by Capt

*It was a phyrric victory, for Serra was soon having his troubles
with Rivera, who continued the Spanish policy of maintaining
the supremacy of military rule over the religious—a policy which
Serra was ncver able to accept with any enthusiasm. In fact, the
testy priest did not get on well with any governor from the time
of his arrival in 1769 10 his death in 1784, and his successors con-
tinued the tradition.



Juan Bautista de Anza, a soldier with long experience
in the wastelands of northwestern Mexico. It was Anza’s
contention (as it had been Fray Kino’s contention
three-quarters of a century before) that a “land bridge”
to Alta California could be established from Sonora,
setting up the first reliable communication with the
new settlements.

Bucareli agreed, and more: Anza should not only
open such a route, he should go on to the Bay of San
Francisco and establish a presidio and mission there
in order to discourage foreign interest in the region—
particularly by the British, who were being seen plying
the waters of the Pacific more and morc frequently in
the mid-1770s. Consequently, in 1774 Anzaled a small
party of men from Tubac, in southern Arizona, to the
Colorado River, where they made a necessary peace
with the Yuma Indians by exchanging presents and
other expressions of good will, then blazed a desert
trail to Mission San Gabriel, arriving in March. With
the route established and the Yumas pacified, Anza
then returned to Sonora and began piecing together
the elements of a major entrada for the next year.

To the bulk of Mexico’s population, Calilornia was
still a perilous unknown, and settlers could only be
induced to travel there by promises of substantial aid
in clothing, food, equipment, and supplies—and even
with such inducements, Anza could persuade only
thirty-four families to make the trek. It was better
than nothing, and in September 1775 the expedition
setout from Horcasitas, Sonora, with the families, Fray
Pedro Font, and a large herd of cattle and horses. In
January 1776 they had arrived at Mission San Gabriel
and by March had made their way to Monterey. Anza
left the main expedition there and traveled on to San
Francisco Bay, where he selected sites for a mission and
presidio. In the summer the rest of the expedition
followed, and by October both the presidio and Mission
San Francisco de Asis (later popularly called Mission
Dolores) had been established. Fray Serra had not been
present for the founding, but he did arrive in October
in time to give the enterprises his blessing. ‘“Thanks
be to God,” he is said to have remarked. “Now our
father St. Francis, the crossbearer in the procession of
missions, has come to the final point of the mainland
of California.”

Not quite. Two more missions would be established

THE TWILIGHT OF EMPIRE

Captain Juan Bautista de Anza, who opened the
short-lived “land bridge” to California.

even farther north—one at San Rafael in 1817 and one
at Sonoma in 1823 (the only mission established during
the Mexican era)—but in a very real sense his words
were true: the presidio and the mission, the first two
legs of what historian W. H. Hutchinson has called
the “Spanish Tripod of Scttlement,” were now firmly
established, and the outlines of California’s life for the
next half-century nearly complete. Only the third leg,
the pueblo (or civilian town), remained, and when
Filipe de Neve replaced Rivera y Moncada as Cali-
fornia’s governor in 1777, he created two agricultural
villages to supply the military and civilian population
of the province (the missions needed, or at least wanted,
their own products for themselves and their Indian
charges). In November 1777 he established fourteen
families from Monterey and San Francisco in the pueblo
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of San Jos¢ de Guadalupe in the Santa Clara Valley,
and in 1781 sent twelve families from Sinaloa, Mexico,
to a new pueblo on the banks of the Rio de Porciuncula
in southern California; they called the town El Pueblo
de Nuestra Seriora la Reina de los Angeles del Rio de
Porcitincula (the Town of Our Lady the Queen of the
Angels by the Porcitincula River). Sixteen years later,
the pueblo of Branciforte was established near Mission
Santa Cruz on Monterey Bay and settled by a number
of ex-convicts (few others would voluntarily go to
California by then). Branciforte soon withered and
died, unsurprisingly, and only the pueblos of San Jose
and Nuestra Seilora la Reina de los Angeles del Rio
de Porcitincula remained to sink roots and survive.
Today, the many-named pueblo is called Los Angeles,
among other things.

UCH WERE THE BEGINNINGS of California’s Spanish

life—and very nearly all that there would ever be.
For California was not so much settled by the Spanish
as loosely tacked down along her western edge. That
action represented the last major thrust of Spanish
empire, but it was the reflexive, almost instinctive
gesture of a dream dying. When it was done there was
little energy left for more, and California floundered
in a backwash of time. Only a little over three hundred
soldiers, whose duty was the defense of a coastline
1,150 miles in length, were ever assigned to California
by the authorities of New Spain. The first blush of
civilian colonization was soon reduced to a thin and
intermittent trickle, and by 1820 there were only about
3,750 non-Indians in the province (a significant num-
ber of whom had been born there). Even the mission
system—which ultimately grew to twenty-one individual
establishments, acquired more than twenty thousand
Indian converts, and laid the foundation for Califor-
nia’s agriculture and husbandry—was badly under-
manned, underfinanced, and undersupplied for the
duration.

Moreover, California was soon nearly as isolated
as she had been when the first scurvy-ridden sailors
were carried ashore at San Diego in 1769. In 1776 Jos¢
de Galvez, now minister of the Indies, was finally able
to carry out his massive reorganization of New Spain'’s
northern provinces (which included present Texas,
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New Mexico, Arizona, and the two Californias) and
appointed Teodore de Croix as commander-general.
De Croix’s main interest was the state of his budget;
he refused to continue the bribery necessary to keep
the Yuma Indians on a friendly basis and thus keep
Anza’s hard-won ‘“land bridge” open. The Yumas,
who had come to look upon regular gifts as one of
their natural rights, took offense at this penny-pinching
and in 1781 destroyed the two missions that had been
established the year before near the Colorado River,
killed the two priests in charge, and massacred a column
of colonists that was being led to California by Rivera
y Moncada to join the other settlers at the Los Angeles
pueblo. The “land bridge” was not opened again until
well into the nineteenth century, leaving only the sea
and the long overland route from Loreto in Baja as
the principal lines of communication between the Cali-
fornia settlements and the other Mexican territories.

Caught in this vacuum of neglect and isolation, the
inhabitants of California soon learned to define life
in their own terms. Governors appointed by the City
of Mexico came and went and were accorded a polite
allegiance; the customary proclamations, reglamentos,
and orders issued by the central government were duti-
fully noted, and often obeyed; and news of develop-
ments in New and Old Spain were greeted with what
amounted to mild surmise. But in less than a gener-
ation, the province's population began to identify
almost completely with California—they were the gente
de razon, the people of reason, the Californios. Most
were of mixed blood—some Negro, some Indian, some
Spanish—and of common experience and ambitions.
California, they knew by now, would be the only life
any ol them would know, and theyset about making the
best of it.

They cheated—as people will cheerfully do when
they feel they have no choice—on the brutal trade and
mercantile restrictions placed on them by New Spain;
smuggling became standard practice, for there was no
other way to obtain the simple, manufactured necessi-
ties of life. When the Russian American Fur Company
established Fort Ross on the Mendocino Coast in 1812
as a means of furnishing foodstuffs to its trapping
enterprises in the Alaskan archipelago, the Californios
(including the missionary fathers) blithely ignored
regulations forbidding trade with the eastern heretics.
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Similarly, they traded with every foreign vessel that
wandered to California with something of value.

When Spain’s New World experiment began to
crumble in the fits and starts of the Mexican Revolu-
tion between 1810 and 1821, the Californios viewed
the change from colony to independent empire with
pragmatic aplomb. Verbally loyal to Spain, California
nonetheless pledged its fealty to the Mexican Empire
in 1822 and, when the empire became a shaky republic
in 1823, calmly went along with the situation. It was
no better, and no worse, to be ignored by Republican
Mexico than by Imperial Spain, and the Californios
cheerfully went on working out their own destiny. The
province’s internal politics quickly evolved into an oc-
casionally bitter and frequently farcical power struggle
among the entrenched mission system (by now fat in
land, cattle, and produce), some twenty or twenty-five
family groups who had acquired a measure of prestige
through grants of land and were about equally divided
in their loyalties between the northern and southern
regions of California, and the Mexican government, as
represented by a series of governors who found them-
selves caught in the middle of a situation they never
did learn to handle.

Between 1822 and 1845, three Mexican-appointed
governors were forcibly expelled from California—
Manuel Victoria in 1831, Nicolds Gutiérrez in 1838,
and Manuel Micheltorena in 1845—and not even Cali-
fornia-chosen governors could rest easy in their admin-
istrations (for more about this, see chapter 3). But
the true loser in the continual struggle was the mis-
sion system—and its Indian charges.

Ideally, the ultimate secularization of mission lands
was built into the system; these lands were to be held
in trust for the Indians until they had acquired the
skills necessary for survival on their own, at which
point the land was to be divided among them and the
missions converted into simple parish churches. As
usual in the affairs of men, idcal and reality were
some distance apart. The friars treated the Indians as
retarded children, sometimes lovable, but nearly un-
educable. As a result, the friars quite correctly held
that few of the neophytes were ever ready for the
civilized world. Almost none could read or write, most
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had acquired only a primitive “horseback” Spanish,
and they had been nurtured and controlled for so long
that the mission compound provided them with the
only stability and sense of community they had known
since they left the lifeway of their ancestors. Moreover,
there was an understandable reluctance on the part of
the mission system to abandon voluntarily its own
success, and the government of New Spain had never
seen fit to enforce the ideal.

But one of the goals of the revolutionary govern-
ment of Mexico was to dissipate the power of the
Church, and one certain way of accomplishing this
was to force secularization. It came to California in
1831, when Governor José Maria Echeandia issued a
proclamation for the division of mission lands. The
Church was granted a brief reprieve during the con-
servative administration of Manuel Victoria, but in
1833 Governor José Figueroa took office with specific
orders from Mexico City: “It being a matter of the
greatest necessity that the neophytes rise from the
state of abasement to which they find themselves re-
duced, you will cause to be distributed to such as are
fitted for it such fields of the mission lands as they
may be capable of cultivating, in order that they may
thus become fond of labor and may go on acquiring
property.” Figueroa, an able and compassionate man,
did his best to protect the Indians, dividing half the
land and livestock among neophytes and placing the
rest under the administration of Californios, who were
to use the income from the properties to finance welfare
plans for the Indians.

In 1835 Figueroa died, and the administration of the
mission lands became what Hubert Howe Bancroft
called an “unfathomable pool of corruption.” Most of
the land designed to provide welfare income fell into
private hands (often those of the administrators them-
selves); most of the Indians either sold their properties
for liquor and worthless goods or simply abandoned
them to whoever came first; mission lands were stripped
of livestock; and the adobe buildings which had marked
the final expression of Spanish empire in the New
World began to flake and crumble. It was the pathetic
end to a long dream—and the beginning of one of the
largest pastoral societies the world has ever known.



Roping a California steer, as rendered by August Ferran.

California Mirror:
Kingdom of Grass
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“Ranchero) by James Walker.

The secularization of the California missions in 1834
and the consequent availability of immense sweeps of
land, coincided with the early stirrings of the industrial
revolution in New England, which needed three things:
cattle hides for the manufacture of leather goods, tallow
for the making of soap and candles, and a reliable mar-
ket for these and other manufactured goods. In Cali-
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fornia, all three needs could be met—and were.
Beginning in the 1820s—after the stringent trade
restrictions of the Spanish were eliminated by Mexican
independence— American ships began trading for hides
and tallow with increasing frequency, and in the 1830s
the trade blossomed. Hides stripped from cattle all over
the state were hauled to collecting points—chiefly San



“Caballero; by James Walker.

Diego—where they were cured and stored for delivery
to the American traders. Similarly, tons of cattle fat
were rendered into tallow, casked, and stored for pickup.
No one knows precisely how many hides were traded
during the Mexican era (estimates vary from 600,000 to
1,250,000) ; but some 80 percent of them were handled
by one Boston firm, Bryant & Sturgis.

The life-style that the trade nurtured was one wedded
to the horse for even the briefest sort of journey, and
was marked by the qualities of indolent pride, physical
grace, enormous hospitality, and a kind of innocent
arrogance. In our own time, it has been made the stuff
of romance, but contemporary observers viewed it
somewhat more realistically.
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Charles Nahl, who was not above embellishing his paint-
ings with a thick patina of romance, created the fan-
dango scene at the left in about 1860. The buxom
exuberance of the dancing maiden was apparently
painted as an example of wishful thinking, at least if
one is to believe the description of a fandango given
by Richard Henry Dana in his Two Years Before the
Mast (1842): “After supper the gig's crew were called,
and we rowed ashore, dressed in our uniforms, beached
the boat, and went up to the fandango. . . . As we drew
near, we heard the accustomed sound of violins and
guitars, and saw a great motion of the people within.
Going in, we found nearly all the people of the town—
men, women, and children—-collected and crowded to-
gether, leaving barely room for the dancers; for on these
occasions no invitations are given, but everyone is
expected to come. . . . The music was lively, and among
the tunes we recognized several of our popular airs,
which we, without doubt, have taken from the Spanish.
In the dancing 1 was much disappointed. The women
stood upright, with their hands down by their sides,
their eyes fixed upon the ground before them, and slid
about without any perceptible means of motion; for
their feet were invisible, the hem of their dresses form-
ing a circle around them. . .. They looked as grave as
though they were going through some religious cere-
mony, their faces as little excited as their limbs; and on
the whole, instead of the spirited, fascinating Spanish
dances which 1 had expected, 1 found the California
fandango, on the part of the women, at least, a lifeless
affair.”

“The Fandango; by Charles Nahl.
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Richard Henry Dana was disappointed in more than
the fandango, for he found the Californios to be “an idle,
thriftless people.” Sir George Simpson, governor-in-chief
of the Hudson’s Bay Company, condemned the very life-
style that later captured the imagination of the roman-
tics in his Narrative of a Journey Round the World
(1847): "The population of California in particular has
been drawn from the most indolent variety of an indo-
lent species, being composed of super-annuated troopers
and retired office-holders and their descendents. . . . Such
settlers . . . were not likely to toil for much more than
what the cheap bounty of nature afforded them, horses
torideand beef to eat, with hides and tallow to exchange
for such other supplies as they wanted. . . . As one might
have expected, the children improved upon the example
of the parents through the influence of a systematic
education, an education which gave them the lasso as a
toy in infancy and the horse as a companion in boyhood,
which, in short, trained them from the cradle to be
mounted bullock-hunters, and nothing else and if any-
thing could aggravate their laziness, it was the circum-
stance that many of them dropped, as it were, into
ready-made competency by sharing in the lands and
cattle of the plundered missions."

The luxuriance of natural grass on a thousand
rolling hills fed the nearly-wild cattle of
California’s brief pastoral era.
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CHAPTER 3

PAPER WARS AND FOREIGN DEVILS

Mexican Independence, California autonomy, and a bitter, bloodless

struggle for position and power among relatives

ATE IN 1831, José Maria Echeandia (former gov-
ernor of California), Pio Pico (a Los Angeles
shopkeeper who had recently acquired title to

a local rancho), and Juan Bandini (a ranchero of some
years’ standing) got together to issue the territory’s
first pronunciamiento, a political device that Califor-
nios would utilize repeatedly over the next decade.
This one was aimed dead center at Lt. Col. Manuel
Victoria, recently appointed governor, who was at-
tempting to rule California strictly by the book of
Mexican law. What is more, he was distinctly opposed
to the secularization of mission lands, which appalled
most landed or hoped-to-become-landed Californios.

“Mexican citizens residing in the upper territory of
the Californias;’ the proclamation began grandly, “if
the enterprise we undertake were intended to violate
the provisions of the laws, if our acts in venturing to
oppose the scandalous acts of the actual governor,
D. Manuel Victoria, were guided by aims unworthy of
patriotic sentiments, then should we not only fear but
know the fatal results to which we must be condemned.
Such, however, not being the case, we, guided in the
path of justice, animated by love of our soil . . . find
ourselves obl)iged, on account of the criminal abuse
noted in the said chief, to adopt the measures here made
known. We know that we proceed . . . against an indi-
vidual who violates the fundamental bases of our
system, or in truth against a tyrant. . .

Wrapped up in the singularly convoluted language
of this splendid document-is one significant implica-
tion: the Californios were determined to run things for

Mission Santa Barbara today, one of the few surviving
relics of the age of Spain in California.

themselves, secure in the knowledge that the City of
Mexico, caught up in an almost constant political boil
itself, could do little more than appoint governors and
hope for the best. That, at any rate, was how Echeandia
and his cohorts proceeded. They gathered a volunteer
army, marched in and took San Diego, then moved on
to Los Angeles and captured it. When Governor Vic-
toria responded by marching south from Monterey with
a small force, the insurgents met him at Cahuenga Pass
on December 4, 1831. The resulting “‘battle” was mainly
a matter of artillery fire from safe distances, and while
each side did lose one man and Victoria himself was
wounded, the otherwise bloodless encounter was incon-
clusive. It did serve one useful function, however, at
least from the point of view of the Californios: Mexico
City, startled that blood had actually been shed,
eventually recalled Victoria, and for almost a year
Echeandia once again was allowed to play governor.*

When José Figueroa replaced Echeandia in 1833, he
granted amnesty to all those who had taken part in
the insurrection of 1831, and otherwise attempted to
apply administrative bandages to the open wounds of
California politics. For a time the effort succeeded,

*For the next fifteen years, California’s political conflicts would
kill very few pcople, although several horses and mules would
meet their end. War among the Californios was largely a matter
of florid proclamations and troop movements with many a flourish
and threatening charge—more a matter of style than of blood and
death. Given the widespread intermarriage of the Californios, this
made good common sense; as historian Walton Bean has noted:
“There was too much risk of killing a brother-in-law.”
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and the flamboyant puzzlements of early California government.

aided in no small part by the fact that he initiated
and pushed through a program of secularization and
judiciously appointed only Californios (such as Mari-
ano G. Vallejo in the north or Pio Pico in the south)
to administer the lands of each of the twenty-one mis-
sions. Upon his death in 1835, howcver, California soon
fell into the old squabbling scramble for power.

In November 1836 Juan Bautista Alvarado marched
upon his native Monterey, fired a cannon at the house
of Governor Nicolas Gutiérrez, and graciously accepted
the governor’s immediate surrender. Gutiérrez and
other Mexican officials were deported back to Mexico,
and California was declared ‘‘a free and sovereign State”
within the Mexican republic, with autonomy i1n its
personal affairs. Alvarado proclaimed that Monterey
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would remain the capital of California but placated
the powers of southern California by allowing them to
choose a subgovernor with headquarters in Los Angeles
—evidence that the rift betwcen north and south that
had been brewing for several years had at last reached
the point of open contention. Mariano G. Vallejo,
Alvarado’s uncle, was appointed military commander
for the entire province. Official Mexico sputtered with
outrage but was powerless to do much about Alvarado’s
actions; in 1837 he was officially confirmed as the gov-
ernor of California.

For the next five years the Californios were allowed
to go about their business (much of which had to do
with the looting of mission lands) without interfercnce
from the mother republic. But in 1842 Mexico made



one more effort to regain control over the intransigent
territory, sending Manuel Micheltorena to San Dicgo
with an army of three hundred cholos (ex-convicts
employed as soldiers). Micheltorena announced his
function as the new governor of California, then
marched to Monterey. Hungry and unpaid, his cholo
army committed repeated acts of pillage, plunder, and
rape on the march, thoroughly destroying any chance
Micheltorena might have had for a long-lived and
peaceful administration. Vallejo, sick to death of five
years of intrigue and argument (much of it with his
nephew Alvarado), cheerfully relinquished his military
post, and Alvarado gave up the governorship without
a fight—but these were the only grace notes the amiable,
but ineflective Micheltorena would enjoy in his term.
In February 1845 Alvarado and José Castro, another
native of Monterey, raised an army and met the forces
of Micheltorena, again at Cahuenga Pass. The usual
artillery fire was exchanged (killing two mules, but no
one’s relatives), and Micheltorena surrendered, remov-
ing himself and his raggle-taggle army to Mexico. Pio
Pico, with headquarters in Los Angeles, was installed
as the territory’s governor, and José Castro, represent-
ing the interests of the north, became military com-
mandant at Monterey. For the next year and a half,
Castro and Pico constantly jostled each other for
supremacy, but to no conclusion.

Mexico’s rule over California, tenuous to the point
of myth from the beginning, came to an end in a kind
of de facto independence. Yet if the Californios were
ready to congratulate themselves, they might also have
been sobered by one discomforting fact: among those
forces that had taken part in the troubles of both 1836
and 1845 had been a number of foreigners. And among
these foreigners had been a number of Americans—
only a few, but a few whose presence was like a shadow
on the land.

HE AMERICAN GEN1Us for foreign trade, held in
Tcheck first by British colonial restrictions and then
by the extended agony of the Revolutionary War, en-
tered a new flowering in 1784, when the Empress of
China sailed from New York to Canton and launched
American participation in the China trade. A staple of
that trade was fine furs—varticularly the silky pelts of
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fur seals and sea otters. These were welcomed by the
government of China—not as articles of vulgar trade
(anathema to the life-styles of her rulers), mind you,
but as gifts and articles of tribute. In exchange, of
course, the Chinese would return presents for presents
—teas and silks and spices and elegant ceramics—the
whole business neatly accommodated by carefully
placed bribes.

Most of the fur seals and sea otters were located on
the coasts of southern Alaska, the Pacific Northwest,
and California. The British discovered this happy fact
when Captain James Cook visited Nootka Sound in
1778, but Britain was soon involved in the Napole-
onic Wars, which prevented her from gaining much ol
a foothold. New Spain’s Manila Company had a vig-
orous interest in the trade, but when Spain attempted
to enforce her claims of discovery in the region in 1789,
the British backed her down, forcing her to sign the
Nootka Sound Treaty in 1790, in which Spain relin-
quished all exclusive claim to the territory. The Rus-
sians, who had pioneered the trade before the turn of
the century, expanded by establishing the post of Sitka
in the Alaskan archipelago in 1804 and Fort Ross and
a small trading post at Bodega Bay in 1812, none of
which were ever very successful.

However, it was American ships that soon dominated
the trade—starting as early as 1788, when the Lady
Washington and the Columbia Rediviva sailed into
Nootka Sound and began bartering New England
manufactured goods for seal and otter pelts from local
Indians. In less than five years, regular trade lines were
established, as ships from Boston and other New Eng-
land ports sailed around Cape Horn to the Pacific
Northwest, traded for furs, sailed to Hawaii for pro-
visions and precious sandalwood, then to Canton to
trade the furs and wood—and finally back to New Eng-
land via the Sunda Strait, the Isle of France (Mauri-
tania), Madagascar, and the Cape of Good Hope. Each
journey took two years or longer; each was worth
thousands of dollars in profits.

As a result, the sea otter and fur seal populations
ol the Northwest were nearly exterminated in a few
years, and the hunters moved down to the coast of
California, whose southern kelp beds harbored millions
of the creatures. They soon learned that the Californios
could be persuaded to take a somewhat casual attitude
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Thomas Oliver Larkin, the first and only American
consul to Mexican California.

toward Spanish trade restrictions, and before long
American ships provided the inhabitants of California
with most of their “luxury” goods—such things as iron-
ware, tools, shoes, and other articles of clothing. The
trade also gave America its first connection with Cali-
fornia, as well as its first published account of the prov-
ince: Captain William Shaler’s “Journal of a Voyage
Between China and the Northwest Coast of America

., an article in the American Register, or General
Repository of History in 1808. Shaler had visited Cali-
fornia in 1803 in the Lelia Byrd; at San Diego, he had
encountered an uncommonly stubborn reluctance to
trade, and after his first mate was arrested, managed to
rescue him and fight his way to the open sea. This was
all very exciting, but his observations on the political
and military conditions of the province were more to
the point. California, he said, was “in a situation to
want nothing but a good government to rise rapidly to
wealth and importance. The conquest of the country
would be absolutely nothing; it would fall without an
effort to the most inconsiderable force. . .. It would be
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as easy to keep California in spite of the Spaniards as
it would be to win it from them in the first place’’

By the end of the Spanish period, then, New England
mercantile interests had planted an image of California
in the American consciousness—a vague, frequently
distorted image, but one that inevitably appealed to
go-ahead Yankee enterprise: it was a weak land unlet-
tered in the mechanics of trade and industry, desper-
ately in need of the accoutrements of civilization, and
an easy mark for anyone with the gumption to step in
and throw his expertise around—an image reinforced
by the growth of the hide-and-tallow trade in the 1820s
and 1830s (see “‘California Mirror: The Kingdoms of
Grass”). After 1824, when a comparatively liberal Mex-
ican Congress passed an act that promised security of
person and property to foreigners settling in California
and obeying its laws, a trickle of Americans dctected
the sweet smell of opportunity on the California coast
and quickly established themselves. As anywhere else,
money was power in California, and the Yankees knew
how to handle both; men like William Richardson,
Thomas Oliver Larkin, Jacob Leese, Abel Stearns,
William A. Gale, Alfred Robinson, William Goodwin
Dana, and John Warner soon achieved an importance
that may have been unprecedented for foreigners in a
foreign land. Traders, merchants, and micddlemen, they
were the Californios’ only connection with the mys-
teries of commerce and finance; they provided liquid
capital, a ready stock of goods, a credit system, and
agencies through which the Californios could sell their
few exportable goods. Most of them hard-shell Prot-
estants, they embraced Roman Catholicism (leaving
“their consciences at Cape Horn) according to one
disapproving observer), became naturalized citizens of
Mexico, married into prominent, landed Californio
families, and by 1840 were a generally smooth-func-
tioning part of the California scene.*

Other Americans found different opportunities in
California—the rich beaver populations of the San

*Unlike most, Thomas Oliver Larkin rectained his conscience.
On his way to Monterey in 1832, this Massachusetts Yankee met
a fellow Protestant passenger and later married the lady. He kept
his faith and his undiluted citizenship, but there is nothing to
indicate that this harmed his career in any way; with interests in
lumber, manufactures, and land, he was reputed to be the richest
man in California by the time of American occupation.



Joaquin and Sacramento valleys. Beaver pelts were as
popular in America as sea otter fur was in China, and
as early as the mid-1820s, these fat-tailed creatures had
been stripped from many areasin the Rocky Mountains
by trappers—‘mountain men; they were called, the
footloose, somewhat primitive entrepreneurs whose
wanderings laid open vast areas of the West to explora-
tion. Among them was Jedediah Strong Smith, a non-
swearing, non-drinking young man with Calvinistic
tendencies and a lust to see new country. In 1826 he
purchased the Rocky Mountain Fur Company of St.
Louis and with seventeen men went off in search of
new beaver territory.

After traversing the wastelands of what is now south-
ern Utah, Nevada, and Arizona, the Smith party made
its way across the Mojave Desert, descended Cajon Pass
in the San Bernardino Mountains, and wandered onto
the Los Angeles plain, arriving at Mission San Gabriel
at the end of November 1826. Governor Echeandia,
imbued with the paranoid uncertainties common to
California governors, believed they were spies and
ordered Smith and his men out of the territory. He
apparently did not specify a route, however, so the
party went north, crossing the Tehachapi Range into
the lower San Joaquin Valley, where beaver were found
in abundance. The trappers worked their way up the
valley, taking a small fortune in furs. In May 1827
Smith left the main party camped on the Stanislaus
River while he and two of his men crossed the moun-
tains and returned to Utah for more trappers—the first
recorded crossing of the Sierra Nevada by white men.
He returned later that summer, was again challenged
by Echeandia, and again ordered out of the province.
Still addicted to the roundabout, he took his party out
of California in early 1828 by making the first known
journey through the green tangle of California’s north-
west coast into Oregon, where Umpqua Indians killed
all but Smith and two others. The survivors finally
made it to the safety of the Hudson’s Bay Company
outpost of Fort Vancouver late in 1828. Three years
later, Smith stopped a fatal Comanche arrow on the
Santa Fe Trail.

Even before Smith left California, two more trappers
entered—and had their own troubles with the author-
ities. Sylvester and James Ohio Pattie, a father-and-son
team, had trapped down the Gila River to the Colorado
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until running out of food near the end of 1827. They
straggled vaguely west into northern Baja and were
finally rescued by mission priests—rescued, arrested,
sent to San Diego, and put into jail, where Sylvester
died. A smallpox epidemic was James Ohio’s deliver-
ance; he just happened to have a supply of vaccine on
him and used it to vaccinate some twenty thousand
grateful Californians and Christianized Indians, by
his own count (it must have been quite a supply of
vaccine). In return he was given his release. He wan-
dered back to the United States, and with the help of
Timothy Flint, a professional amanuensis who rarely
let the facts interfere with a good story, set down the
account of his travels in The Personal Narrative of
James O. Pattie, published in 1831; it is the only
“authority” we have for his story.

Pattie’s adventures were largely apocryphal; those of
Jedediah Smith were real and epic in scope and im-
portance. He made the first American entry into Cali-
fornia by land, and the desert trails he blazed were
etched into the lexicon of the mountain men who
followed him. There were quite a few: Ewing Young
and William Wolfskill (and a young apprentice by
the name of Christopher (Kit) Carson) in 1830 and
1831; Joseph Reddeford Walker, who made his own
crossing of the Sierra Nevada in 1833; “Pegleg” Smith
and James P. Beckwourth, who made a good thing of
horse theft on a massive scale in the 1830s, crossing the
Mojave Desert into southern California, cutting hun-
dreds of horses from the thick herds of the Californios,
and driving them back across the deserts to Utah and
Colorado for sale; even the Hudson’s Bay Company
trappers were known to work their way down from the
Columbia River into the Upper Sacramento Valley in
the early 1830s.

Thehope of forestalling such infiltrations gave luster
to the schemes put forward by Capt. Johann August
Suter (later called Sutter), a self-commissioned former
officer in the Royal Swiss Guard of France who had
arrived in Monterey in 1839 after sporadic and singu-
larly unsuccessful careers as a storekeeper in his native
Switzerland, a trader on the Santa Fe Trail, and a vis-
ionary everywhere. Sutter’s ambition was simple: he
wanted his own country, a place he could rule himself
by his own lights and to his own aggrandizement. He
liked the looks of the Sacramento Valley and wanted
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of empire in the Sacramento Valley.

to carve out his empire there and call it New Helvetia,
after his homeland. With this in mind, he requested a
huge land grant from Governor Juan Bautista Alva-
rado, who was no stranger to the technique of using for-
eigners to further his own ends. During the troubles
of 1836, he had employed the services of a number of
American ex-trappers under the leadership of Isaac
Graham to oust Governor Nicolas Gutiérrez; the threat
of their riflepower had been a distinct asset. Of course
Graham and the others were now a bit of a nuisance,
drunk most of the time, sullen and arrogant all of the
time, engaged in God only knew what subversive
schemes against his administration.* Still, Sutter might
be a boon: his presence in the Sacramento Valley could
block further incursions of trappers and help domesti-
cate the Indians of the region; certainly his presence
would dilute the power of Alvarado’s uncle, Mariano

*Graham and his companions finally got their comeuppance in
1840, when Alvarado rounded them up and shipped them off to
Mexico in chains. They were later rcleased, but not until the
“Graham Affair” had inspired an exchange of stiff diplomatic
notes between the governments of the United States and Mexico.
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Vallejo, who was exercising altogether too much influ-
ence from his headquarters in Sonoma. Sutter got his
wish: a land grant of eleven square leagues near the
confluence of the Sacramento and American rivers.

Sutter fell to with a will. With the help of Indian
labor and an occasional passing American, he con-
structed Sutter’s Fort in 1839, roughly the size of a
modern football field, with walls eighteen feet high
and two feet thick, corner bastions complete with can-
non, a three-room headquarters building he called
Casa Grande, together with a barracks, a bakery, a mill,
a blanket factory, and sundry workshops. He built a
road down to a little embarcadero on the Sacramento
River and bought a small launch to take his goods
down to San Francisco Bay. Out on the sweep of his
land, he planted wheat and raised cattle and horses.
By 1841 he had progressed so well that he felt tempted
to branch out; when the Russians expressed a desire
to sell the post of Fort Ross, he signed a note for $30,000,
with a down payment of $2,000. New Helvetia was no
longer a dream.

But Sutter was not alone in the Great Central Valley.
Some fifty miles to the southwest of Sutter’s Fort,
“Doctor” John Marsh was erecting his own little em-
pire beneath the grassy slopes of Mount Diablo, near
the present-day town of Martinez. Marsh, a canny,
hermitlike man who had parlayed a Latin-script bach-
elor of arts diploma from Harvard College into a full-
fledged medical degree, had bought his land and settled
on it in 1837, planting figs, pears, olives, and grape-
vines, and building himself a respectable herd of cattle
by charging as many as fifty head for each house call,
depending upon how far he had to travel. With an eye
on the future, he also solicited immigration to Cali-
fornia, writing glowing letters to the folks back east—
particularly those in the Mississippi Valley. His letters
would help to convert Sutter’s hegemony, his little em-
pire of New Helvetia, into no more than a way-station
for Manifest Destiny.

Y THE 1840s, the westering urge that had always
B marked the American story had reached a pitch
of importance that required that it be given a name—
and so it was: Manifest Destiny, the almost sacred
conviction that America was destined to sweep from



sea to shining sea. Those who believed it, believed it
utterly, as one of them stated: “There is such a thing
as a destiny for this American race . .. because we, the
people of the United States, have spread, are spreading,
and intend to spread, and should spread, and go on to
spread . . . and this our destiny has now become so
manifest that it cannot fail but by our own folly.”
The land to which most Americans were spreading
was Oregon, where hundreds, then thousands, of stolid,
determined, land-hungry wagon-train pioneers chal-
lenged British domination by the sheer physical fact of
their presence. For years men, women, and children
lumbered up the Oregon Trail, a road that traveled up
the valley of the Platte River, through Wyoming’s
South Pass, on to Fort Hall, then across the arid Snake
River plains and the high desert of eastern Oregon,
around the Cascade Range, and down into the lush
valley of the Willamette River. But in 1841 a subtle,
almost imperceptible shift took place, as John Bidwell,
John Bartleson, and a train of about thirty people left
the Oregon Trail before reaching Fort Hall, drawn
away by tales of a golden land called Calilornia. They
marched south and west, down the Humboldt River,
across the Carson Sink, up the canyon of the Walker
River, and across the Sierra Nevada into the San
Joaquin Valley.
Thirty people . . . it was a small beginning, but a
beginning. In 1842 no one came across the mountains,
but in 1843 Joseph Chiles and Joseph Reddeford
Walker led two individual parties overland, and in
1844 Elisha Stevens captained a train of forty-six peo-
ple, who made the first wagon crossing of the central
Sierra Nevada, clambering up the canyon of the
Truckee River and double-teaming their wagons up
the steep, rocky, incredibly difficult slopes of what
would become known as Donner Pass, before rumbling
into the Sacramento Valley and the heartening sight
of Sutter’s Fort. Sutter welcomed them, fed and sup-
plied them generously; a naturally kind man, he was
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nevertheless not without self-interest: settlers meant
laborers for his fields and shops, markets for his goods,
potential buyers of his land, and allies when he threw
his weight behind Governor Manuel Micheltorena
during the conflict of 1845.

In the interim California had been visited by yet
another American, the flamboyant Lt. John Charles
Frémont of the U.S. Topographical Engineers, son-in-
law of Senator Thomas Hart Benton of Missouri and
an avidly ambitious young man possessed of a yen for
far places and enough scientific discipline to mark
those places down when he found them. His Exploring
Expedition of 1843—44 took him and a complement of
mountain men and Delaware scouts (including Kit
Carson) up the Oregon Trail into Oregon, back down
into Nevada, across the Sierra Nevada in the dead of
winter, down the Central Valley into southern Cali-
fornia, and back east via the Gila River and the deserts
of Utah. With the aid of his wife, Jessie, he put to-
gether a detailed, exciting, informative, and generally
accurate report, published in December 1844; it was
an instant best seller and a valuable addition to any
man’s wagon if his goal was to cross the trans-Mississippi
West to California.

There were about two hundred fifty of these remark-
able people in 1845 (many of whom had succumbed to
the proselytizing efforts of old Caleb Greenwood, a
mountain man hired by Sutter to divert as much of the
pioneering flood as possible to the direction of Cali-
fornia), and in the spring of 1846, nearly a thousand
more gathered on the banks of the Missouri River,
making ready for the great trek. By the time they
arrived, California was well on its way to becoming an
outpost of the American republic—for even while the
Californios engaged in their bickering squabbles, their
family fights, their struggles for power and position,
forces they could neither see nor comprehend were
gathering to put an end to a world they may have
thought would last forever.
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CHAPTER 4

COMEDY AND CONQUEST

America’s continental urge gathers force, gives birth to a war, and

leads to the conquest of California

N MAY 10, 1849, there occurred in New York
City one of those events which frequently
color our definitions of an era—and one which
effectively clarified a significant factor in the Ameri-
can acquisition of California. For months Charles
Macready, a touring English actor, and Edwin Forrest,
America’s reigning thespian, had engaged in a sordid
exchange of unpleasantries, featuring the tempera-
mental vitriol at which actors are particularly adept.
Forrest, in Macready’s opinion, was “a blackguard, a
thick-headed, thick-legged brute, an ignorant, unedu-
cated man, burning with envy and rancor at my success,’
and he elaborated on the point by expressing the view
that Forrest represented his fellow Americans, who
were a race of hopeless clods. Forrest, for his part, called
Macready a foul, aristocratic snob, a miserable actor,
and a liar. Newspapers from Cincinnati to New York
City followed the affair with undisguised relish, most
of them siding with Forrest. As the weeks passed the
whole business achieved the level of what the New
York Herald called “‘a national question, and made to
turn on national grounds”

In May both actors had engagements in New York,
Macready at the Astor Place Opera House, Forrest at
the Broadway Theatre. On his first night Macready
was driven off the stage under a barrage of theatre
chairs and such sentiments as “Down with the English
hog!” Undaunted by this vulgar display, the British
actor stiffened his lip and scheduled another perform-
ance for the night of the tenth. The five acts of Macbeth
were completed that night, but not without genuine

danger; a violent, caterwauling crowd gathered outside
the opera house to bombard it with cobblestones, brick-
bats, and rocks throughout the performance, ultimately
breaking every window on one side of the place. Mem-
bers of the state militia, who had ringed the theater
to protect the actor’s continued existence, came in for
their share of the fury, and what had to happen did:
the militia opened fire, and a few minutes later twenty
people had died.

If it seems incredible that national sentiment could
have been raised to such a grotesque pitch over some-
thing so trifling as an actor's opinion of anything, it
should be pointed out that the Astor Place Riot of May
10, 1849, was no aberration; in the context of its time, it
was the perfectly logical climax to more than thirty
years of fierce resentment. Great Britain was the béte
noire of a young America. In 1840 there were thousands
of people who could remember the sound of musketry
during the Revolutionary War and several million who
could remember when British soldiers had burned the
national capitol during the War of 1812. Moreover,
with a self-consciousness that suggested a certain in-
security, the adolescent republic officially and unofh-
cially preened and blustered in an extraordinary
fashion in these years, most of the posturing directed
against her erstwhile parent. England, in turn, tended
to view the antics of the United States with an uncon-
cealed and frequently snide condescension, all of which
simply nourished the flames of resentment.

The point is important, because the transcontinental
movement that was already beginning to people the

John Bidwell's hand-drawn disefnio (map) of the Sacramento Valley, showing 57
land grants claimed by Americans. Most of the claims were fraudulent.
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Pacific Coast with Americans was markedly intensified
by this emotional relationship with England. Chief
among the country’s paranoid anxieties was the fear
that England was ready and willing to seize California
for her own, should the chance arise. Some, like the old
fire-eater, Senator Thomas Hart Benton of Missourli,
were convinced that England’s designs on California
dated clear back to Drake’s landing in 1579 and that
Her Majesty’s government was simply waiting for it to
fall into her lap like one of the golden apples of the sun.

Superficially, at least (and, given this government’s
emotional conditioning, appearances were all that
mattered), this was a distinct possibility. Mexico’s in-
fluence on California’s internal affairs degenerated
steadily during the early 1840s. Had the government
of the Californios been inclined to annex itself to, or
ask the protection of, any other nation, Britain in-
cluded, there would have been little that Mexico could
have done about it. Exactly such a scheme had been
unofficially promoted by one Britisher or another ever
since the publication of George Vancouver’s 4 Foyage
of Discovery to the North Pacific Ocean in 1798, in
which he took pains to describe the ludicrously inade-
quate defenses of the port of San Francisco (two three-
pounders, one of them mounted on a log). Seizing upon
similar evidences of Mexican neglect and pointing out
the unsettled nature of the province’s internal politics,
such individuals as Alexander Forbes, a British mer-
chant, and Sir George Simpson, governor of the Hud-
son’s Bay Company, had publicly advocated the direct
intervention of Great Britain in the 1830s and early
1840s.* But the English government was singularly
uninterested in the whole idea. Quite correctly gauging
the intensity of America’s continental urge, Prime
Minister Robert Peel and his foreign secretary, the Earl
of Aberdeen, knew that any such move would propel
the pugnacious young America to the brink of war—a
war they were unwilling to undertake without a French
alliance. And France, riven by internal strife, was too
busy fighting herself to fight anyone else.

*Forbes’ opinions were expressed in his History of Upper and
Lower California, published in 1839; Simpson, who visited Cali-
fornia in 1841, did not publish his views until 1847, in Narrative
of a Journey Round the World. Nevertheless, he made no secret
of them, and they were well known in the United States in the
early 1840s.
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The British government, however, was quite as good
at concealing its true intentions as any other nation.
As a consequence, what England thought, what it was
thought she thought, what she did, what it was felt she
might do, what she said, what it was said she said—all
were factors which profoundly influenced the course
of American involvement in California. Nothing more
thoroughly typified this fact than the clownish inci-
dent involving the unfortunate Commo. Thomas ap
Catesby Jones.

In September 1842, while the administration of Pres-
ident John Tyler engaged in some ticklish negotiations
with the Mexican government for the sale of California
—or at least the port of San Francisco—Commodore
Jones and his Pacific squadron were anchored at Callao,
Peru, nervously watching the movements of the British
Pacific squadron as it prepared to depart for points un-
known (under sealed orders, rumor had it). Shortly
after the British squadron left, Jones received word
that the United States and Mexico were at war and that
Mexico had arranged to cede California to England in
payment of her debts to that country. Jones instantly
bent sail, weighed anchor, and raced for California,
where he arrived in mid-October. At Monterey, he con-
gratulated himself on beating the British squadron,
demanded the surrender of the town and the province,
raised the American flag, and issued a proclamation
declaring the peaceful American occupation of the
territory. One day later, when he examined letters and
newspapers from Mexico City, he discovered that there
was no war and no Mexican-English arrangement. With
no little embarrassment he extended apologies to every
official in sight, lowered the American flag, attended a
dance given by the Californios, and removed himself
from Monterey with as much grace as he could muster.

The Californios were far more entertained than out-
raged by this abortive conquest, but officialdom in
Mexico City reacted with bleats of protest, eliminating
whatever slim chance there had been for Tyler to ar-
range a peaceful cession of California to the United
States. The idea was not revived until the presidency
of James K. Polk, America’s strongest president between
Andrew Jackson and Abraham Lincoln, and a dour,
secretive, utterly determined individual with the in-
stincts of a professional poker player and the gall of a
successful horse trader. Nurtured at the political knee
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of Jackson—who himself had tried to buy the San Fran-
cisco Bay region from Mexico in 1835 and who hated
England with a passion born of the Revolution—Polk
took office in March 1845, with a talent for muscular
duplicity that had been forged by twenty-five years of
experience in the particularly serpentine politics of
ante-bellum Tennessee and the equally tangled affairs
in the House of Representatives. He was fully primed
to accept at face value any and all vague rumors con-
cerning British intentions toward California. This
psychic stew was an important factor in the achieve-
ment of the three major foreign policy goals that he
brought to the office of president: the completed annex-
ation of Texas, the settlement of the Oregon question
with Great Britain, and the acquisition of California
(later expanded to include New Mexico). Counting
heavily on British reluctance to go to war, he managed
in 1846 to reach an agreeable settlement on the Oregon
question with a combination of bluff and compromise,
extending America’s Oregon territory to the 49th
parallel and acquiring Puget Sound in the bargain.
But his other two goals were not satisfied before one of
the most complex wars in the history of the United
States had ground to a bloody end in Mexico.

VER SINCE the embryonic. nation of Texas had won
E its independence from Mexico in 1836 (an inde-
pendence, however, which the Mexican government
steadfastly refused to recognize), there had been senti-
ment within the Lone Star republic and the United
States for its annexation to the Union. On March 1,
1845, just three days before Polk's inauguration, Presi-
dent John Tyler signed a joint resolution of Congress
which offered statehood to the republic. The act was
greeted with joy by most southern Democratic politi-
cians, who welcomed the addition of one more slave
state to the fold, but opposed by most anti-slavery,
anti-expansionist Whigs, who saw it, in the words of
former President John Quincy Adams, as “the first step
to the conquest of all Mexico, of the West India islands,
of a maritime, colonizing, slave-tainted monarchy, and
of extinguished freedom?”

Polk had no visible interest in the West Indies at
that time, or so far as we know, the creation of a mon-
archy—but he was a southerner, a Democrat, an expan-
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sionist, and as full of schemes as a Borgia. He not only
welcomed Texas for its own sake but immediately saw
it as a possible key to his California ambitions. A dis-
puted strip of territory between the Nueces River, the
Texan boundary claimed by Mexico, and the Rio
Grande, the boundary which therepublic itself claimed,
provided him with a framework for his plans. At about
the same time he was judiciously allowing his political
opponents to believe that the question of the final
boundary was open to negotiation with Mexico once
annexation was a fact, Polk wrote to his representative
in Texas, “Of course, I would maintain the Texan title
to the extent which she claims it to be, and not permit
an invading enemy to occupy a foot of soil East of the
Rio Grande!'*

Shortly after the Texan Congress accepted the United
States’ offer of annexation in June 1845, he ordered
Gen. Zachary Taylor and his army to occupy Corpus
Christi, on the northern edge of the disputed territory,
and had Secretary of the Navy George Bancroft instruct
Commo. John D. Sloat, the new commander of the
Pacific squadron, to “at once possess yourself of the
port of San Francisco, and blockade or occupy such
other ports as your force may permit,” should war break
out between Mexico and the United States.

However aggressive in tone, all this saber-rattling
was at first designed to frighten Mexico into abandon-
ing her claims to the country of the Rio Grande and
negotiating for the outright sale of New Mexico and
California; Polk had no particular desire for war—not
in June, at any rate. But by November, when he sent
John Slidell to Mexico City with the authority to offer
as much as fifteen million dollars for New Mexico and
another twenty-five million for California, he may well
have changed his mind. Slidell’s mission was hopeless.

*Polk’s motives in making such a statement were typically con-
voluted. Among other purposes. by assuring Texas of its boundary
claims, he hoped to head off a plot between anti-annexation forces
in Texas, including her president, Anson Jones, and British diplo-
mats, as unenthusiastic as cver at the prospect of an expanding
America. These interests were attempting to obtain from the
Mexican government an official recognition of the independence
of Texas, theorizing that uncontested nationhood might stem the
young country’s drift toward the United States (they ultimately
got the offer, but too late). Texan sentiment in favor of annexa-
tion was far too strong for any such manipulation to succeed—but,
of course, Polk could not know that, and he was never one to
leave a possibility uncovered.



The current government of Mexico, about as shaky as
a government could be and still function, was in no
position to bargain for the cession of so much territory;
had it done so, the outcry of national protest would
have obliterated it overnight. There is evidence to sug-
gest that Polk was fully aware of this; a few months
earlier Duff Green, a man familiar with the permuta-
tions of Mexican governance, had outlined the situ-
ation to him, and it is not impossible that Slidell’s
mission was meant simply to satisfy public opinion
(and history) that Polk had done all in his power to
avert open conflict.

By then, another avenue toward acquisition of Cali-
fornia had come to his mind—one that appealed to his
apparent love of intrigue and reflected his profound
mistrust of England. For months the United States
consul in California, Thomas O. Larkin, had been
sending reports to Washington that communicated
(and sometimes exaggerated) every wisp of rumor
concerning British intentions and outlined his convic-
tion that California’s political leaders, such as they
were, could be persuaded to declare independence
from Mexico and follow the pattern of Texas by join-
ing the United States. In his view, official as well as
de facto independence was inevitable, and if the United
States hoped to keep the province from joining Her
Majesty’s Empire (as a small but rabid number of
Californians actually wished), she had better make offi-
cial overtures to the Californios and make them soon.
Polk took the bait, and on October 17, 1845—only a
little over three weeks before he sent Slidell to Mexico
City—he dispatched Commo. Robert F. Stockton from
the Gulf of Mexico to Monterey via the Sandwich
Islands (Hawaii) with orders from the secretary of
state, James Buchanan, that made Larkin “confidential
agent in California” (atsix dollars a day)and gave him
the authority to make it clear to the Californios that
while the United States could not and would not
actually encourage such a move, “if the People should
desire to unite their destiny with ours, they would be
received as brethren!” Another copy of the order was
carried overland through Mexico by Marine Lt. Archi-
bald H. Gillespie, disguised as a merchant traveling
for his health.

It might have worked. Larkin was well known and
respected among many Californios, and his words car-
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ried weight—an influence in no way hindered by his
role as one of the province’s few “bankers,” who ex-
tended credit and provided liquid capital. Besides,
dissatisfaction with the Mexican government was in-
tense, and many of California’s leading spirits, particu-
larly Sonoma’s Don Mariano G. Vallejo, had already
resigned themselves to eventual American dominance.
In Monterey, Gen. Don José Castro, military com-
andante of California, was even then entertaining the
notion of ousting Governor Pio Pico from Los Angeles,
declaring California an independent republic (with
guess-who as president), and proceeding [rom there to
whatever development seemed most attractive. And
Governor Pico, while publicly expressing his undying
fealty to Mexico, dramatically stepped up his land
grants to friends and relatives of the local government,
possibly in anticipation of a rise in land values once the
province changed hands. In the first few months of 1846
alone, Pico dispensed eighty-seven such grants, most
of them of the maximum size of eleven square leagues
(48,818 acres) and many of them in the northern part
of the province—a fact which probably did not escape
the notice of the Americans of the region, as we shall see.

In short, California trembled in a state of flux; given
a little time to exercise his clout to its full potential,
Larkin might well have been able to nudge the province
into the welcoming arms of the United States. But
even before Stockton or Gillespie could deliver their
dispatches, circumstances rendered the scheme point-
less. In December 1845 Congress formally accepted
Texas into the Union and the Mexican government,
just as formally, broke off diplomatic relations with the
United States, refusing to receive John Slidell and ex-
pressing its indignation with military ruffles and flour-
ishes. When word of this reaction reached Washington
on January 12, 1846, Polk ordered Taylor's army to
advance to the Rio Grande, where it arrived in late
March. A few days later a Mexican force encamped
across the river near the Mexican town of Matamoras,
but for the next few weeks the two armies did nothing
more than send out patrols and exchange belligerent
proclamations.

By now, Polk was convinced that war was inevitable,
but reluctant to be the first president in the country's
history to actually start one. He waited for several
weeks, hoping that Mexico would make the first move,
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either by declaring war openly or by attacking Ameri-
can forces, and he vaguely toyed with yet another
scheme whereby a million dollars in immediate cash
might buy him enough support in Mexico to put to-
gether a treaty. Finally, on Saturday, May 9, he decided
he could wait no longer; the severance of diplomatic
relations and Mexico’s continuing refusal to talk to
Slidell would have to do as an excuse for a declaration
of war, which he determined to request when Capitol
Hill opened for business Monday morning. But that
night, he received word that on April 26 an American
patrol had been attacked and captured by the Mexi-
cans on ‘“‘American” soil above the Rio Grande. He
amended his message accordingly and delivered it the
morning of the eleventh (Mexico, meanwhile, had
already made its own declaration). One can sense the
satisfaction and relief that must have accompanied his
announcement that “now, after reiterated menaces,
Mexico has passed the boundary of the United States,
has invaded our territory, and shed American blood
upon American soil;’ and that war existed “by the act
of Mexico herself” After some frantic opposition by
those who considered the whole business little better
than territorial larceny, Congress gave the president
what he asked for, and on Tuesday he signed it.
Mr. Polk’s war of acquisition had begun.

HE GREAT BATTLES of the Mexican War were played
Tout a long distance from both the city where war
had been declared and the land for which it was fought.
It was America’s first major expeditionary war, and
men struggled, marched, and sweated out the long
agony of conflict in places with names unfamiliar to
the American experience: Monterrey, Buena Vista,
Vera Cruz, Resaca de la Palma, Chapultepec, the Hall
of the Montezumas. It ground on for nearly two years,
and at its end had killed 13,283 Americans (most by
disease) and uncounted Mexicans, and had cost one
hundred million dollars. California experienced few
of those deaths and financed little of that cost; seen
against the backdrop of the very real war going on in
the valleys and plains of Mexico, where armies clashed
by day and night in generous bloodshed, the Calilornia
conflict appears as a parody of warlare. The irony of
the comparison is heightened by the fact that this gray
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comedy was futile by any standards of military, politi-
cal, or diplomatic necessity.

With all deference to the risks of historical specula-
tion, there seems little reason to doubt that the prov-
ince’s inexorable drift toward the United States would
simply have been accelerated once news of war reached
its inhabitants. After all, for all their bluster and self-
importance, the Californio leaders had always demon-
strated a decent respect for the arts of survival and an
ability to accept and adjust to the inevitable—providing
that their honor could also be satisfied, by no means an
impossible task. If American occupation had been en-
trusted to reasonable men, the chances were excellent
that the transition would have been as slick and peace-
ful as anyone might have desired. As it turned out, a
handful of small men who danced to the puppet-strings
ol their large ambitions managed to sabotage this pos-
sibility and create a bitter, pointless little farce which
only an unjustifiably charitable view of history could
dignify with the title of “conquest”’

The meaningless character of the affair was estab-
lished even before war broke out between the United
States and Mexico. [t began in December 1845 with the
arrival of John C. Frémont and a force of sixty hand-
picked, well-armed men, most of them weathered, hard-
bitten veterans of sundry wilderness exploits. His
ostensible mission was to expand and correct some of
his previous explorations, but the mission he carried
in his head went far beyond that prosaic, if necessary,
task. He had competently accomplished some of the
most extensive, well-reported, and useful exploring
expeditions in the nineteenth century and had reaped
more than a fair share of the country’s official and
unofficial gratitude (see chapter 3). But this was not
glory enough for him. He was beginning to see himself
as a Great Man, an image nourished by the artful prod-
ding of his wife Jessie—who was herself beautiful,
brilliant, ambitious, and trapped in a time and place
that robbed her of any alternative way to make her
mark in a world ruled by men. To both of them—and
to Frémont's father-in-law, Senator Benton—California
appeared as a potential arena for the further develop-
ment of a young man’s swelling career. One way or
another, it seemed inevitable that the province would
soon have to change Hags—either design her own, accept
that of Great Britain, or be given America’s. The pres-



ence of a highly mobile force of sharpshooters on the
scene might just sway circumstances. And as for the
commander of such a troop—who knew what wonders
might ensue?

So, armed with a headful of sugar-plum visions, Ben-
ton’s fatherly encouragement, and his wife’s vigorous
support, Frémont entered California in December 1845
with a thirst for destiny. It got him into trouble almost
immediately—and thoroughly crippled Larkin’s patient
efforts for a peaceful political transition. After making
a verbal promise to Don José Castro in Monterey that
he would sit out the winter in the San Joaquin Valley
then proceed to Oregon (or to the Gila River in the
south; he had not made up his mind) in the spring,
Frémont loitered instead in the Santa Clara Valley until
March 1846, soaking up rumors, speculations, griev-
ances, and possibilities expressed by American settlers
and traders. Then he set out—not east across the moun-
tains, but south toward Monterey. When Castro de-
manded that he keep his word and remove himself and
his party from the coast, Frémont’s response was to
compose a screed of high-toned outrage, send it to
Castro, retire to Gavilan (now Fremont) Peak near
Mission San Juan Bautista, erect a jerry-built fort of
logs, whittle a pole, nail the American flag to it, plant
it with appropriate ceremony, and vow to defend it to
the last man. Castro’s honor required that he pelt the
region with belligerent circulars in the finest Californio
style, round up a troop of volunteers, and maneuver
them in various aggressive poses within range of Ameri-
can telescopes but not American rifles.

Larkin was aghast and worked frantically to prevent
an exchange of gunfire that would start a war he con-
sidered neither necessary nor profitable. His interces-
sion (coupled with a natural reluctance on Castro’s
part) kept the two forces apart long enough [or the
situation to cool. After three days the wind toppled
Frémont’s brave little banner. He announced that this
was an omen to move on, and the party retired across
the mountains and up the Central Valley, arriving at
Sutter’s Fort on March 21. His position was now ridicu-
lous as well as profoundly illegal. Recognizing this, he
decided at least to make a gesture toward reality and
wandered north, apparently on his way to Oregon.

Behind him, Frémont left a well-roiled California.
Larkin did his best to placate Castro and the other
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Californio authorities, while clusters of settlers, squat-
ters, adventurers, and con men gathered in Yerba
Buena, Monterey, and Sutter’'s Fort over glasses of
brandy or wine and gossiped, feeding the flames of their
insecurity.

On April 17 Lt. Archibald H. Gillespie arrived in
Monterey, delivering the orders that appointed Thomas
Larkin a confidential agent (Stockton was then at the
Sandwich Islands, preparing to complete his journey
to California). Gillespie also had news of the situation
in Washington (as of the previous November, at any
rate) and—perhaps most significant—of the Mexican
government’s refusal to receive Slidell in December
and its military preparations. After meeting with Lar-
kin, Gillespie almost immediately set out to find Fré-
mont, for whom he had a packet of letters from Jessie
and the senator. He discovered him on the shores of
Klamath Lake early in May, desultorily surveying his
route and preparing to cross the mountains. After an
evening’s discussion with Gillespie, Frémont decided
to return to California. It appeared that another mo-
ment for the seizing might present itself after all—and,
besides, how would it look to the folks back in Wash-
ington (including his wife) if he spent his time maun-
dering about in the safety of Oregon while a war of
conquest was going on behind his back?*

By the end of May the Frémont party was in camp
at the Marysville Buttes, some fifty miles north of
Sutter’s Fort, and Frémont had sent Gillespie ahead to
requisition 300 pounds of rifle lead, one keg of powder,
and 8,000 percussion caps from the U.S.S. Portsmouth,
which Commodore Sloat had sent from Mazatlén to

*This decision has inspired an incredible amount of historio-
graphic ink, largely because of Frémont's later insistence that he
was carrying out the secret wishes of his government—that, in fact,
his entire expedition was a confidential mission undertaken with
the full knowledge of the Polk administration. The “family cipher”
contained in Benton's letter, he said, established this; the verbal
instructions of Gillespie reinforced it. Frémont may actually have
believed this later, but the fact remains that it was all glorification
after the fact. There was no family cipher instructing him; there
were no verbal orders; Frémont had been given no secret assign-
ment of any kind. Polk not only had no such scheme in mind
(perhaps uncharacteristically), he actually had to be reminded
later by James Buchanan that Frémont was even in California.
Frémont’s decision to return to California was his own, one in-
spired by nothing more than a convenient blending of his own
inclinations and the speculations of Gillespie.
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San Francisco Bay in April for purposes of observation.
It was not long before the camp was infested by restless
Americans from all over the northern part of the terri-
tory who interpreted Frémont's return as a portent of
one kind or another. Castro, who was then assembling
a militia force for one more demonstration in his long,
if inconclusive, feud with Governor Pio Pico, chose
this unfortunate moment to send two officers and eight
privates north to requisition horses from Don Mariano
Vallejo in Sonoma. With the encouragement if not the
active support of Frémont, the Americans milling about
at Marysville Buttes elected to intercept the herd, and
on June 10 a small group of adventurers captured it
near the Cosumnes River and drove it back to Sutter’s
Fort, while Frémont broke camp and moved down to
Bear Creek, much nearer the scene of action.

And action there was. The raw larceny of horse theft
could be cleansed only by an act which raised the
whole business to the level of at least semi-legitimate
warfare. They had to capture something besides horses,
so in the pre-dawn hours of June 14 a cadre of about
thirty men launched an “assault” on the military gar-
rison at Sonoma (again without Frémont’s direct aid).
This attack had its peculiar logic, in California terms
at any rate: there was no garrison at Sonoma, and there
had been none since the year before. What the mid-
night marauders captured were nine tiny cannon, some
of which were actually mounted on carriages, 200
arthritic muskets, a small quantity of ammunition, two
minor Mexican officers, and a sleepy-eyed but char-
acteristically gracious Don Mariano Vallejo, who in-
vited the party’s leaders into his house to discuss the
terms of capitulation over glasses of brandy and wine.
That done and the agreement signed, the prisoners of
war were shuttled off to Sutter’s Fort, where Frémont
ordered them imprisoned, and the leaders of the rebel-
lion sat down and began to figure out exactly what it
was they were doing.

What they were doing, they decided, was founding
a new republic, so they had an election and a visionary
Yankee schoolteacher by the name of William B. Ide
was chosen commander in chief. A nation should have
a flag, it was agreed, so the founding fathers extempo-
rized one on a piece of cotton cloth, featuring a hand
wrought picture of a grizzly bear under a star reminis-
cent of that on the flag of the Texas Republic; on the
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bottom of this ensign were lettered the words, “CALI-
FORNIA REPUBLIC” (a considerably improved ver-
sion, of course, is now the state’s official flag). Ide then
issued a declaration that attempted to ape both the
tone and the language of the one written by Thomas
Jeflerson in another time and place, and sent out a call
for volunteers from the countryside.

Thus was born one of the strangest and shortest-lived
republics in the history of the Americas.

T 1S TEMPTING to dismiss the creation of the Bear Flag
Republic as either the singularly fey manifestation

of a kind of crackpot patriotism or a somewhat cynical
attempt to cover up what amounted to acts of banditry.
There were elements of both factors involved, cer-
tainly, but the motives of those who engineered the
revolt may well have been far more intricate than that.
The main reason for their action, they would later
maintain, was that Castro had been about to drive them
across the mountains; they said he had issued circulars
ordering them out, that he was gathering an army to
forcibly expel them if they did not go voluntarily, and
that he had ordered the Indians to destroy their homes
and fields, and even to massacre them. In his History of
California, H. H. Bancroft discounted all of it: “Gen-
eral Castro did not issue the proclamations imputed to
him; did not order the settlers to quit the country; did
not organize an army with which to attack them; and
did not instigate savages to destroy their crops. . .. The
Americans of the Sacramento had nothing to fear from
the Californians; and this must have been almost as
well known to the leading spirits of the revolt as to us:’
A subsidiary reason offered was that they hoped to pre-
vent an imminent British takeover, but again this
makes little sense; if the British had been seriously
interested in taking California with the built-in threat
of instant war with the United States as a consequence,
they would hardly have been dissuaded by the pres-
ence of a motley little republic—even one that had fear-
lessly captured nine tiny cannon. Doubtless, many of
those who participated sincerely believed all or part of
both justifications; just as certainly, as Bancroft notes,
“The alleged motives, so far at least as the leaders were
concerned, were assuredly not the real ones. They were
but pretexts of designing men, used at the time to



secure unanimity of action, and after success to justify
that action?”’

What, then, were they after? The answer may lie
buried in the middle of Ide’s convoluted and some-
times incomprehensible proclamation of June 15. “The
Commander in Chief of the Troops assembled at the
Fortress of Sonoma," Ide wrote grandly, “solemnly de-
clares his object to be First, to defend himself and com-
panions in arms who were invited to this country [by
whom?] by a promise of Lands on which to settle them-
selves . .. who, when having arrived in California were
denied even the privilege of buying or renting Lands
of their friends.” It was also his intention ‘“‘to overthrow
a ‘Government’ which had seized upon the property of
the Missions for its individual aggrandizement,” and in
a later version of the proclamation, he amended this
sentence to read: “to overthrow a ‘Government’ which
has robbed and despoiled the Missions and appro-
priated the property thereof for the individual aggran-
dizement of its favorites; which has violated good Faith
by its treachery in the bestowment of Public I.ands.’

The capitalization of “Lands” in the above excerpts
was not necessarily the result of Ide’s typically slipshod
composition. Land, the great common denominator of
California history, may well have been at the root of
the founding of the Bear Flag Republic, the one thing
that could have inspired its leaders to risk everything
in one wild throw of the dice. They were children of
an age in which a man’s material value was usually
measured in terms of land, property, real estate—
whether it was used for the purposes of production or
simple speculation. The rumored availability of land
was why most of them had ventured into California, and
they had found little of it available. Given no other
choice (but to leave), many had followed the fine old
American tradition ol squatting on land to which they
had no reasonable expectation of title—hoping for the
best while during the first months of 1846 Governor
Pico gave away 372,792 acres of Sacramento and San
Joaquin Valley land in eight individual grants, all of it
to Californios or naturalized foreigners. Ide and his
colleagues were have-nots who had hoped to get—and
California was slipping away from them. To interrupt
this giveaway may have been one workable reason for
the revolt; indeed, it was mentioned later as one of
several reasons, although far more emphasis was placed
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on fear for their lives, patriotism, and a love of Repub-
lican Principles. Yet one of Ide’s first acts as the leader
of the minuscule nation was to promise at least one
square league (4,438 acres) of land to every man who
joined the enterprise and to declare that all mission
lands (i.e., those lands already given away or being
given away by the Californio authorities) were to be-
come the public domain of the California Republic.
On one level, then, the Bear Flag Rebellion might
accurately be characterized as the predecessor of the
squatters’ revolts that would punctuate the early 1850s.
On another, it might be described as a genuine attempt
to emulate the Texas republic, for the brief history of
that land was common knowledge to most of the rebel-
lion’s participants, many of whom were refugees from
the Mississippi Valley frontier and some, like William
L. Todd (nephew of Mary Todd Lincoln and designer
of the grizzly bear flag), from Texas itself. The one
thing that would not have escaped the attention of
land-hungry men was the fact that one of the main
points agreed upon in the annexation negotiations
between the Texas republic and the United States was
that all public lands would remain in the control of
Texas.* If the Republic of Texas could do it, Ide and
his colleagues might have reasoned, why not the Cali-
fornia Republic? If the shadow of a working govern-
ment could be formed and maintained a sufficient
length of time before open war between Mexico and
the United States (and remember, they did not know
that war had already begun), and if the United States
government was forced to court California as it had
courted Texas, it might well agree to honor the repub-
lic’s appropriation of Mexican grant lands; not only
would unavailable land become suddenly available, it
would be land free of the $1.25 an acre charged for
federal land under the provisions of the Pre-Emption
Act of 1841, as well as that act’s 160-acre limitation
provisions—both matters of no small importance in a
province used to measuring land in square leagues.

Altogether, it seems possible that the Bear Flag affair

*The Joint Resolution of Congress of March 1, 1845, read as fol-
lows: “Said State. when admitted into the Union ...shall also retain
all the vacant and nnappropriated lands lying within its limits,
to be applied to the payment of the debts and liabilities of said
republic of Texas; and the residue of said lands, after discharging
said debts and liabilities, to he disposed of as said State may direct.”
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was something more than a simple-minded excursion
into the absurd. Moreover, had the timing not been
oft by several months, the scheme—if it was a scheme—
could have worked. Within a week of the Sonoma con-
quest and Ide’s declaration, the republic’s “army” had
grown to about 100 men; after a skirmish at Olompali,
near San Rafael, in which some 20 Bear-Flaggers
routed a 50-man force sent north by Castro, it swelled
to 250, a force of respectable dimensions when it is
remembered that the most Castro could put together
at any one time was something less than 200 men. It
grew even more respectable when John C. Frémont
galloped into Sonoma at the end of June with his 60
men, bent on a “rescue” mission that might legitimize
his active participation; when he assumed command of
the entire force of more than 300 men (called the Cali-
fornia Battalion) at their request on July 5, the move-
ment acquired a genuine military leader, however lim-
ited his experience.* Had there been time enough to
put together a decent campaign, there seems little
reason to doubt that the Bear-Flaggers could have
effectively controlled northern California—and that
might have been enough to make the republic a reality.

But time had run out on them. Commodore Sloat
first heard of the existence of war while at Mazatlin
on May 17; old, sick, terrified of repeating Commodore
Jones's mistake of 1842, and possessed, as H. H. Ban-
croft put it, of a “natural indecision of character;
Sloat took three weeks to make up his mind to follow
his instructions and depart for the occupation of San
Francisco and Monterey. He finally arrived at Monterey
on July 7, raised the flag, and issued a gentle proclama-
tion: “I declare to the inhabitants of California that
altho’ I come in arms with a powerful force, I do not
come among them as enemy to California; but on the
contrary I come as their best friend” On July 9 Sonoma’s
Bear Flag was hauled down and replaced by the flag of
the United States, and whatever dreams had been boil-
ing in the heads of those who founded the Independent
Republic of California were shredded like a tule fog
in the wind.

*Frémont later maintained that he accepted command to prevent
the alfair from getting out of hand. Perhaps; but one wonders
whether his thirst for destiny had not found a new attraction—
leading the army of a free republic down the paths of glory. It was
a heady image, and Frémont was vulnerable to such things.
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NE OF sLOAT's first official acts was to relinquish his
O command, without any regrets (in fact, at his
stated request), to his subordinate, Commo. Robert F.
Stockton, whose career is worth a closer look. During
the War of 1812, he had acquired the nickname of
“Fighting Bob;" less for his assaults upon the enemy
than for his readiness to fight duels with his compan-
ions on the slightest provocation and his willingness to
disobey orders when he disagreed with them; these
same qualities caused the navy to remove him from
command in 1821, whereupon he applied for—and
quickly received—an extended leave. He requested for-
eign assignment in 1837, when his business interests
necessitated a journey to England; once there, he com-
missioned John Ericcson (who would become one of
the greatest mechanical engineers of the nineteenth
century) to design and construct the U.S.S. Princeton
for the navy. When completed, the Princeton was the
first screw-propeller naval craft in history and featured,
among other things, an enormous cannon capable of
sending a 225-pound ball more than two miles, this also
designed by Ericcson. Stockton sailed the ship to the
United States and, over Ericcson’s vigorous warnings,
had an equally large cannon of his own design built.
In February 1844 Stockton sailed the Princeton up the
Potomac, billing himself as her designer, and invited
President Tyler, his cabinet, and other Washington
dignitaries on board for a demonstration of the ship’s
gunpower. During the festivities, Stockton’s cannon
disintegrated, killing the secretary of the navy, the sec-
retary of state, and six other men, and injuring seven-
teen people, including Thomas Hart Benton, whose
left eardrum was ruptured by the concussion of the ex-
plosion. Stockton promptly informed everyone that the
cannon had been designed by “my assistant, an ingeni-
ous mechanic, named Ericcson!” Not until a congres-
sional investigation was Ericcson’s name cleared—
though Stockton himself received not so much as a
reprimand. Finally, while stationed in the Gulf of
Mexico in 1845, he gratuitously involved himself in a
sordid and unsuccessful little intrigue designed to trick
the Mexicans into attacking Texan or American troops
—representing himself all the while as his government’s
official agent in the matter.

This was the man to whom the actual conquest of
California was entrusted, and he went about it with a



bombastic zeal calculated to enhance his image (it is
no accident of history that Stockton, like Frémont,
ultimately threw himself headlong into politics). Since
Castro and what supporters he could find had fled
Monterey for southern California shortly after Sloat’s
arrival, there were no military glories available in the
northern part of the province; so Stockton mustered
in Frémont’s California Battalion, put it bag and bag-
gage on board the Cyane, and sent it south to capture
San Diego. The commodore then prepared to sail with
360 marines for San Pedro and the conquest of Los
Angeles. Before leaving, he issued a proclamation, most
of whose “information” was supplied by Frémont and
Gillespie but whose tone and language were pure Stock-
ton; blandly repeating every rumor and barefaced lie
available, this “most extraordinary document;’ as Ban-
croft called it, completely annihilated whatever con-
ciliatory effect Sloat’s own proclamation had possessed.
It cited, among other contortions of truth, “reports
from the interior of scenes of rapine, blood, and mur-
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der; and ‘“lawless depredations daily committed by
Gen. Castro’s men upon the persons and property of
peaceful and unoffending inhabitants;’ then went on to
announce that “I cannot, therefore, confine my opera-
tions to the quiet and undisturbed possession of the
defenceless [sic] ports of Monterey and San Francisco,
whilst the people elsewhere are suffering from lawless
violence; but will immediately march against these
boasting and abusive chiefs, who have not only vio-
lated every principle of national hospitality . . . but
who, unless driven out, will, with the aid of hostile
Indians, keep this beautiful country in a constant state
of revolution and blood>’

With this breathless scenario completed, Stockton
sailed for San Pedro, where he arrived on August 6. The
next morning two emissaries from Castro entered the
camp with an offer to negotiate a peaceful settlement—
providing Stockton advance no further. The commo-
dore refused (a bloodless conquest was not on the
agenda), and on the eleventh started toward Los An-
geles; on the thirteenth he was joined by Frémont’s
California Battalion, which had occupied San Diego
without resistance, and in the afternoon the two forces
entered Los Angeles without a shot being fired, since
Castro and Governor Pio Pico had circumspectly re-
treated to Mexico, littering the road to Sonora with

COMEDY AND CONQUEST

proclamations all the way. Not much in the way of
glory, but it would have to do.

And there it should have ended—except that a little
over three weeks later, Stockton sailed north for Mon-
terey and Frémont marched north to Sacramento, leav-
ing Los Angeles in the hands of Lt. Archibald H.
Gillespie and a garrison of fifty men. Gillespie, exer-
cising fine American contempt for “greasers;’ so alien-
ated the people of Los Angeles that by the end of
September he found his little garrison surrounded by
a guerrilla army under Juan Flores and Andrés Pico,
brother of the governor. On October 2 he surrendered
and was allowed to march away to San Pedro. Before
surrendering, however, he had sent a messenger through
the Californio lines, “Lean” John Brown, who streaked
the distance to San Francisco in six days, delivering
word of Gillespie’s dilemma. Stockton was then making
plans to appoint Frémont military governor of Cali-
fornia and take himself, his sailors, and his marines to
Mazatlin for a west coast assault on Mexico; events at
Los Angeles interrupted these projects. After ordering
Frémont and his battalion to sail to Santa Barbara,
pick up horses, and march to join him in an assault on
Los Angeles, the commodore sailed once again for San
Pedro with his own forces. Once there, he found Gil-
lespie and his men, and the combined forces immedi-
ately marched for Los Angeles—only to be driven back
in the “Battle of the Old Woman’s Gun” on October 8,
an encounter that featured a horse-drawn antique can-
non deployed brilliantly by the Californios. The land-
locked American navy retreated to San Pedro and set
about gathering supplies and horses to prepare for
another attempt. Frémont, in the meantime, had re-
ceived word from a passing ship that there were no
horses at Santa Barbara; he returned to Monterey and
began gathering them there.

While Stockton drilled his sailors and Frémont gath-
ered horses, Gen. Stephen Watts Kearny was marching
into California with one hundred dragoons from Santa
Fe. He had originally started out with three hundred
men but in August had encountered Kit Carson, who
was carrying dispatches from Frémont and who re-
ported that California was well under control; Kearny
therelore sent two hundred men back to Santa Fe and
resumed his march, employing Carson as guide. On the
morning of December 6, Kearny’s dragoons attacked
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a troop of insurgent horsemen under Andrés Pico near
the little Indian village of San Pascual, some thirty
niiles northeast of San Diego. Exhausted from their
long march and badly mounted, the dragoons were no
match for the lances of the Californios; Kearny and his
men held the field, but by the battle’s end twenty-two
Americans were dead and sixteen injured, including
Kearny. Carson and another man were sent through
the lines to San Diego to seek help from Stockton, who
sent a relief force to escort Kearny’s mutilated Army of
the West to safety.

After Kearny and his men recovered and Stockton
had completed his preparations, they launched a joint
attack on Los Angeles on January 10, 1847. The assault
was more of a protracted skirmish than a genuine bat-
tle, but it had the desired results; Los Angeles was
recaptured. Juan Flores skittered off to Mexico, and
Andrés Pico and the remnants of the insurgent army
galloped north toward Cahuenga Pass. There they en-
countered Frémont’s California Battalion. Frémont
graciously accepted their surrender with the Capitula-
tion of Cahuenga on January 13 and forever after billed
himself as the Conqueror of California.

HE CONQUEST WAS ENDED, but the comedy lingered
Ton. Kearny had marched into California with
orders from the War Department to act as the military
and civil governor of the conquered province. Stock-
ton, who had no such orders, nevertheless considered
himself to be in supreme command, presumably be-
cause he had arrived first. He ignored Kearny’s author-
ity and appointed Frémont (now lieutenant colonel)
governor of California, a position the explorer accepted
cheerfully. Stockton sailed for Mazatlin, and Frémont
began his short reign as governor, issuing proclama-
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tions, orders, and appointments. Patiently, Kearny
pointed out that in spite of what Stockton had said,
Frémont was utterly without authority in anything he
did. He pointed this out several times, but Frémont
very much wanted to be governor of California. He
continued to defy Kearny, and in the end the general
was forced to arrest him and escort him back to Wash-
ington in the summer of 1847. In Washington, Frémont
was brought before a court-martial and in January 1848
was found guilty of disobedience of orders and dis-
missed from the army. President Polk remanded the
dismissal, but Frémont’s burgeoning pride had been
assaulted; he huffily resigned his commission.

There is little in his short career of conquest to bring
credit to Frémont's memory, but if most of his actions
qualified him as the deserving butt of history, he did
accomplish one thing in 1846 for which that history
should thank him. He told it himself in his memoirs:
“The Bay of San Francisco is separated from the sea
by low mountain ranges. Looking from the peaks of
the Sierra Nevada, the coast mountains present an
apparently continuous line, with only a single gap,
resembling a mountain pass. This is the entrance to the
great bay, and is the only water communication from
the coast to the interior country. Approaching from the
sea, the coast presents a bold outline. On the south, the
bordering mountains come down in a narrow ridge of
broken hills, terminating in a precipitous point, against
which the sea breaks heavily. On the northern side, the
mountain presents a bold promontory, rising in a few
miles to a height of two or three thousand feet. Between
these points is the strait—about one mile broad in the
narrowest part, and five miles long from the sea to the
bay. To this gate I gave the name of Chrysopolae, or
Golden Gate”

If nothingelse, Frémont had given the future a name.
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Andrés Pico in elegant military attire.

California Mirror:
The Californios
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Governor Pio Pico with wife and nieces. After the war Pico attempted to reclaim the governorship.

“You will please inform him) Gen. William T. Sherman wrote, “that Upper California is now American territory’’

The society of the Californios, like that of the Indians
before them, succumbed with brutal swiftness to the
pressures of a new age. Just as the Indian photographs

reproduced on pages 27-33 document the living rem-

nants of a time older than the memory of man, the
daguerreotypes shown on these pages record the faces
of yet another time —a time, one of them said, that held
“a contented happiness which an alien race with differ-
ent temperament can never understand.” Thus, Andrés
Pico perched like a fighting cock in his military finery,
doubtless remembering that transient moment of glory
when his lancers met the dragoons of General Stephen
W. Kearny at San Pascual; thus, the Lugo family, all the
generations of them, lined up with comely pride to dis-
play the grace of their physical beauty; thus, Mariano
G. Vallejo gazing with irrepressible love into the face of
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his granddaughter, secure in the knowledge that he
would be one of the few whose patrimony would survive.

For, unlike that of the Indian, the society of the Cali-
fornios would be destroyed not by death or disease but
by litigation. It was land that had given them the frame-
work for their lives, and it was land the Yankees wanted
—and would have. 1t was not long after the American
conquest that the first indications of what might happen
could be seen, as American settlers—squatters, many
of them—began demanding that the land grants of the
Spanish and Mexican regimes be turned over to the
United States government and opened to general settle-
ment under the provisions of the Preemption Act of 1841.

The stakes were immense: 13,000,000 acres, embrac-
ing some of the richest land in California, had been
givenaway in 809 individual grants. Most of these grants



£ o

e

e, 0
5,

i
A

o o

S

xﬂ_‘_wvw}gm.wvﬁv,-/...r e T S

Bl ey

S et T

.
RN S ;
e + g

sl

g
skt

7 T ce e

3

w s : B

“The Yankees are a wonderful people; Mariano G. Vallejo (above) once said.
“If they emigrated to hell itself, they would somehow manage to change the climate’”



had been dispensed during the Mexican era, most after
the secularization of the missions in 1834, most during
the five years preceding the American acquisition of the
territory; and some, it was believed (and later proved),
had in fact been given by Governor Pio Pico after his
removal from office in the spring of 1846 and then ante-
dated to give the impression that it had been granted
before American control.

The Californios, together with those foreigners (in-
cluding some Americans) who had obtained grants,
held that the terms of the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo,
which stipulated that “property of every kind"* would be
“inviolably respected,”” guaranteed them the legal title
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Ignacio Coronel, ca. 1855.

to their grant lands. But the political pressure brought to
bear by the more numerous settlers and squatters was
great, and in 1850 their champion, Senator William M.
Gwin, introduced legislation that would create a board
of land commissioners to determine the validity of land-
grant claims. Under the board’s operating rules, the bur-
den of proof fell upon the grantees, not the government,
although both parties had the right of appeal to the
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United States District Court and, if necessary, to the
Supreme Court itself. Over the vigorous opposition of
Senator Thomas Hart Benton, who considered the whole
business to be “‘confiscatory,” Gwin’s bill passed the
Senate and then the House, and was signed into law on
March 3, 1851.

Proof, to most of the grantees, was indeed a burden,
for under Mexican law grants had been given under the
loosest sort of regulations and a vague disinclination to
be precise as to the land's proper metes and bounds
(there was so much land in California—who could
bother with such trifles as a few hundred acres here and
there?). The law required only that a petitioner for a

Ignacio del Valle, ca. 1851.

grant describe it in his petition, that he submit a per-
sonally drawn diseno, or map, that he demonstrate his
personal commitment to ownership by walking about
on the piece of land before witnesses, “‘uprooting grass,
scattering handfuls of earth, tearing twigs, and perform-
ing other acts and ceremonies of real possession,”” and
that within one year he build a house on the land and
occupy it.



The descriptions in the petitions offended the Amer-
ican fondness for precision in such matters, for they
were riddled with such phrases as poco mas 6 ménos
(“a little more or less’’); and the hand-drawn diseios,
although frequently charming as folk art, were ludi-
crously inexact and quite often indecipherable. Fre-
quently, side-by-side claims overlapped each other in
many places, sometimes to the point of merger. The
stipulation regarding the building and occupation of a
house was honored in the breach quite as often as in the
observance, although under the casual Mexican govern-
ment such omissions were generally ignored, as was the
provision that any grant approved by a gevernor had to
be passed on to the California Assembly for its approval
before becoming legal (California’s Mexican governors
had a way of becoming a law unto themselves.)

With dogged persistence, attorneys for the United
States zeroed in on such vagaries to challenge the va-
lidity of hundreds of claims, usually appealing any
adverse decisions. The grantees fought back as best
they could; in 1855 some of the largest of the rancheros
banded together to issue a declaration to Congress: “In
view of the doleful litigation proposed by the general
Government against all the land owners in California in
violation of the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo and the law
of nations, which year by year becomes more costly and
intolerable, in view of the repeated falsehoods and
calumnies circulated by the public press against the vali-
dation of our titles and the justice which supports us in
this interminable litigation and which equally influences
the tribunals of justice and prejudices our character and
our dearest rights; in view of the injustices which have
accumulated against us because of our patience in suf-
fering and our silence in defending ourselves, we, the
land owners in the state ... mutually contract and agree
to aid and support each other by every legal means as
free men, which we are, to resist every effort made
against us to carry out a general confiscation of our
properties.”

“Interminable litigation. ..."” Itwas time that the Cali-
fornios were fighting, for time was costing them money.
The land commission only held its hearings from Jan-
uary 1852 to March 1856, but case after case was
dragged along the appeals route for years afterwards,
sometimes for decades; the average length of time it
took to secure a final decision was seventeen years. In

Reginaldo del Valle, 1856.
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the meantime, legal fees ate into the finances of the
landowners. When they tried to sell parts of their land
to meet expenses, they had to accept prices far below
any reasonable market value because title was not
clear, and when they mortgaged the land, they were
forced to absorb interest rates that ran as high as 8
percent per month.

Ultimately, out of the more than eight hundred claims
submitted to the land commission, 604 were confirmed
and 209 rejected. But for most of the original grantees,
the final adjudication was irrelevant. Their money was
gone, and with it the land that had given them, for a
time, the taste of a baronial life. In the mid-1850s, Don
Abel Stearns (who, as we shall see in chapter 12, was
himself finally forced to relinquish his land to specu-
lators) wrote to John C. Frémont: “The long lists of
Sheriffs and mortgage sales in our newspapers, the
depopulation of flourishing stock ranches, and the pau-
perism of Rancheros, but a short time since wealthy,
all attest the disastrous consequences of too much litiga-
tion and of this unsettled state of titles.”” The lists grew
longer as the years went by, and before the passing of
another generation, one more of California's many civi-
lizations had slipped into the dark of history.

“The fecundity of the Californians is remarkable;
Walter Colton wrote in 1850. At the left, the Lugo
famnily lines up for a group portrait.




cadoy

CARINEY, o AYy,

s & ra vt ;ri.("‘

Caty ESPANGEA
;Rm;m._ﬁ*ﬂﬁﬂﬁfﬁiﬁﬂmuo}&nu
o -

0

g, |1 AHRERIA S




SECTION TWO

The Money Machine

The scenes which I must try to depict for the reader will show a multi-
tude of figures and many phases of passion. A host of adventurers flocking
from the centers of civilization on the shores of the Atlantic, half across
the world, to a remote corner on the coast of what was then the semi-
barbarous Pacific. . .. At brief notice, they organized a state, complete
in all its parts. As if by magic, their touch or their influence created
magnificent cities; clipper ships, that cast the boasted India-men of
England into disrepute; two railroads, connecting the Atlantic with the
Pacific; a line of ocean steamers, connecting Asia with America, and a
telegraph line from the Golden Gate to the Mississippi. . . . They saw
in much of the state the savage retire before the cow-herd, who again
retired before the wheat farmer. They saw the rise of a new horticulture
which combines the energy of New England with the scientific training
of Europe on a soil as fertile as that of Egypt, and in a climate as genial
as that of Italy. They saw the development of a new mining industry,
which lifted rivers from their beds, washed away the eternal hills, fol-
lowed up and cleaned out the channels of the immense streams of an
ancient geological era, and made topographical changes in the natural
levels of the earth’s surface so great that they may claim to exceed all that
has ever been done elsewhere. . . .

The men whe took part in most of these wonderful changes, and
witnessed all of them, feel that California, and especially San Francisco,
has an interest for them such as no other country or city could have
acquired, in our age at least, nor do they lament that they did not live
in some better time in the remote past. No golden era of romance or
chivalry, no heroic period of Greece or Rome provokes their envy, or,
in their conception, outshines the brilliancy of the scenes in which they
have been actors. This is the very home of their souls.

—John S. Hittell
(A History of the City of San Francisco. . ., 1878)

An 1851 daguerreotype of San Francisco’s Sacramento Street—
one of the busiest blocks in the busiest town west of the Mississippi.
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CHAPTER 5

THE FOOLS OF 49

An itinerant carpenter finds "“something shining” in a ditch, and a Mormon

entrepreneur cries "Gold! Gold from the American River!”

OR MORE THAN A YEAR following the Capitulation
Fof Cahuenga, California was a kind of patchwork

society, an uneasy and all but ungovernable mix
of cultures. Aside from the resident population of
about 9,000 Californios (not to mention some 85,000
uncivilized and 15,000 civilized Indians), the prov-
ince’s foreign population had steadily swelled to more
than 4,000 by the end of summer 1847. That popula-
tion alone was a distinctly uncommon mix. It included
several “establishment” types like Abel Stearns of Los
Angeles, Thomas Larkin of Monterey, and Jacob Leese
of Sonoma, men who had long since put roots into
California, who cheered her potential emergence as
an American state and possessed an abiding interest in
the orderly progress of enterprise—as well as an under-
standable interest in holding on to what they had ac-
quired. It included a thousand land-seeking men,
women, and children who had spilled across the moun-
tains in the summer and early fall of 1846 and another
four hundred in 1847—footsore, weary people in search
of an elusive Eden, incredibly durable pioneers whose
memory of the two-thousand-mile trek across rocks and
hard places was haunted by the thought of those who
had not endured—Ilost ones, like the forty members of
the Donner Party who died in the winter drifts of the
Sierra Nevada in 1846—47 and whose bodies provided
food for many of that winter’s survivors.

It included a band of rowdy settler-soldiers called
the New York Volunteers, a regiment of 950 men under
the command of Col. Jonathan D. Stevenson of New
York City. Recruited in the summer of 1846, the Vol-

unteers were to supplement Kearny’s forces in Califor-
nia; their term of enlistment would expire with the end
of the Mexican War, and it was desired that they remain
in California. Arriving at San Francisco in March 1847
—too late to take part in the conquest—the regiment
was split up into companies for garrison duty through-
out California. In the way of occupation armies every-
where, a substantial number of the volunteers spent
much of their time assaulting local maidens, making
asses of themselves in various cantinas, and otherwise
complicating Anglo-Californio relations. More than
three hundred ultimately deserted.

This population included nearly six hundred Mor-
mons in two separate contingents. The first was com-
posed of colonizing families, 238 people who sailed
from New York in February 1846 under the leadership
of Elder Samuel Brannan (twenty-six years old), who
dreamed of creating Zion on the shores of the Pacific.
They arrived at San Francisco on July 31 and began
the work of empire by hiring themselves out as laborers
and by setting up a small agricultural colony called
New Hope in the San Joaquin Valley. (To Brannan’s
everlasting disgust, however, Brigham Young, the spir-
itual and temporal leader of the Mormons, found Zion
instead on the shores of the Great Salt Lake of Utah in
the spring of 1847). The second contingent was made
up of 350 soldiers of the Mormon Battalion, a group of
Mexican War volunteers who had marched from Fort
Leavenworth, Kansas, to San Diego, arriving in Janu-
ary 1847—like the New York Volunteers, too late for
action. They, too, were used for garrison duty until

The cry of “Gold!” was a matter for worldwide attention, including 79
that of French songwriters, as this sheet-music cover suggests.



A somewhat misty overview of Sutter’s mill and the Coloma Valley in 1849—“respectfully
dedicated to Capt. John A. Suiter by his obedient servant John L. Little”

war’s end, and many of them remained in Southern
California to establish Brigham Young's main com-
munications link with the Pacific Coast.

Indians, Californios, traders, trappers, settlers, col-
onizers, entrepreneurs, military and naval men, drifters,
and grifters . . . it was a fragmented structure on which
to fasten the outlines of a new world. Even the military
rule that might otherwise have created order out of
chaos sported its own instability, as supreme command-
ers came and went like participants in some outlandish
game: Commo. Robert F. Stockton was succeeded by
Commo. W. Branford Shubrick, and Shubrick by
Commo. James Biddle, all within the first three months
of 1847; John C. Frémont’s governorship, riddled with
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uncertainty from the beginning, ended officially when
Gen. Stephen Watts Kearny assumed it in the spring—
and by the end of the summer, Kearny, in turn, had
placed it in the hands of Col. Richard B. Mason. Add
to this the arrival of Stevenson’s New York Volunteers
and the Mormon Battalion, and it is possible to sympa-
thize with the feelings of one observer: “If you get all
my letters you will see the changes we have had to
contend with out here. Commodore Sloat, Commodore
Stockton, Commodore Shubrick, and now Commodore
Biddle, all in seven and a half months. . .. Then the
farce of Frémont's governorship with General Kearny
in the country. Then comes Colonel Stevenson antici-
pated by Colonel Mason. The Californians think that



we cannot be much better than Mexico for they connect
the appearance of every new commander-in-chief with
the result of some new revolution’’

Yet it began to function, this new world, sluggishly,
vaguely, but with hints of an unseen future. In Monte-
rey, Alcalde (Mayor) Walter Colton, who was first ap-
pointed, then later elected, to the post, joined with a
young, seven-foot expatriate Kentuckian by the name
of Robert (“Long Bob”) Semple to issue the province’s
first newspaper, the Californian. The first edition of
this little weekly, printed on a press Colton remarked
in his diary was “old enough to be preserved as a
curiosity;,” appeared on August 15, 1846, and produced
“quite a little sensation’” Its immediate success seemed
to mirror the expectations Monterey’s residents had for
the prospects of the town itself. “All real estate has risen
since our occupation of the territory;,” Colton wrote in
September. “This tells what the community expects, in
terms which none can mistake. A Californian told me
today that he considered his lands worth forty thousand
dollars more than they were before our flag was raised”’

By May 1847, Semple had bought out Colton and
moved the Californian to San Francisco, for it was
obvious even then where the drift of the future lay.*
The little village of Yerba Buena (population 459) had
been graced with its new name in January, and it was
beginning to stir. In March, General Kearny (with no
authority for his action but with a sure instinct for what
enterprising Americans considered right and proper)
issued a decree which granted to the town 450 beach
and water lots (those exposed at low tide) between
Clark’s Point and Rincon Point, the two bounds of
what was then Yerba Buena Cove—and what would
become the heart of the city’s waterfront and financial
districts. In July the lots were auctioned off for prices
ranging from $50 to $600; about half of them were sold
almost immediately. The town then expanded itself
by some eight hundred landlocked acres, laid out more
lots, and auctioned them off in August for between §16

*Semple, however, wanted that future to drift a little farther
north—to Benicia across the Bay, a township that he helped to
found and fully expected would outdistance San Francisco as the
leading port of Northern California. It didn’t, but Semple did find
himself a wife, no small triumph for a seven-footer in a land short
of women.

THE FOOLS OF 49

and $29 apiece; again, half of them went in a few hours.
By this expedient, San Francisco’s early residents (and
a few nonresidents)—men like successive alcaldes Wash-
ington Bartlett, Edwin Bryant, and George Hyde—got
their fingers in a speculative pie that neither they nor
their posterity would regret.

Among them was Sam Brannan, the backsliding
Mormon. One of the items he had brought with him
in the Mormon'’s journey to California was a printing
press and a font of type; in January 1847 he utilized
these to start the California Star, San Francisco’s first
newspaper and California’s second. During the August
land auction he purchased a lot, erected a newspaper
office, left the paper in the hands of E. P. Jones as editor,
and traveled up to Sutter’s Fort. Contemplating the
anticipated stream of emigrants likely to pass through
the region during the summer and fall of the next year
and the happy fact that they would need any number
of goods, the foresightful Brannan became co-owner
of a general store at Sutterville, a tiny trading depot
three miles below the fort.

Sutter himself was equally enterprising that summer
and autumn of 1847. His empire had come through the
uncertain months of the conquest generally unscathed;
in April 1847 his fortress had been turned back to him,
and he had been appointed Indian subagent for the
northern territory by Governor Kearny. He was able
to hire all the industrious Mormons he needed to do
the work of his fields, mills, and other industries, and
his prospects seemed altogether delightful, as he later
recalled: “After the war, things went on prosperously
with me. I found a good market, both in the newcomers
and at the Bay. People from below came to me to buy
leather, shoes, saddles, hats, spurs, bridle bits, and other
articles. My manufactures increased. Good mechanics
were plenty. I had large fields of grain and large herds
of cattle, horses, and sheep”’

In August he branched out by signing a contract with
James Marshall to build a sawmill on the South Fork
of the American River, about forty-five miles east-
northeast of the fort. Marshall, the epitome of the
American jack-of-all-trades, was a taciturn and some-
what moody individual, but a good worker; by January
the mill itself was finished and digging of the race to
supply it with water had begun. On the morning of
January 24, Marshall inspected the section of the race
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his men had completed the day before and during his
walk noticed flecks of something that winked and glit-
tered in thered earth. He picked them up and fingered
them reflectively. The next morning, he found more,
and three days later, he knocked on the door of Sutter’s
office in the fort and stumbled in out of the rain in a
highly agitated state. “He drew out a rag from his
pocket;” Sutter remembered. “Opening it carefully, he
held it before me in his hand. It contained what might
have been an ounce and a half of gold-dust—dust, flakes
and grains. The biggest piece was not as large as a
pea, and it varied from that down to less than a pin-
head in size”

That tiny pile resting in the palm of Marshall’s
calloused carpenter’s hand was more than gold—it was
the stuff of dreams, Sutter’s doom, and the history of
California’s next fifty years.

UTTER wAs WORRIED, and with good reason. He
S needed a steady work force badly to keep his enter-
prises going and meet his heavy obligations. If his men
started drifting off into the foothills after gold, it
would cripple him. He might have consoled himself
with the memory of California’s first gold discovery
in 1842, when it was found in a little canyon on the
edge of Southern California’s San Fernando Valley.
A minor rush of miners from Sonora, Mexico, had in-
fested the canyon for about a year, but the deposits
had been shallow and quickly exhausted, and what
excitement it had caused died swiftly. Marshall’s dis-
covery might be no more significant. Nevertheless, the
cautious Sutter did what he could to protect himself.
He offered the sawmill's workmen double wages to
keep the discovery quiet, negotiated a treaty with an
Indian tribelet in the area to get hold of the land, and
sent this agreement to Governor Richard B. Mason for
his approval.

It was useless. Mason, pointing out that Indians
could not legally cede property, rejected the treaty.
Sutter’s employees, including Marshall, went loose at
the mouth about gold, and even Sutter himself, per-
haps weakened by too many of his customary nips at
the bottle, could not resist prattling about it occasion-
ally. Inexorably, one at a time, workmen put down
their tools and wandered off. By May word had reached
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San Francisco, but with no immediate effect. Its citizens
were too busy selling lots to one another; besides, Ed-
ward Kemble, the new editor of Brannan’s California
Star, called the whole thing a “sham” in the issue of
May 20—as ‘“‘supurb [sic] takein as was ever got up to
guzzle the gullible”

Brannan himself was not so sure and left his Sutter-
ville store for a trip to the site of the discovery. The gold
was real, right enough, and he shrewdly calculated
that if he could convince enough people of that fact,
it would give his little store a bonanza in customers.
He filled a bottle full of gold dust, took Sutter’s
launch down to San Francisco, and strode magnificently
through the streets, waving the bottle over his head
and shouting “Gold! Gold from the American River!”
All day, he elaborated on the richness of the discovery,
showed the heavy bottle to the town’s citizens, let them
heft it and rub its gold between their fingers.

His salesmanship had its desired effect. By the end
of May scores of San Franciscans had abandoned their
real estate and fled for what were already described as
“the diggins” Hundreds more followed from Monterey,
Santa Barbara, San Jose, and Los Angeles, as the news
spread south. Soldiers stationed in garrisons from
Sonoma to-San Diego deserted; navy and merchant sea-
men jumped ship; servants disappeared, settlers left
their crops, vaqueros left their cows, city officials abdi-
cated, newspaper editors suspended publication, mer-
chants and saloonkeepers locked their doors—it was a
grand rout of almost all of that which had been pieced
together as the new civilization in California. By July
four thousand would-be miners had spread north and
south of the original discovery, wandering into every
convenient gully and gulch in a scramble for gold. As
word fanned out from California to the Sandwich Is-
lands, Oregon, Mexico, Peru, and Chile, they were
joined by another six thousand.

What they found was incredible, a treasure western
man had dreamed of [or centuries, treasure that could
be picked up out of the earth by anyone, with no more
expertise required than a willingness to use a pick,
pan, and shovel, and to sweat. Eons before, an accident
of mountain-building and fracturing had deposited
liquid gold in a great system of veins that extended
some six hundred miles along the Sierra Nevada range;
the deposits cooled and solidified, and during several
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Across the valleys of Mexico, the plains of Texas, the deserts of the Southwest, and the passes
of the Rocky Mountains—over all the rocks and hard places of the West, the forty-niners scrambled.

millennia of erosion were exposed and crumbled,
washed by wind and water down the slopes of the moun-
tains, coming to rest wherever their weight overcame
the ability of the elements to move them. And that was
where the fortunate seekers of 1848 found them, as dust,
as flakes, as golden pebbles and fist-sized nuggets. The
gold existed in such abundance that it was not so much
mined as harvested, gathered with not much more
effort required than if it had been sheaves of wheat.
At one spot near the canyon of the Middle Fork of
the American River that summer, men took out $800
a day. On a sand bar in the Yuba River, another group
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harvested $75,000 in three months. At another spot, a
man rode away with thirty pounds of gold from a single
four-foot square of carth. A moderately successful effort
might produce as much as $600 a week, and even “poor”
ground yielded $10 or $15 a day—the maximum of
which was at least five times the daily salary a working
man could expect in the States. On the whole, it has
been estimated that somewhere between $30,000 and
$50,000 a day were being taken out of the ground in
the summer and fall of 1848—and by year’s end it had
amounted to well over $6,000,000 and perhaps as much
as $10,000,000.



Six million dollars was a great deal of money in 1848
—in modern terms, the equivalent of a good thirty
million. This was news, big news, and the military
commanders in California made haste to let Washing-
ton know what was happening. In July, Commo.
Thomas ap Catesby Jones (who had been forgiven his
blunder of 1842 and sent out to replace Biddle) sent
Lt. Edward F. Beale across Mexico with descriptive,
detailed reports and a small sample of California gold.
In August, Governor Mason sent Lt. Lucien Loesser
via Cape Horn with similar reports—and a tea caddy
stuffed with 230 ounces of gold, worth about thirty-five
hundred dollars.

INCE LATE SUMMER, eastern newspapers had been
S picking up and printing stray letters from Califor-
nia that talked of gold, but they were read skeptically.
By September, however, such letters had increased in
frequency, and a thin murmur of excitement could be
heard here and there—no mania, but tangible enough
for the dour journalistic genius James Gordon Bennett
to editorialize in the September 29 issue of his New
York Herald: “No doubt the golden tales of these
golden streams will excite the imaginations of many
ardent and sanguine minds and lead them to think of
packing up and removing off to regions where they
may hope to become rich thus rapidly. To all such we
would say beware of themania of hasty money making;
beware of seeking to become rich by sudden and
extraordinary means; be assured that all the gold in the
world will not make you happy; pursue, quietly and
steadily, the sober path of regular industry; be thank-
ful, contented, and act with honor and honesty, and
then you will be happier in the enjoyment of a peaceful
conscience and a peaceful life than all the gold of Cali-
fornia can make its possessors.’

Good, solid, American thinking, that—but no one,
including James Gordon Bennett, yet realized the full
power of what had been loosed that January morning
in 1848. In early December, Lieutenant Beale arrived
in Washington with the official reports from California;
they were passed immediately to President James K.
Polk, who must have received them gratefully. It had
not been a good year for Polk. The treaty of Guadalupe-
Hidalgo ending the Mexican War had been signed on
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February 4 and ratified by the Senate on March 10, but
not without more of the carping opposition that had
plagued his administration. Many Whigs still called
him a territorial bandit, and conversely, the more ex-
citeable expansionists pilloried him for not demanding
all of Mexico, instead of just California and New
Mexico. Exhausted and sickened by four turbulent,
demanding years, Polk decided not to run for reelection
—and as a result saw the Whig Gen. Zachary Taylor
elected as the next president of the United States in
November, a development Polk quite sincerely believed
was the first step in the ultimate ruin of America. But
with the arrival of Lieutenant Beale came solid evi-
dence that all the frustration and manipulation had
been worth it, that he had seized the future and given
into American hands a country more valuable than
even he had hoped for. In his last State of the Union
address on December 5, Polk articulated romance in
his straightforward prose: “The accounts of the
abundance of gold are of such an extraordinary char-
acter as would scarcely command belief were they not
corroborated by the authentic reports of officers in the
public service” A few days later, Lieutenant Loesser
arrived in Washington with his tea caddy full of gold,
which was quickly placed on public display in the
War Department.

And there it was: the presidential seal of approval
and more than fourteen pounds of genuine gold. Those
who doubted did so no longer, and even the New York
Herald could notrestrain itself in the edition of Decem-
ber 9: “The gold region in California! Startling discov-
eries! The El Dorado of the old Spaniards is discovered
at last. We now have the highest official authority for
believing in the discovery of vast gold mines in Cali-
fornia, and that the discovery is the greatest and most
startling, not to say miraculous, that the history of the
last five centuries can produce.” Heady words, but they
merely rellected the common pitch of agitation that
followed the president’s announcement. By January
agitation had become hysteria, again as chronicled in
the pages of the Herald: “All classes of our citizens
appear to be under the influence of this extraordinary
mania. . .. All are rushing towards that wonderful Cali-
fornia which sets the public mind almost on the high-
way to insanity. . . . Every day men of property and
means are advertising their possessions for sale in order
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James Marshall in his later years, when the
gold of Coloma was only a memory.

to furnish themselves with means to reach that golden
land. Every little city and town beyond the great sea
ports is forming societies . . . and every day similar clubs
of the young, educated and best classes of our popula-
tion are leaving our shores. Poets, philosophers, law-
yers, brokers, bankers, merchants, farmers, clergymen
—all are feeling the impulse’’

They were, indeed. They gutted their savings, bor-
rowed from friends and relatives, or were subsidized
for shares by those too old or timid to go; they formed
gold mining companies, societies, associations, and
brotherhoods, and crowded into eastern seaports from
Charleston to Boston, clamoring for passage to Califor-
nia on anything that would float; when passage failed
them, they bought fishing schooners and coastal bark-
entines and ancient square-riggers with rotten bottoms,
ships that had no business on the open sea, many of
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them captained by men as incompetent as their vessels
and crewed by individuals with no more qualification
for the job than a screaming desire to get their hands
on gold. One way or another, more than eleven thou-
sand of them left in 178 vessels during the first two
months after Polk’s address—left for an 18,000-mile
voyage around Cape Horn through some of the meanest
waters known to navigation, a voyage that would take
anywhere from five to eight months, a voyage that
would see near-mutinies, vicious squabbling, short
rations, desperate thirst, and far too many bodies
wrapped in canvas, ballasted, and slipped into the sea.
Thousands more had no patience for that journey.
They chose instead to take passage on the steamers of
the new, federally subsidized United States Mail Steam-
ship Company’s run to Chagres, on the east coast of the
Isthmus of Panama. On paper, it was the quickest and
least dangerous route, a simple matter of skipping
across the Isthmus from Chagres to the west coast port
of Panama, hopping aboard a steamer of the Pacific
Mail Steamship Company (also subsidized by the gov- .
ernment), and taking a quick run up to San Francisco.
In fact, the route proved an emotional, physical, and
financial disaster for most of those who chose it. One
did not skip across the Isthmus—one was poled part-
way across in a native bungoe, when it could be found,
while being assaulted by mosquitoes, heat, bad water
and worse food; at Gorgona one then crawled aboard
a mule (again if available) and entered a sweltering
jungle on the muddy, cholera-ridden Gorgona Trail to
Panama. Having survived this, one waited in Panama
for passage . .. and waited, and waited. For this ancient,
white-walled city, with its casinos and brothels and
gambling hells and festering cholera, was crowded to
the point of madness by many times more goldseekers
than there were ships to take them to California. They
rolled up in blankets and slept on the sand or beneath
the ragged shelter of tents, watching for a boat, watch-
ing companions die, watching their money dribble
away. And when a boat finally came and they were able
to buy their way on board, it took most of what they
had left, giving them almost nothing but their fragile
wits to live on once they arrived in San Francisco.
Those were the two principal sea routes, but an equal
number came overland in journeys hardly less demand-
ing—some of them on the Santa Fe Trail, some on trails



across Texas, New Mexico, and Arizona, perhaps fifteen
thousand across Old Mexico, but most on the old Emi-
grant Trail, which in the previous ten years had been
marked well with the blood and sweat of more than two
thousand California-bound pioneers. As the argonauts
had clustered in eastern seaports in the winter of 1848,
thousands of overlanders from the Ohio and Mississippi
valleys streamed into the prairie ports of Council Bluffs,
Westport, St. Joseph, and Independence on the Mis-
souri River in the early spring of 1849. Like the argo-
nauts, most were organized into traveling companies
and associations (many of which lasted only as long as
it took to get to California, where they disintegrated
into every-man-for-himself scrambles), but some came
alone. However they came, they made rich men of the
frontier merchants who outfitted them with wagons,
horses, mules, oxen, guns, powder, salt pork, bacon,
flour, sugar, tobacco, picks, pans, and shovels before
pointing them toward the infinite prairie horizon.
Their lack of experience was appalling. They pur-
chased thousands of guidebooks, the best of which were
pieced together from Frémont's Reports and excerpts
from the published letters of men like Thomas O. Lar-
kin, and the worst of which were almost entirely fraud-
ulent—promising rivers, streams, and springs where
none had ever flowed, rich grasses where none had ever
been known to grow, and easy mountain passes over
nonexistent mountains. Fortunately, the Emigrant
Trail was so thoroughly rutted that a man would have
to work at it in order to get lost (a few did), but the
guidebooks also stipulated the absolute necessity of
taking along such things as India-rubber boats, alcohol
stoves, sheet-iron stoves, fly traps, wading boots, air
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Snide lithographers in Boston and New York made
pocket money by lampooning the gold mania.

mattresses, and massive gold-extraction machines (pat-
ent pending), as useless as they were difficult to haul.
Then as now, Americans had an ungodly respect for
books; if it was written, printed, bound, and published,
it had to be true. Obediently, thousands of forty-niners
overloaded their wagons with such items, only to end
up littering the trailside with them when the weight
threatened to cripple oxen, mules, or horses.

They drowned trying to ford streams, they straggled
away to view the scenery and were picked off by an
occasional Indian, they fell into gullies and canyons,
and they shot themselves with startling regularity. If
their own incompetence were not enemy enough, they
also had to deal with cholera, whose deadly presence
haunted all the land and sea trails of the gold rush. At
least 750 people (and possibly as many as 5,000) died
in the particularly agonizing throes of this ghastly dis-
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ease even before they reached South Pass, and the trail
was soon dotted with a string of crude wooden grave-
markers, grim footnotes to a manic romance. And after
four months of almost grassless plains, rocky defiles,
deserts, bad water, heat, cold, and physical misery,
when these greenhorns-become-veterans finally stum-
bled down the western foothills of the Sierra Nevada,
most of them earnestly shared the sentiments of J. L.
Stephens, of Marietta, Ohio: “The hardships of the
overland route to California are beyond conception.
Care and suspense, pained anxiety, fear of losing ani-
mals and leaving one to foot it and pack his ‘duds’ on
his back, begging provisions, fear of being left in the
mountains to starve and freeze to death, and a thousand
other things which no one thinks of until on the way,
are things of which I may write and you may read, but
they are nothing to the reality”

How many of them were there? No one knows for
certain, but in The California Trail historian George
Stewart estimated that an ‘“‘acceptable figure for the
whole migration would be 22,500—certainly large
enough!” Add to this the 15,000 who may have crossed
Mexico, the 10,000 or so who took other trails, and the
40,000 or more who took the sea routes, and the Cali-
fornia gold rush stands as one of the largest mass
migrations in the history of western man.

Y LAND OR SEA, some 90,000 people spilled into

California during the spring, summer, and fall of
1849. It was only the beginning, for they kept coming:
36,000 in 1850, 27,000 in 1851, 87,000 in 1852, the year
the gold rush can be said to have ended—simply be-
cause 23,000 people also left California that year. No
region on earth had seen a population quite like it.
Most were Americans, but thousands came from other
civilized nations of the world, from England, France,
Germany, Australia, Russia, Italy, Mexico, Chile, Peru
—and 20,000 from China (a figure comprising nearly
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ten percent of the state’s entire population). They
were mostly men, for the gold rush was an adventure,
not an exercise in pioneering (and most of the women
who were present were not the sort of girls one wrote
home about). They were young, few of them over thirty
and many of them in their teens. Most came from rela-
tively solid financial backgrounds, for it took money,
quite a bit of money, to get to California, whether by
land or by sea. They were generally well educated, and
they wrote—thousands of letters and hundreds of jour-
nals and diaries (and in later years, hundreds of rem-
iniscences); they documented the gold rush as few other
events in American history have been documented.

They did not come to found a commonwealth, most
of them, but to strip California of its gold and return
as wealthy men to their homes and families in the East.
They took little part in the formation of California’s
first government because they were too busy scrabbling
after gold and because they had no intention of remain-
ing long enough for government to have any relevance
in their lives (see chapter 6). By the time it became
obvious that circumstances were going to force most of
them to remain whether they wanted to or not, they
found that they had thrown away the last opportunity
many of them would have to maintain some kind of
control over their lives. Yet they were the materials out
of which California’s nineteenth-century life was struc-
tured, and it may be that many of them would have
seconded the words of John S. Hittell, written twenty-
five years later: “Whatever misfortunes have overtaken
the individual citizens, they have the consolation of
seeing that California has advanced with a swift and
grand prosperity, and that they have participated in
one of the most imposing pageants ever enacted on the
stage of universal history’

Perhaps, but one wonders. . . . Many, too many,
would have had better occasion to reflect on the impli-
cations of the ancient Hindu curse: “May you live in
interesting times.’



A night scene in the gold country, date and artist unknown.

California Mirror:
Pick, Pan, and Shovel
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“Gold Mining in California; as seen by the artists of Currier & Ives, 1849.

Having survived the rigors of the overland trek or the
briny dangers of the deep blue sea, the forty-niners were
then forced to deal with the too often harsh realities of
life in the California mines. One of the harshest, they
found, was that mining for gold was work—grueling,
backbreaking work, much of it performed while ankle-
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deep in the frequently chill, tumbling waters of Sierra
Nevada streams, and all of it grimy and punishing.
The methods were simple enough, as one of the hun-
dreds of proliferating 1849 guidebooks promised: ““No
capital is required to obtain this gold, as the laboring
man wants nothing but his pick and shovel and tin pan,




with which to dig and wash the gravel.” After digging
out a pile of earth or gravel from the bank, the miner
would deposit a small part of it in the bottom of a shal-
low pan about the size and configuration of a large fry-
ing pan (some in fact were frying pans), squat by the
side of a stream, add a quantity of water to the pan, and

begin a slow, steady, swirling motion designed to wash
out the lighter materials gradually and leave a thin,
heavy residue—or ‘“drag”—that hopefully included
gold. A good average for a hard-working former bank
clerk was perhaps fifty such panfuls a day—no mean
achievement.

But the more earth a man could handle in a day the
better were his chances of obtaining more gold than the
rare streak of dust in the drag of a pan. Yankee ingenuity
came to the fore with the development of the rocker, a
crude wooden device about the size and shape of a
child's cradle. It was fitted with a screen at its upper end,
to filter out the heavier pieces of rocks and gravel, and
a slanting bottom that featured riffles, or cleats, behind
which the gold could lodge as it was washed through.
Rocking the gadget with one hand and pouring in alter-
nate dipperfuls of water and earth with the other, a man
could multiply his daily production several times over.
When two men cooperated, even more earth could be
run through the rocker.

A further, more sophisticated elaboration on the
washing process was the sluice. In some cases this was
no more than a ditch whose bottom was “‘cleated” with
rocks, holes, and gravel riffle bars; more often, the sluice
was in the form of a “Long Tom,” a carpentered affair
twenty feet long and a little less than two feet deep.
Long Toms were built with a taper at one end so that a
number of them could be fitted together to increase the
amount of gold trapped behind the riffles—a procedure
rendered even more efficient by pouring elongated pools
of quicksilver behind each cleat, since this metal pos-
sessed an uncommon affinity for gold.

Such were the basics of small-scale placer mining (for
large-scale operations, see ““California Mirror: The Re-
source Economy’'’). Whatever the method chosen, all
had one thing in common: toil. “This gold digging is no
child's play,” one confided to his journal, “but downright
hard labor, and a man to make anything must work
harder than any day laborer in the States.”
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After two years of

unsuccessful grubbing

in the diggins, Englishman

J. M. Hutchings made

a fortune in 1853 by printing
aletter-sheet called “The
Miner'sTen Commandments,’
complete with the
embellishment of lusty

border sketches. More than
one hundred thousand of

the letter-sheets were sold,
enough to finance him

in the establishment of
Hutchings California Magazine,
one of the earliest in the staie.
The Englishman’s letter-sheet
was so popular, in fact,

that it was quickly pirated

by other printers,asin the

example shown at the right.
Color was frequently

added, the title was changed,
some of the pictures were

redrawn, and some of the text
altered, but the concept and
much of the language remained
unadulterated Hutchings.
Over the next twenty years,
similarly inde pendent

versions turned up all over

the West.
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Another reality that faced the goldseeking wanderer to
California was the quality of life inthe mining regions—
a quality that could best be described as barely organ-
ized chaos. The society that existed among the gulches,
canyons, and stream banks of the Sierra Nevada foot-
hills was atomistic, transient, and purely expedient. It
could hardly have been otherwise, for it was populated
by a milling horde of men, most of them young, whose
only motivation for being there was the hope of getting
gold and getting out, and who consequently “toiled and
wrestled, and lived a fierce, riotous, wearing, fearfully
exciting life," as one historian described it.

It was a society devoid of amenities—unless one could
class alcohol, gaming tables, and a few prostitutes as
amenities—devoid, in fact, of all but the very basic
necessities of food and shelter: the one crude, simple,
and expensive; the other quite frequently basic to the
point of the primitive. Even the camps that survived long
enough to become towns—the Jimtowns, Hangtowns,
Shinbone Peaks, and You Bets—retained the raggle-
taggle air of impermanence that had been theirs since
birth: “What a contrast do these funny little villages
present,” one goldseeker wrote, “to the eye of one habit-
uated to the sleepy agricultural towns of other coun-
tries; built of all kinds of possible materials, shapes, and
sizes, and in any spot, no matter how inconvenient,
where the first store-keeper chose to pitch himself.
Sometimes they are found on a broad flat with no suburb
visible, squeezed together as though the land had origi-
nally been purchased by the inch, the little streets so
crooked and confined, a wheelbarrow could scarcely be
made to go through them; sometimes again, they are
made up of detached buildings, forming an extended
village two or three miles long. . . .'-Some, too, are quite
invisible until you discover them at your feet, buried
in a deep chasm."”

Government, what there was ofit, was by compact, in
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the finest American tradition, a form pared down to a
skeleton of simple laws designed mainly to keep men
from constantly robbing and mwurdering one another.
The first concern of most miners was some way of regu-
lating the size, ownership, and transfer of mining claims,
and the method devised was a marvel of simplicity, as



A curious blend of romanticism and realism, “Sunday Morningin the Mines”

was easily Charles Nahl's most popular painting.

illustrated by the “By Laws of Washington Flat"” (first
published in Joseph Henry Jackson's Anybody’s Gold) :
“At a meeting of the miners upon Washington Flat,
held April 6, 1850, Mr. H. D. Pierce was chosen Chair-
man and Mr. Thomas Day Secretary. The House being
called to order, the Chairman stated the object of the

meeting, which was to select an Alcalde and a Sheriff.
Mr. J. P. Ward was elected by ballot to the office of
Alcalde and Mr. J. Shores to the office of Sheriff. A mo-
tion was then made and carried that three men be
chosen to draw up resolutions to regulate mining opera-
tions. Mr. J. F. Thompson, Mr. P. T. Williams, and Mr.




Thomas Day were chosen as such committee. Agreeable
to which, the committee reported Saturday eve, April 13,
the following resolutions were adopted:
“1st Resolved:
That each individual be entitled to sixteen feet upon
the River extending from bank to bank.
2nd Resolved:
That no claim shall be forfeited unless left for three
consecutive days without tools, unless prevented by

sickness or winter.
3rd Resolved:
That any Company designing to turn the River shall

Today, an abandoned gold dredge, the relic of a kind of mining that followed the days
of ’49, sprawls within sight of engine stands used for testing rocket fuel.

give at least one week's ‘Public Notice’ of their
intentions in order to allow every person an oppor-
tunity of joining said Company. And said Company
shall be entitled to all they improve.

4th Resolved:
That power to decide in questions of difficulties re-
specting claims or mining operations be vested in
the Alcalde.

5th Resolved:
That these resolutions may be altered or amended
by a vote of the majority of any Public Meeting duly
notified.”



And that was that. Such rules of procedure were far
more complicated than the methods of keeping good
order in the camp, which were simple to the point of
being primitive: only such serious crimes as murder,
theft, or reasonless assault were dealt with; once an
alleged malefactor was apprehended, he was given the
form of a trial by a “miners’ jury,” which might be either
twelve good men and true or the entire community;
defense and prosecution arguments were presented by
extemporaneous appointees; once a verdict was
reached, punishment was swift and to the point: since
there were usually no jails (who had time to build
jails?), the convicted was either executed, branded,
flogged, or banished from the camp, depending upon the
seriousness of his crime or the mood of the jury.

At its best, “miners’ law' was an imperfect form of
justice; it was the child of expedience, and vulnerable
to charges of unseemly haste, gross miscarriages, and
the taint of lynch law—but it was all they had.
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dandy; below, a group of potential rowdies.
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The final reality every miner had to face was the ques-
tion of whether it had all been worth it—all the long
trudging across the deserts and mountains of the West
or the months trapped in an ocean-going hell, the grim,
demanding work, and the semi-bestial living conditions
of the mining country. Most would have answered in
the negative, for there simply were too many people
scrambling after too little gold. "'l do not believe,” A. M.
Williams wrote to his father in 1850, “'that the average
amount to the hand, exclusive of expenses, taken from
the mines, will exceed two fifty or three dollars per day;
while a great many are not doing that well. I know
miners who came out last season that are not now able
to lay in their winter's supply of provisions.” The follow-
ing year, a “Boone Emigrant” substantiated that view in
a letter to the folks back home in Missouri: A miner'’s
life is one of hardships, toil, and exposure. There is no
safe or easy way for him to obtain the precious metal,
he must come right down to his work. ... No man should
think of coming to California to make his thousands or
his fortune in a short time. This idea is utterly foolish
and if he does not think so, let him come and learn in
the school that all fools have to learn in.”

Millions of dollars in gold had been extracted from
the reluctant mountains, and millions more would be
taken in the years to come—but by and for the few, not
the many, as is usual in the affairs of men. Like the mil-
lions who would follow them, the “fools of ‘49" had dis-
covered that the promise and the reality of California
were not necessarily synonymous.

Some of the sweat, drudgery, and
primitive living of the California mines
is suggested in this 1850 daguerreotype.
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For some, gold was not all




CHAPTER 6

THE DAYS OF OLD, THE DAYS OF GOLD

Propelled by men who scramble after the main chance, a new

civilization is created on the shores of the Pacific

HEY CALLED IT the Golden Era, and for those who

lived and remembered it, this time was, as John

S. Hittell wrote in 1878, “the very home of their
souls” It lasted no more than ten years, yet the force
of its life began shaping the state’s society, laws, cul-
ture, industry, and politics into identifiable patterns
that have lasted down all the generations.

To understand this era, we must first consider the
quality of its population. There were roughly 100,000
people in California in 1850. By 1860, when the Golden
Era is generally conceded to have run its course, the
figure had risen to 380,000. Of these, 162,855 were men
between the ages of twenty and fifty, whereas less than
50,000 were women of the same age. It was a society
dominated by male adults, in most of whom the juices
of life still ran strong—and largely untapped. It may
be an exaggeration to suggest that the remarkable
energy displayed by this male society was no more or
less than plain sublimation, but it cannot be denied
that the words of literary historian Franklin Walker
ring at least partly true: ““The dynamite of California;
he said, “was composed of one part vigor and one part
unsatisfied passion.’*

*It is possible to argue that these men could have engaged the
services of those several thousand women whom Hittell described
as “neither maidens, wives, nor widows,” and of course many did.
Yet the middle of the nineteenth century was an era in which male
virginity and chastity were looked upon as virtues, rather than
evidence of a crippled libido, and for every one that kept the girls
going on a Saturday night, there must have been ten who read
the Bible or Byron's Childe Harold and took a great many cold
baths. Whether such men went on to become giants of industry,
commerce, and enterprise is a moot question.

Another volatile ingredient was the startling inter-
national flavor of California’s population. It mixed
nationalities, cultures, styles, and languages in a social
montage that was unmatched in its own or any other
time: there were 146,528 foreigners in California in
1860—34,935 Chinese, 33,147 Irish, 21,646 Germans,
12,227 English, 9,150 Mexicans, 8,462 Frenchmen, 5,438
Canadians, 3,670 Scots, 2,805 Italians, and 2,250 South
Americans. Stirred together with—or at least in prox-
imity to—233,466 Americans from every state in the
Union, this agglomeration added its own measure of
dreams to the hopes, fears, and ambitions of the state.

Foreign or American, California’s population in the
Golden Era was uncommonly well educated. There were
many who spoke English with an uncertain tongue,
but there were few who could not read and write,
at least in their own language—and apparently fewer
who did not want to do both. In the mid-1850s the city
of San Francisco published more books than the rest of
the civilized West (what there was of it) put together,
and it could boast (and often did) that it possessed
more newspapers than London. Libraries and literary
societies blossomed. “California,” Hittell wrote, ‘“‘rose as
if at one bound from the stagnation of semi-barbarous
pastoral life to the varied arts and restless activity of a
refined civilization.” “Refined” may not be precisely the
right word, but it definitely was restless—and literate.

Yet even more important than all of these qualities
to the peculiar psychology of the Golden Era was gold
itsell—or rather, the human response to it. Of all the
resources ol the earth, useful or merely ornamental,
none has had so much power to absolutely warp the
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Judge Peter H. Burnett, a transplant from Oregon and
a critic of California government.

mind of man as gold. The lust for it has haunted West-
ern civilization since Jason trapped it out of Balkan
rivers with sheepskins. As we have seen, it shaped the
Spanish conquest of the New World, and not even the
colonists of America’s eastern seaboard were immune
to its promise. (Among the several duties of the James-
town settlers in 1607 was to search for gold under the
direction of Capt. John Smith.) Finally, in California,
a land as little known to most of the world as the plains
of Afghanistan, all the dreaming after gold that had
built empires, started wars, deposed kings, and anni-
hilated whole peoples was distilled into one incandes-
cent ray of hope.

That hope, become many more things than gold,
shone undiminished for more than a century. Touched
with it, California became fully as magical and myth-
ridden as it was in the days when it was no more than
a name in a third-rate Spanish romance. Broadcast
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over the plains and deserts and mountains of America
and all the oceans of the world, the call to California
was a clarion of opportunity, of possibility, of new
beginnings and great expectations. Not all the bald,
sober facts or negative reports in the world—and there
were plenty, even in the 1850s—could dilute the strength
of that message, and those who came to California
came with the light of tomorrow in their eyes.

Such was the conditioning that California gold in-
spired. Great expectations—and the inevitable corollary
of great disappointment—were the warp and woof, the
very fabric of American California’s early life. Like
some kind of hallucinogen, it heightened, distorted,
and accelerated reality, propelling it in spurts, bursts,
and great, explosive movements. The chronicle of the
years that followed the gold rush is not so much a
history as the record of a seismograph.

ARLY IN 1849 Judge Peter H. Burnett, who had
deserted a career in Oregon Territory in order to
move on to bigger and better things in California, out-
lined the new Golconda’s basic problem: “The discov-
ery of the rich and exhaustless gold mines of California
produced a singular state of things in this community,
unparalleled, perhaps, in the annals of mankind. We
have here in our midst a mixed mass of human beings
from every part of the wide earth, of different habits,
manners, customs, and opinions, all, however, impelled
onward by the same feverish desire of fortune-making.
But, perfectly anomalous as may be the state of our pop-
ulation, the state of our government is still more un-
precedented and alarming. We are in fact without
government—a commercial, civilized, and wealthy peo-
ple, without law, order, or system.’

They were not entirely without law, order, or system,
but it was a singularly makeshift arrangement. While
“Miners’ Law” could function adequately enough up
in the mining camps of the Sierra Nevada, where the
only compelling need was to keep outright anarchy at
bay, the more settled regions were desperately in need
of a generally sophisticated working government. For
nearly two years alter the end of the Mexican War,
California’s general government remained an unhappy
compromise between military rule and the remnants of
Spanish and Mexican colonial law. Alcaldes approved



by the military were the closest approximation of civil-
ian leaders in the province, and their power, according
to one of them—Walter Colton of Monterey—was posi-
tively undemocratic: “There isnot a judge on the bench
in England or the United States whose power is so
absolute as that of the alcalde of Monterey.” The mili-
tary governors could not be blamed for the situation,
for they were caught in the middle of a circumstance
never before encountered in the United States, as Rich-
ard B. Mason lamented: “To throw off upon . . . the
people at large the civil management and control of
the country, would most probably lead to endess con-
fusion, if not to absolute anarchy; and yet what right
or authority have I to exercise civil control in time of
peace in a territory of the United States?”

The culprit was the Congress of the United States,
dragging its collective feet over the question of what
to do about California. Normally the process would
have been simple: under the provisions of the North-
west Ordinance of 1787, the region would have been
declared a territory, a governor would have been ap-
pointed, and a territorial legislature elected and ap-
proved; in the due course of time, California would
draft a state constitution, apply for membership in the
union, and be approved or not approved by Congress,
depending upon how it felt at the time. Oregon had
been so organized in 1848.

But the question of slavery—Thomas Jefferson’s “fire-
bell in the night’—was now clanging vigorously in the
halls of Congress. Oregon had posed no problem, for
it was well to the north of the Missouri Compromise
Line of 1832, that line which divided slave states from
free. But California, quite simply, was too big and too
rich, and the Compromise Line neatly bisected her in
the region of Monterey, a state of affairs that threw the
august members of Congress into a monumental tizzy
from which they were incapable of extracting them-
selves. They adjourned in the spring of 1848 without
resolving the question, and in the spring of 1849 once
again walked away from the responsibility, leaving
California in a tangle of uncertainty.

At this juncture Bennett H. Riley, successor to Rich-
ard B. Mason, agreed that it was time for California to
cut through the gelatinous mass of congressional inac-
tion and force the issue. In June 1849 he issued a call
for the election of delegates to attend a constitutional

THE DAYS OF OLD, THE DAYS OF GOLD

convention, hammer out a constitution for the state of
California, set up elections, apply for admission to the
United States, and hope that a fait accompli could be
forced down the throat of Congress. On September 1,
forty-eight delegates gathered at Colton Hall in Mon-
terey. Among them were such familiar names as Robert
“Long Bob” Semple, promoter of Benicia; Capt. John
Sutter, who could still delude himself that his empire
was intact; and Mariano Vallejo, patriarch of Sonoma
and one of eight native Californians elected to the con-
vention, together with such newcomers as William M.
Gwin, a Tennessee Democrat with the announced in-
tention of becoming one of California’s first senators,
and Peter H. Burnett, lately of the Supreme Court of
Oregon Territory.

BROWN’'S EXPRESS.,
EHS =

n connection, with the well known Express and
Darking House of Adams & Co.

THIS EXPRESS is now established, and
runs regular semi-monthly into every Camp in §
the Southern Mines south of the Moquelumne §
River. -

And Dauy to the Calaveras, Angels, Car-
sons and Murphys; also, Dainy to the Chinese
Diggings. This Express has Iron Safes at
the offices at Murphys and Chinese Diggings,
for recciving Deposits of Geld Dust and Coiu.

Persons wishing to have letters and pack-
yages delivered in any of the Southern Mines,

an have them delivered by leaving them at the
offices of ADAMS & Co.

Patticular attention paid to Collections, and

I Ixpress business attended to with prompt-
hud dispatch. tr

Brown’s Express Co., like many another delivery
company, engaged in an early form of banking.

103



CALIFORNIA: AN ILLUSTRATED HISTORY

David C. Broderick, who learned his political lessons
in New York but practiced the trade in California.

Surprisingly, one of the questions most easily settled
was whether California would declare herself a free or
a slave state: the unanimous decision was that she
should be [ree. The chief reason for this, of course, was
that the Californians feared the use of Negro slaves as
laborers in the mines, opening up the possibility of
monopoly and—perhaps even worse—demeaning labor
that had acquired dignity because it was performed by
God-fearing, white Americans. The sectional antag-
onism that was ripping the rest of the country apart
simply disintegrated in the face of plain economic good
sense and the hard-won calluses of former bank clerks
and newspaper editors who had learned the nobility of
sweat. Besides, California was the land of new begin-
nings, no proper arena for perpetuating ancient legacies.

The assembly was less forthright in confronting the
problem of whether or not to grant full citizenship to
the former Mexican citizens of California. The Treaty
of Guadalupe-Hidalgo had guaranteed full rights to
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such individuals, and while the convention generally
deplored such a travesty of the mid-nineteenth-century
version of democracy, it was reluctant to antagonize
Congress. The delegates finally compromised by auth-
orizing the state legislature to grant the right to vote to
former Mexican citizens, should it ever want to do such
an outlandish thing. More to its credit, the convention
drafted a proposal for the separate property of women,
allowing a woman to hold claim to any property she
owned before marriage (possibly a device to lure poten-
tial brides to California); resisted the temptation to
extend the state’s boundaries clear to Utah, settling
instead for approximately the present limits; seriously
considered a ban on duelling (not passed); and ac-
cepted Washington’s so-far unextended offer of land
grants to finance an educational system.

Amid a welter of similar stipulations, the convention
managed to put together a working constitution. After
it was rendered into splendid calligraphy on parch-
ment by one Lieutenant Hamilton (paid $500 for the
service), the delegates signed it on October 13, while
naval guns boomed out a salute and Capt. John Sutter
stood up, waved an arm in a vaguely triumphant
fashion, and exclaimed, “Gentlemen, this is the hap-
piest day of my life. It makes me glad to hear those
cannon: they remind me of the time when I was a
soldier. Yes, I am glad to hear them—this is a great day
for California!”

On November 13, 1849, the constitution was ratified,
a legislature chosen, and a slate of officers elected: Peter
H. Burnett as governor, John McDougal as lieutenant
governor, and William H. Gwin (ambition satisfied)
and John Charles Frémont as senators.* Frémont and
Gwin took the Constitution to Washington and pre-
sented it to Congress, most of whose members looked

*Frémont’s star, as erratic as a thistle in a windstorm, was on the
rise again. Before leaving California in 1847, he had given Thomas
Oliver Larkin $3,000 to purchase a good tract of land, using his
best judgment. Larkin had bought the Mariposa Grant, a stretch
of land in the southern Sierra Nevada foothills. When he returned,
Frémont was furious—but not for long. His mountain grant was
thick with placer gold, and before the end of 1849 he was a million-
aire—perhaps the only miner in California who was taking gold
ofl his own land. In the middle of the nineteenth century, million-
aires were, by definition, virtuous men, and the somewhat sordid
details of his earlier California life had faded against the glitter of
all that gold.



upon it without enthusiasm. Yet they could not ignore
California’s direct petition, as Carey McWilliams has
written: “The union is an exclusive body, but when a
millionaire knocks on the door, you don’t keep him
waiting too long; you let him in’” Henry Clay, the great
moderator, gathered his fragile strength (he was then
seventy-three years old and would die in two years) and
once more forestalled a plunge into the abyss of Civil
War by putting together the Compromise of 1850, in
which California was admitted into the union as a free
state in exchange for harsher laws enforcing the return
of fugitive slaves and the eventual admission of the
territories of Utah and New Mexico with no specific
ban against slavery. On September 9, 1850, President
Millard Fillmore signed the bill of admission, and
news of the great event reached California on October
18, giving rise to much dancing in the streets of San
Francisco and fulsome newspaper editorials, such as
this in the October 19 edition of the California Daily
Courier: “Every one seemed happy—and we do not
believe that the news of a brilliant victory was ever
received by a people with greater joy than was the news
yesterday, that California is now one of the brightest
stars in our glorious galaxy of states. Thanks to a tardy
but patriotic Congress—thanks to our brethren of the
Atlantic states—thanks to an Administration which has
shown itself true to California, and true to the Union!
Long may our heaven-blessed, united country be pre-
served for the glory of our times and the pride of unborn
generations.’

HILE 1T GANNOT BE DOUBTED that a certain joy was

‘ V expressed by many Californians over the state’s
admission to the Union, it is equally true that at least
as many greeted it with a thundering indiflerence—for
apathy was the political life-style of most of her citizens.
During the election of December 1849, only 12,872
votes were cast out of a total electorate of perhaps 50,000
or 60,000 (no precise figures can be calculated). Cali-
fornians, for the most part, were simply too busy to
care. Up in the foothills of the Sierra Nevada, thousands
were still scrabbling from one gulch to another, one
streambank to another, one sand island to another,
dreaming of the fortune that would take them back to
the States wealthy men. Why should they care whether
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California was military district, province, territory, or
state? And down in the flatlands, in the supply and
service centers of San Francisco and Sacramento, entre-
preneurs of every stripe were reserving most of their
energies for the hustle of progress. So California was
now a state? Fine, a good move. Now, let’s get back to
the heart of the matter—making money.

The number of ways in which this worthy ambition
could be satisfied were astounding, for as gold fed the
imaginations of men, it also nourished a bewilderingly
complex economic life. Between 1849 and 1859, $583,-
000,000 in gold primed the pumps of enterprise—more
hard capital gathered into one place in one ten-year
period than at any time in the nation’s history. It was
a fluid, hard-money economy, and the opportunities to
exploit it were limited only by the ability of men to
stretch a good thing as far as it would go. The first five
years or so following 1849 were to the entrepreneurs
what the first six months after the discovery of gold
were to the lucky goldseekers of 1848: in both cases, for
a while, it seemed there was enough for everybody. The
resulting air of speculation, manipulation, and down-
right chicanery forged a particularly virulent ‘“boom-
and-bust” psychology that seeped into every area of the
young state’s fiscal life. It was not a very stable economy
—but rarely was it dull.

City lots in San Francisco and Sacramento* were a
speculator’s dream. Those who had purchased San
Francisco lots in 1848 for $16, $29, or even $600, for
example, found their properties taking a screaming
leap in value during the early 1850s, reaching as high
as $2,000 a front foot. Landlords calmly charged thou-
sands of dollars a month for use of their property, and
many a hotel, gambling saloon, or brothel paid it with-
out a whimper. Even in an age of relatively high
property taxes (4 percent of full valuation), the profits
in all this were stunning, even for those who came a
little late. For one example, John Parrott, a former
merchant of Mazatlan, built the first granite building

*For five years after the Constitutional Convention of 1849, the
location of the state capital was a matter of some uncertainty,
“hawked about,” as Walton Bean has said, “in a most undignified
manner.” It was first in San Jose, then moved to Vallejo; then it
was moved back to San Jose, then back to Vallejo; from Vallejo
to Sacramento and back to Vallejo; then from Vallejo to Benicia—
and, finally, in 1854, to Sacramento where it stayed.
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William M. Gwin, the stern-jawed opponent of David
C. Broderick’s political machine.

on Montgomery Street in 1852 for a total cost of
$117,500 (including the sale price of the property),
then rented it out for $3,000 a month; down on Cali-
fornia Street, he erected the Iron Building for $23,000
and rented it out for $1,200; and on the northwest cor-
ner of Montgomery and Sacramento, he built three
buildings for a cost of $120,750 and rented them for a
total of $2,500 a month. Thus, in about four years he
could look forward to a clear monthly profit of $6,700
—providing he never raised the rent—and ownership
of property whose value could only increase geometri-
cally through the years.

For those engaged in simple trade, it was a seller’s
market. Scarce items sometimes rose in value two or
three hundred times their market price in the East, and
nearly everything that was sold went at prices far above
those in any other market. The temptation to speculate
was powerful; one shipload of, say, tobacco, arriving at
precisely the right time, could set a man up for life.
But it was a speculation, and not without risks. A man
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might observe that tobacco was selling in San Francisco
for two dollars a pound, put in his order for several tons
of the stuff from Charleston or New Orleans, and in the
six months or so it took for his order to arrive might
see fifteen ships full of tobacco sail through the Golden
Gate, glutting the market, plunging the price to an all-
time low, and forcing him to auction off his own tobacco
once it arrived—to men who had the wherewithal and
the patience to store it and wait for prices to rise once
again. Wasteful and risky, it was a gambler’s game, but
California was full of gamblers, and the potential
profits were irresistible. Between 1850 and 1860 nearly
three million tons of freight entered California by sea.

With interest rates as high as 10 percent a month, it
was equally tempting to engage in plain money-
changing. Although a generation of experience in the
East had created a healthy resentment of banks by most
Americans, and had caused the Constitutional Con-
vention of California to forbid the legislature to “pass
any act granting any charter for banking purposes;’ the
very nature of California’s swelling economy made the
formation of savings, lending, and investment institu-
tions inevitable. At first, banking was fairly primitive,
a sideline of saloon-keepers and hardware dealers, but
soon more or less sophisticated firms moved in to dom-
inate the business—freightage, passenger, and express-
mail companies like Wells, Fargo & Company or Adams
& Company; branches of larger eastern banks, such as
Page, Bacon & Company, Palmer, Cook & Company, or
Lucas, Turner & Company (the last managed by none
other than William Tecumseh Sherman, long before
he marched through Georgia); together with a handful
of purely local concerns. Speculation in one thing or
another was as common among bankers as anyone else,
and since the state legislature had chosen officially to
ignore their existence, California’s banks were almost
completely unregulated, a state of affairs that would
last with minor modifications well into the twentieth
century—and would contribute to more than one panic.

If California’s future had been dependent upon such
enterprises, of course, it is not likely that she would
have progressed beyond the level of an Arizona or New
Mexico, limited in their resources. But California not
only had gold in so-far unimaginable quantities, she
was rich in the resources of timber and land, both of
which gave her a foundation as solid as it was imme-



diately exploitable. During the first few years of the
Golden Era, California used up wood like a fool at a
fire. In the foothills of the Mother Lode, yellow pine
and sugar pine were chopped down and sawn into
planks and timbers for saloons, brothels, houses, mine
timbering, cradles, sluices, water flumes, and dams for
the moving of rivers. San Francisco built up and burned
down five times between 1849 and 1851, and Sacra-
mento once; much of the lumber to rebuild them both
was stripped from the stands of redwoods that clustered
in the Coast Range, including the Santa Cruz Moun-
tains above Monterey Bay, the hills behind Redwood
City (which began life as a lumber-shipping port), and
those behind Oakland (which began as a tiny lumber-
ing settlement). There were even more redwoods in
the region of the Northwest Coast, and from the little
“doghole” port of Mendocino, “Honest Harry” Meiggs
shipped enough cut lumber down to San Francisco to
enhance his ambitions for a political career and enable
him to construct a two-thousand-foot wharf running
out from the North Beach area of the city, a section
which he fondly believed would be the commercial
heart of San Francisco. Again, the potential profits
were staggering, as lumber prices went as high as four
hundred dollars per thousand board-feet, and only
infrequently fell below one hundred.

The land which had made the graceful life of the
ranchero possible during California’s Mexican era was
another resource put to quick use. For a time, at least,
one cow, however lean and stringy, was worth five hun-
dred dollars in the Mother Lode, for the miners would
pay whatever they had to for a piece of red meat.
Thousands of cattle were driven north, and to supple-
ment these herds, thousands more were driven from
Texas and the Mississippi Valley to feed on the rich
grasslands of California and breed with the native
stock. Agriculture lagged somewhat behind husbandry
—as it had ever since the secularization of the missions
—but by 1854 the state had 135,000 acres under cultiva-
tion. Most of this land was planted in wheat, foreshad-
owing the day when California would quite seriously
be called the “breadbasket of the world”

Heavily resource-oriented already and geared to a
speculative psychology, which dictated quick profits
on a massive scale with a small initial investment, there
was little room in the economy of the Golden Era for
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the steadier, slower, more stable qualities of manufac-
ture, and what there was of it was designed almost
exclusively for local consumption. Even the Union Iron
Works of the Donahue brothers, founded in 1850 and
for years the closest thing to a major heavy-industry
firm in the state, began with the manufacture of heating
and cooking stoves. Industry was growth as it was
known in the eastern states—and California was not
growing, she was booming.

IVEN SUCH A WELTER OF OPPORTUNITY, it should not

be surprising to learn that most Californians re-
garded the mechanics of government with a cold un-
sympathetic eye; it was a necessary evil, but something
to be concerned about only when it interfered, one way
or another, with the scramble after the main chance.
As a result, of course, the government was quickly
dominated by as pretty a mess of scoundrels and
mountebanks as one could have found outside the
wards of New York City—some, in fact, were from the
wards of New York City. At an early age, California
and the city of San Francisco were brushed by the tail
of the Tammany Tiger.

The antagonistic careers of William M. Gwin and
David C. Broderick straddled the Golden Era like a
pair of colossi—Gwin, the Tennessee sharper who had
become a United States senator, and Broderick a second-
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The execution of two Sidney Ducks, McKenzie and
Whittaker, by vigilante action, August 1851.
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Honest voters versus ballot-box stuffers—an early
cartoonist’s view of California politics.

rate politician from New York City who saw in Cali-
fornia asmall pond for large frogs. Gwin, with the lever
of federal patronage, had been able to build up a strong
Democratic machine in California, but Broderick, pa-
tient, devious, and smart enough to get along, had the
support of Tammany-trained former soldiers from the
regiment of New York Volunteers—and a consuming
ambition. He entered the state senate in 1850 and
wormed his way into enough power to control state
patronage by 1853. Along the way he amassed a sub-
stantial fortune for himself through a partnership in
a private minting firm* and San Francisco real estate

*It was not until 1854 that the United States Treasury estabhshed
a branch mint in San Francisco. Until then, most of the gold coin
in California was minted privately—with considerable more “face”
value than real value (for example, a five-dollar coin might contain
no more than three or four dollars’ worth of gold).
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speculations, including the infamous ‘“Peter Smith”
land sale of 1851, one of the most transparent and bril-
liantly successful land frauds in any state’s history (see
“California Mirror: Chrysopolis”).

In 1854, Broderick challenged Gwin for the senator-
ship by attempting to browbeat the state legislature
into electing him before Gwin’s term had expired; this
failed, but in 1855 he tried again, creating such a dead-
lock in the legislature that neither he, Gwin, nor any-
one else went to Washington for two years. The impasse
was broken in 1857, when both of them were elected,
but not until Gwin, by now respectful of Broderick’s
power, made a deal: in exchange for Broderick’s sup-
port, Gwin promised to let him have the lion’s (or
Tiger's) share of federal patronage. Unfortunately,
Gwin had not cleared this offer with President James
Buchanan, who rejected the whole idea and continued
to dispense federal favors to Gwin and his friends.

Broderick was incensed at this breach of contract
and for the next two years took every opportunity to
vilify Gwin, his friends, relatives, and ancestors. Judge
David Terry, a justice of the State Supreme Court and
a warm—even hotheaded—advocate of Gwin, came in
for his share of Broderick’s vituperation and in response
challenged the senator to a duel. They fought on Sep-
tember 13, 1859, and when it was over, Broderick was
dead. So was Gwin’s California machine, for appalled
Democrats by the thousands fled such violence and
joined the Republican Party, carrying the state for
Abraham Lincoln in the elections of 1860.

The venality of the Broderick-Gwin machines, with
their coercion of voters, ballot-box stuffing, personal
assaults, threats, open bribery, and other tactical para-
phernalia, filtered like ashes down to the bottom-most
level of California’s civic life in the Golden Era. Not
cven the “cow counties” of Southern California, sleep-
ing in the sun and awaiting their day, were immune, as
Harris Newmark noted in recalling the election process
in his Sixty Years in Southern California: “*Although it
is true, of course, that many votes were legitimate, yet
aliens such as Mexicans . . .
while Indians and half-breeds, who were not eligible

were permitted to vote,

for citizenship at all, were regularly given the franchise.
The story is told of an election in Los Angeles at which
a whole tribe of Indians was voted; while on another
occasion, the names of a steamer’s passenger list were



utilized by persons who had voted that very day, once
or twice. Cutting off the hair, shaving one’s beard or
moustache, reclothing or otherwise transforming the
appearance of the voter—these were some of the tricks
then practiced”’

The law, from the state legislature down to the low-
liest justice of the peace, was literally for sale more often
than not; and while go-ahead merchants, newspaper
editors, and other men of responsibility could be heard
deploring the situation from time to time, only the
most extraordinary circumstance could take their
minds off the exchange of commodities and real estate
long enough to actually do something, as historian
Roger Olmsted has pointed out: “When the most sub-
stantial citizens thought of nothing but buying and
selling, when ‘everyone was making money, what dif-
ference did it make that petty bandits and barroom
murderers went unapprehended; or if arrested, unin-
dicted; or if indicted, swiftly acquitted; or if convicted,
then pardoned, released, or assisted in escape? So it
went...until at some point the arrogance, the insolence
of swaggering blackguards provoked a violent revulsion
and dramatic overreaction. The populace would ac-
quiesce in cases of flagrant miscarriage of justice, would
suffer an active criminal element to operate almost
unchecked, would ignore jobbery, bribery, and all kinds
of civic chicanery—but it would not be run over’

Or burned up—for fire was the immediate cause of
California’s first “reform’” movement, otherwise known
as the San Francisco Committee of Vigilance of 1851.
Throughout 1850 a solid and not unreasonable suspi-
cion had grown among the good citizens of San Fran-
cisco that the city’s criminal element—refugees from
penal colonies in Australia and New Zealand, together
with a generous helping of native American scoundrels
gathered from all the dark corners of the country—had
been behind at least one of the disastrous fires that had
swept the city three times since 1849. And if that were
not bad enough, in February 1851 a storekeeper had
been robbed and assaulted in his own store—a night-
marish business indeed, and one that quickly inspired
Sam Brannan, William T. Coleman, and other mer-
chants to gather a group of like-minded citizens to-
gether and form a “People’s Court” to assure the swift
conviction of the culprits. Unfortunately, their own
hand-picked jury failed to agree, and the robbers were
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disposed of by the instituted authorities; the “People’s
Court” was forced to adjourn in frustration.

As May 4, the anniversary of the great fire of 1850,
approached, rumors spread that another would be set
to memorialize the day, and so, perhaps, it was: on
May 3 a fire broke out in a paint shop, and by the next
morning seven million dollars’ worth of property had
gone up in smoke. The editor of the Alta California
spoke for a great many when he wrote: “It seems use-
less to write and talk to the people of San Francisco.
They have lost all resentment. They love to be burned
out. They seem to have set it down as one of their lux-
uries. It is something recherche. We look with apparent
satisfaction upon the sprightly attempts of the recruits
of penaldom to illuminate our city free gratis’

It was too much—more than too much—and Brannan,
Coleman, and other leading spirits gathered their peo-
ple once again, wrote up a constitution and a set of
bylaws creating a Committee of Vigilance, and pro-
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Law and order as art: A membership certificate
tssued by the 1856 Committee of Vigilance.
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The shooting of James King of William by James P. Casey, May 14, 1856.

ceeded to become the judge, jury, courts, and law of
San Francisco for the next three months. The com-
mittee’s announced intention was to induce undesir-
ables to “leave this port” (meaning California) by
whatever means necessary, and while it did hang four
men (none of them for the specific crime of murder)
along the way, the committee never lost sight of that
resolution: it made almost 90 arrests, whipped one
man, deported 28, turned 15 over to the authorities,
released 41, and simply frightened a good many more
out of town. By September, membership had grown to
six hundred, criminals and courts had been taught
their lessons, and the committee adjourned itself, leav-
ing behind the skeleton of an executive committee and
a tradition of ad hoc justice that popped up period-
ically throughout the state, from Los Angeles to
Downieville.

The members of the committee could—and frequently
did—congratulate themselves on a job done with some
dispatch, allowing them to return to business with no
immediate probability of being robbed and beaten in
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their own stores or burned out (although a fifth, and
last, fire took place in June, this one presumably an
accident). They were safe, perhaps, but not necessarily
secure, for California was soon experiencing its first
genuine recession; the big bubble of the boom was not
going to burst, but it did sag a bit. By the end of 1853
gold production, the fuel that fed California’s economy,
began to fall off and by the end of 1854 had dropped
[rom the high of $68,000,000 in 1853 to $64,000,000—a
small decline on the face of it, but in an economy de-
pendent upon the assurance of gold, gold, and more
gold ad infinitum, it created a suddenly tight money
market. Moreover, the decline continued throughout
the 1850s, dropping as much as three, four, and even
five million every year. The amount of tonnage enter-
ing the Golden Gate decreased by 25 percent in 1854;
real estate and commodity prices dropped, and con-
struction came to a near standstill; a growing agricul-
ture undercut imported foodstuifs, and the lack of any
substantial exports further hampered the activity of
commission merchants. “California;" the young banker



William T. Sherman wrote early in 1854, “is a perfect
paradox, a mystery. The various ups and downs are
enough to frighten any prudent person’

In October, Sherman and the rest of San Francisco’s
financial community were thoroughly frightened when
“Honest Harry” Meiggs defaulted and fled for South
America, owing something in the vicinity of eight hun-
dred thousand dollars. Sherman called it *“the great
Meiggs failure, swindle, forgery and flight forming in
all its details a perfect epic of crime . .. by far the most
serious disaster that has befallen a community like
ours. When confidence in men at best was small, now
we suspect everybody for Meiggs was deemed incor-
ruptible’” Five months later he was forced to report
another disaster to the home office of Lucas, Turner &
Company, “the most terrible financial storm that has
ever devastated any community.’

1
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Early in February 1855 the St. Louis home office of
Page, Bacon & Company had gone bankrupt. When
news of the failure reached San Francisco, there was an
immediate run on thelocal branch, forcing it to default;
and since popular reasoning had it that if one bank
was in trouble all banks must be in trouble, the rest
of the city’s banks were subjected to runs. Adams and
Company was ruined, and there were few banks that
were not forced to close their doors at least temporarily.
It would not be until gold and silver from the Comstock
began flowing into California in 1860 that the state
would fully recover from the trauma of 1855.

Suddenly it seemed “everyone was not making
money,” and when the citizens next turned their ener-
gies toward “cleaning up” San Francisco, it was with
far more serious intent than when they had hanged a
few muggers and thieves in 1851; the result was, as
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A popular revolution in action: Fort Vigilance calls out 4,000 armed men in 1856.
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Roger Olmsted has described it, ““a popular revolution
of such power, magnitude, and success that there are
no clear parallels to be found for it” Political corrup-
tion—not incidental thievery or arson—was the target
this time, brought into focus on May 14, 1856, when
James P. Casey, a political thug whose specialty was
ballot-box stuffing, shot down James King of William
in the streets. King, a former banker, was the muck-
raking editor of the Daily Evening Bulletin and had
exposed Casey’s prison record; when Casey demanded
a retraction, King refused and Casey, in the finest
western tradition, did him in, afterwards retiring to
the safety of his friends in the city jail.

Within days the Committee of Vigilance was reor-
ganized under the stern administration of William T.
Coleman, and there was little of the extemporaneous
flavor that had marked the committee of 185}. It was
carefully structured, with a board of executives, secrecy
oaths, codes, and stiff regulations. Well-armed, grimly
determined, and popular, ultimately achieving a mem-
bership of more than six thousand, it came down on
the government of San Francisco with the weight of a
monolith, to the dismay of California’s governor ]J.
Neely Johnson, who was powerless to do anything about
it short of civil war, and of other law-and-order men,
among them William T. Sherman, whose comments
are downright poignant: “The Vigilance Committee
are now in full possession of San Francisco and in a free
American country where we pay taxes of four per cent
on full valuation, we now are at the mercy of irrespon-
sible masses”’

The committee did its work efficiently; it hanged
Casey and three other men, deported thirty of the
better-known political poltroons, and as in 1851, simply
frightened away a good many more. It also arrested
Justice David Terry of the State Supreme Court for
assaulting one of its officers with a bowie knife, an
arrest that put the committee in a particularly uncom-
fortable position: if it released Terry, it would be an
admission of weakness; if it tried, convicted, and exe-
cuted him, it might force Governor Johnson to take
direct action, with federal troops a distinct possibility.
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The committee solved the dilemma by giving Terry a
trial, convicting him—and, thanks to his victim’s re-
covery, releasing him just before the leaders of Vigi-
lance disbanded the organization for good, commem-
orating the occasion on August 18 with a massive, silent
march of six thousand armed men through the streets
of San Francisco. A few weeks later, a slate of clean
committee-sponsored candidates won every office in the
city government. But one of the proudest achievements
of the new administration (and, in fact, the only meas-
urable achievement) was the reduction of city expenses
to only one-sixth those of the previous crowd, leading
one to wonder if morality and money had once more
gotten confused in this “most American of all the
American states.’

N APRIL 1857, William T. Sherman was getting ready
Ito pack up and leave, for Lucas, Turner & Company
had decided to abandon the uncertain world of Cali-
fornia finance. In one of his last letters from San
Francisco, he penned an elegy to the best and the worst
of the Golden Era he had experienced: “A wagon road
may bring a different character of people, for the
country has many advantages, mines of exhaustless
gold, a large quantity of fertile land and a good health-
ful climate. The country is bound to become important
and San Francisco is bound to become a great city, but
both have got to pass through a severe ordeal. . . . I see
no signs of moral reform in California, though some
Vigilantes see it sticking out in every direction. My
opinion is the very nature of the country begets specu-
lation, extravagance, failures, and rascality. Everything
is chance, everything is gambling, and I shall feel re-
lieved when 1 am not dependent on the people of Cali-
fornia for my repose’’

Repose was not California’s style, then, now, or at
any other time, and the “days of old, the days of gold,
the days of 49" drew to a close in an atmosphere of
somewhat spurious moral fervor, genuine economic
uncertainty, and a future as predictable as the fall of
unloaded dice in a Pacific Street gambling hell.



Embryo of a city: Yerba Buena (San Francisco) in 1847.

California Mirror:
Chrysopolis
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In 1878 historian John S. Hittell dubbed San Francisco
“Chrysopolis,” the city of gold—an intriguing echo of the
day in 1846 when John C. Frémont uncannily chose the
name ‘“Chrysopolae” to describe the entrance to the
bay. Both descriptions—the one made by observation,
the other by providential accident—were apt, but Hit-
tell's was precise. San Francisco was indeed a city of
gold—of gold, by gold, and for gold. The reality of it
fed the machinery of her civilization, and the memory
of it colored the city forever.

This is the city we remember as Will Irwin remem-
bered it, the “gayest, lightest hearted, most pleasure
loving city of the western continent, and in many ways
the most interesting and romantic.” Such a description
was open to charges of sentimentality. What of the rank
cribs and fetid alleys of Chinatown, the crowded shacks
of Telegraph Hill, or the reek of municipal corruption
that too often lingered in the air as much as the smell of
fresh-baked bread on a North Beach street corner?

Such things were present in abundance, if one cared
to look for them, but the sheer pace and exuberance of
the city’s life tended to obscure them, seducing belief
even from one as sharp-eyed and frequently sour as
Rudyard Kipling, who visited the city in 1889: “Reck-
lessness is in the air. I can't explain where it comes
from, but there it is. The roaring winds off the Pacific
make you drunk to begin with. . . . The young men re-
joice in the days of their youth. . .. At twenty they are
experienced in business, and embark on vast enter-
prises, take partners as experienced as themselves, and
go to pieces with as much splendour as their neighbors.
Remember that the men who stocked California in the
Fifties were physically, and as far as regards certain
tough virtues, the pick of the earth. The inept or weakly
died on route or went under in the days of construction.
... It needs no little badge to mark the Native Son of
the Golden West. . . . Him 1 love because he is devoid of
fear, carries himself like a man, and has a heart as big
as his boots."

“Looking down California Street)’ a San Francisco
scene of the 1880s (artist unknown).
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For the first few years one of San Francisco's main diffi-
culties was staying built long enough to acquire an
image. Between early 1849 and late 1851, most of the
city's business district was swept by flames no less than
six times. Currier & Ives captured a moment of burning
fury during the “Great Fire” of May 1851 in the litho-
graph at the left, and Frank Marryat left us a spirited
description of that same fire in his Mountains and
Molehills (1855):

“On the 3d of May, at eleven in the evening, the fire-
bell again startled us; but on this occasion the first
glance at the lurid glare and heavy mass of smoke that
rolled toward the bay evinced that the fire had already
a firm grip on the city. The wind was unusually high,
and the flames spread in a broad sheet over the town.
All efforts to arrest them were useless. . . .

“No conception can be formed of the grandeur of the
scene; for at one time the burning district was covered
by one vast sheet of flame that extended half a mile in
length. . . . The memory is confused in the recollection
of the shouts of the excited populace—the crash of fall-
ing timbers—the yells of the burnt and injured—the
hoarse orders delivered through speaking-trumpets—
maddened horses released from burning livery-stables
plunging through the streets—helpless patients being
carried from some hospital, and dying on the spot, as
the swaying crowd, forced back by the flames, tramples
all before it—explosions of houses blown up by gun-
powder—showers of burning splinters that fall around
on every side—the thunder of brick buildings as they
fall into a heap of ruin—the blinding glare of ignited
spirits. Amidst the heat that scorches, let you go where
you will . . . you throw your coat away and help to
work the engine-brakes, as calls are made for more men.

“At daylight, you plod home, half-blind, half-drowned,
half-scorched, half-stunned, and quite bewildered; and
from that time you never care to recall one half of the
horrors you have witnessed on the night of the con-
flagration of the 3d of May.”

Fire once again: San Francisco was completely
or substantially destroyed more times than

any other major American city.

Overleaf: The City of Gold—of all the bird’s-eye views that proliferated
in the nineteenth century, this 1877 lithograph may be the most spectacular.
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Unlike most American cities, whose architectural heritage tended to survive fire
and other disasters only to succumb to the wrecking ball of progress, San Fran-
cisco retains an uncommonly flavorful sense of the past—as in this view of the

distinctive “bay window" style of residential construction that is a legacy of
the 1880s.
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Entrepreneurs: Jacob P. Leese, Talbot Green, Thomas O. Larkin,

Sam Brannan,and W.D. M. Howard.

The city of gold was a city of fearfully busy entrepre-
neurs in whose veins opportunity ran like some sort of
hallucinogenic drug. Economic mobility—upward as
well as downward-—obliterated the lines of class and
caste, and efforts to re-create them out of whole cloth
were often pretty ludicrous, as Samuel Williams illus-
trated in the July 1875 issue of Scribner's Monthly: ‘It
is natural that in a community so largely made up of
fortune-hunters, wealth should be a controlling social
power; but it would be unjust to say that wealth is the
sole standard of social position. Occupation, how one

lives, and where one lives, have something to do with
it. There is a story of a rich man . . . who some years
ago gave a famous party. He had a large circle of ac-
quaintances, but he could not invite everybody. ‘We
must draw the line somewhere, you know,” he said, and
he drew it bravely between wholesale and retail. The
man who sold soap and candles by the box was decreed
to be within the ‘sacred pale’ of society’s elect. The
man who sold soap and candles by the pound was voted
a social Philistine.” The creation of *society’’ took time
and leisure; in the golden era there was little of either.
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How do you make a city? In San Francisco you began
with parcels of land—the more lots the better, put down
wherever there was room, and where there was not,
you made room. “While adventurers continued to crowd
in at the rate of several thousand every month,” his-
torian John S. Hittell wrote, “while the gold dust . . .
was accumulating by millions, the people were not
indifferent on the subject of town lots.”

By the spring of 1849, most of the lots that had been
surveyed in 1847 (see chapter 5) had been sold, and
the city ordered another survey. On went the familiar

town-lot grid—up the sides of hills, over rocks and
gullies and sand dunes—and behind came the hodge-
podge buildings. The cluttered nature of the town is
suggested by the two daguerreotypes on the facing page.
The top view shows the seaward side of Montgomery
Street in early 1851, looking toward Telegraph Hill;
most of that side of the street had been built on water
lots covered with a singularly unengineered fill of sand,
rocks, furniture, spoiled and unsold merchandise, empty
bottles, garbage, and the rotting hulks of deserted ships.
The bottom view shows the landward side of the street
looking down toward Market Street—or what would
have been Market Street had it not been for the massive
sand dune that stood between the two streets, until it
was dug away and used for fill.

Although nothing to compare with the *“squatters’
riots’ of Sacramento in 1851, in which three men died,
claim disputes and incidents of lot-jumping were not
uncommon in San Francisco's early years. Even more
notable were two rather splendid swindles. The first
took place in 1852 when Peter Smith, a concessionaire
at the city hospital, presented the city with a bill of
$64,000. To satisfy the debt, the city announced an auc-
tion of municipally owned lots (including the site of the
future city hall)—while word “escaped” that the sale
might not be legal. Smart buyers consequently stayed
away from the auction, and the land fell to a handful of
those in the know, including political boss David C.
Broderick and Peter Smith himself, who may have been
fronting for those shy about revealing their names.

The second involved José Yves Limantour, a French-
man living in Mexico, who in 1852 won approval from
the California Land Commission of his Mexican grant
claim to four square leagues in San Francisco. Before
federal investigators were able to prove that his docu-
ments were forgeries, Limantour had collected a small
fortune from his “tenants” in payments for quit-claim
deeds; indicted, he jumped bail and disappeared, richer
by an unknown amount.

San Franciscans were, indeed, “not indifferent on the
subject of town lots.”

The Montgomery Street offices of Samuel Brannan’s
Herald—one of his mnany entrepreneurial schemes.
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Two views of Montgomery Street, 1851,



B 0 { o
[

PR -




The state of the arts in the city of gold was not what one appeared on the stage when some of the enthusiastic

could call refined. At the right, a pair of sturdy minstrels; firemen who filled the Parquette threw their hats up on
above, Lola Montez, courtesan of princes and a dancer the stage,” a critic wrote. “She danced with great grace,
who stirred the hearts of men. ‘“Lola had scarcely keeping time with the castanets.” One would hope so.

124



'O, .\ . -
| TR TS A B4 ] TATATAIAIAIRY
Sk 3 SRS TR




San Francisco, the city of large events and a very serious
passion for money-making, was also the city of inspired
high jinks and a loving tolerance for the odd ones among
us. If any one man came to symbolize both the promise
and the foolishness of the city in this era, it was Joshua
A. Norton, who was born in England in 1819, came to
San Francisco as a young man with $40,000, ran his
money up to more than a quarter of a million dollars,
and then lost it all in an attempt to corner the rice
market. He later declared himself Emperor of the United
States and Protector of Mexico, and was described in

126

A

\

\
e

=
2
T
=
=
188
=
==
1w

Wi

2

i

1875 by Samuel Williams as ‘‘a harmless creature who
. .. issues frequent pronunciamentos, exacts tribute . . .
spends his days walking about the streets, his evenings
at the theatre, and his nights at a cheap lodging-house.
... appears on public occasions in tattered regalia . . .
calls at the newspaper offices to warn the conductors
against the consequences of treasonable utterances—
in short, is up early and late regulating the affairs of the
world in general and the city and state in particular.”

When the Emperor died in 1880, the city of gold buried
him with great pomp and genuine regret.

Emperor Norton, “monarch” of all he surveyed and the

undisputed grandee of San Francisco eccentrics.
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CHAPTER 7

THE HYPHENATED CALIFORNIANS

Indian-, Mexican-, Negro-, and Chinese-Americans—luckless

participants in the exercise of selective democracy

HERE HAS ALWAYS BEEN a strong link between
I prejudice and money in the history of men'’s
relations with their fellows. When all the clutter
of chauvinism, xenophobia, deep racial hatreds, and the
normal human fear of those who are visibly “different”
is swept away, a sour little kernel of economic interest
can nearly always be found—and this certainly was so
in California. Men tend to do the things they do for
reasons, however perverted the logic behind them; and
if it is true, as one pair of after-the-facts critics tells us,
that “no more sorry record exists in the Union of in-
human and uncivil treatment toward minority groups
than in California;’ it is also true that the state’s record
documents something more complicated than a careless
enthusiasm for discrimination, cruelty, and killing.
None of this, of course, makes that record any less
sorry or less cruel. To read of it and to write of it is to
despair at times that the human animal is capable of
redemption. Yet the Californians had their reasons, or
were convinced that they did, and it would be well to
remember that the last half of the nineteenth century
was an age in which most men could bend a fact to fit
a preconception without feeling the twist, particularly
when it came down to economic survival, as it often did.
Before we rest too easily in the critical distance of a
century, we had better be certain we are really that
much different today.
The luckless California Indian, naturally divided
and disorganized, and weakened by nearly eighty

The schoolhouse, teacher, and pupils of the Coahuilla
Indian School at Martinez in about 1890.

years of contact with Europeans, was so unprepared
for the onslaught of the Iron Age in the form of thou-
sands of American goldseekers that it is a kind of
miracle that he did not go the way of the now-extinct
Abenaki Indians of Maine almost immediately. His
survival into our own time is far more of a tribute to
his toughness and will to live than to any charitable
instincts displayed by the dominant civilization. In
1846 there were about 98,000 Indians left out of an
original population of some 250,000; twenty-five years
later, there were about 30,000 left, and thirty years
after that (in 1900) about 16,000.

As in the Spanish and Mexican periods, most of this
population loss was due to disease—perhaps 60 percent
succumbed to such afflictions as measles, diphtheria,
whooping cough, smallpox, tuberculosis, and the vene-
real infections. Another 30 percent or so died of culture
shock, starvation, and malnutrition, as the swelling
American population drove them from their ancestral
food-producing regions. The remaining 10 percent were
killed outright.

With one exception—the Modoc conflict of 1873—
there were no Indian “wars’ as such in California, for
few of the state’s Indians were either able or willing to
engage in the kind of warfare that took place in the
plains and mountains of the trans-Mississippi West.
What took place in California were isolated sorties of
extermination. The latter term may seem incendiary,
but there is no other way to describe the many instances
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A Charles Nahl view of Indian warfare for Hutchings California Magazine, 1855.

in which impromptu bands of settlers attempted to
kill off entire tribelets—men, women, and children—
throughout the 1850s and on into the 1860s.* By far
the most virulent examples of such sorties took place
in the northern and northwestern regions of the state
—probably not because white settlers in these regions

*In an excess of delayed reaction, some historians and anthropolo-
gists have applied the word “‘genocide” to what happened to the
California Indians. It is a poor use of the term, for it is defined as
“the systematic, planned annihilation of a racial, political, or
cultural group.” Whatever else may be said of California’s Indian-
killing, it was neither particularly systematic nor planned, and
certainly the extinction of the entire race of California Indians
was at no time the official policy of the government—if it had been,
there would have been 10 Indians left within a few years.
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were any more inclined toward Indian-killing than
those in other parts, but because the Indians them-
selves, untouched by the civilizing influence of the
Spanish and Mexican eras, were less inclined to make
room for their superiors. They had a way of defending
themselves when put upon, and in several recorded
instances initiated some killing themselves; what was
more, and perhaps worse, they killed cattle, sometimes
in retaliation but more often for food, since white
hunters and settlers had driven off a good part of the
game on which they lived. This kind of recalcitrance
on the part of the “Diggers” (to most people all Cali-
fornia Indians were Diggers) was, of course, infuriating;
it also nourished a full-blown hallucination that the



northern country was crawling with several thousand
well-armed, well-organized Indians bent on wiping out
American settlers, as the Humboldt Times of January
20, 1855, reported: “Indians of this vicinity, it is
thought, are able to muster 3,500 warriors, armed with
guns and six-shooters’’

In such an atmosphere the response was predictable,
if grisly. Proceeding on the traditional assumption that
all Indians were entitled to an equal share of guilt,
little bands of sufficiently aroused citizens made numer-
ous quick and deadly raids on Indian camps and
villages, killing everything in sight. The single most
devastating such occurrence took place on February
26, 1860, when four undefended villages in the vicinity
of Humboldt Bay were invaded, with the resulting
death of 188 Indians, most of them women and children
—a figure that compares well with the 450 killed at Sand
Creek, Colorado, in 1864, and nearly matches the 200
killed at Wounded Knee, South Dakota, in 1890.

It is not to be supposed that such acts were condoned
by the government; they were not. Maj. G. J. Raines,
commander of Fort Humboldt, described what he saw
at one of the villages attacked in February 1860 as “a
scene of atrocity and horror unparalleled not only in
our own country, but even in history . . . the murder of
little innocent babes and women, from the breast to
maturity, barbarously and I can’tsay brutally—for it is
worse. . . . His reaction would have been that of any
decent man, and there were several decent men in both
Washington and Sacramento. Yet the official stance of
both the federal and state governments exuded such an
air of fatalism that it could have been—and doubtless
was—interpreted as a kind of tacit approval. Listen, for
example, to Governor Peter H. Burnett in 1851: “That
a war of extermination will continue to be waged be-
tween the two races until the Indian race becomes
extinct, must be expected; while we cannot anticipate
the result with but painful regret, the inevitable destiny
of the race is beyond the power and wisdom of man to
avert.”” Or Governor John Bigler in 1852: “The charac-
ter and conduct of these Indians presents an additional
illustration of the accuracy of observations repeatedly
made—that Whites and Indians cannot live in closc
proximity in peace. . . ”

The state government, with absolutely no experi-
ence and almost no precedents on which to draw, faced
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a problem it was unequipped to handle; the simplest
way out of the dilemma was to issue such vague pro-
nouncements as those above, and to attempt to pass the
buck, so to speak, to the federal government.* Unfor-
tunately, the United States in the 1850s was a long
distance away from any Indian policy more complicated
than simply picking entire tribes up and moving
them out of harm’s way—as it had done with the Chero-
kee Nation in the 1830s. In 1852, Edward F. Beale—
one of the men who took the news of gold east in 1848
and who was now commissioner of Indian affairs in
California—made an attempt to fill the breach by sug-
gesting a system of Indian reservations in the state to
which the natives might be removed to be fed, cared
for, and educated in the skills of survival in the modern
world. Congress, having few ideas of its own to speak
of, took his and in 1853 created five reservations in Cali-
fornia to which Indians were invited (they were not
supposed to be coerced, but in fact many were herded
into reservations by soldiers). Beale was a solid, com-
petent man, whose concern for the Indians was utterly
sincere; had he remained in charge of the reservation
system, it might have been given a chance. Unfortu-
nately, Washington politics caused his removal in 1854,
and the sole contribution of his successor T. J. Henley
was a proposition that all California Indians be hauled
off to a reservation east of the Sierra Nevada in order
to “rid the state of this class of population?” The reser-
vation system soon degenerated into the kind of gro-
tesque parody of ideals that characterized the similar
reservations that were later set up all over the West.

On the legislative level, discrimination against Indi-
ans—by no means exclusive to California—was nearly
absolute. They were not allowed to vote, hold office,
own property, have a drink, carry a gun, attend public
schools, testify in court in their own or anyone else’s

*They almost had cause to regret it. In 1850 three federal Indian
commissioners negotiated eighteen treaties with the California
Indians; in exchange for relinquishing all their land claims, the
Indians were promised a total of 8,518,000 acres to be set aside for
their use forever. The Senate of the United States, reacting quickly
to memorialized howls of outrage from Califorma’s legislature,
rejected the treaties and placed them under a seal of secrecy. They
were not exhumed until 1905, and not until 1944 was any restitu-
tion made to the descendants of the Indian signatories: five million
dollars. In 1950 another award brought the total to something over
ten million dollars.

131



CALIFORNIA: AN ILLUSTRATED HISTORY

behalf, serve on juries, or intermarry (in many of these
stipulations, of course, they were no worse off than
Chinese, blacks, and Mexicans). On top of these restric-
tions, the state legislature passed in 1850 an “Act for
the Government and Protection of Indians, which
established a system of indenture and apprenticeship
of Indian children to any white citizen, providing the
formal permission of the parents was obtained; if the
parents were dead, a local justice of the peace could
assign an orphan to indenture, effective until the child
reached the legal agc (for Indians) of twenty-five. The
act was doubtless a sincere effort to provide respectable
homes and education [or Indian children; just as surely,
it was so easily distorted through the connivance of
cooperative justices of the peace that the kidnapping
and sale of Indian children as servants and field hands
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The Celestial menace: A Chinese family, complete with fidgeting toddler.

became quite common, the closest thing to a widespread
system of slavery in California—however illegal. Period-
ically the government would seek to prosecute such
incidents of kidnapping, but with little success inas-
much as the only competent witnesses were likely to be
Indians, who, of course, could not testify against a
white man.

In December 1861, Indian Commissioner G. M. Han-
son issued a report to Washington whose substance is
not only a comment on the practice of kidnapping but
an eloquent testament to the careless brutality that was
altogether too common: “In the month of October last
I apprehended thrce kidnappers, about 14 miles from
the city of Marysville, who had 9 Indian children, from
3 to 10 years of age, which they had taken from Eel
River. . .. One of the three was discharged on a writ of



habeas corpus, upon the testimony of the other two,
who stated that ‘he was not interested in the matter of
taking the children’; after his discharge the two made
an effort to get clear by introducing the third one as a
witness, who testified that ‘it was an act of charity on
the part of the two to hunt up the children and then
provide homes for them, because their parents had
been killed, and the children would have perished with
hunger. My counsel inquired how he knew their par-
ents had been killed? Because, he said, ‘I killed some
of them myself: ”

By modern times all such restrictive laws (including
indenture) had been repealed, and it would be com-
forting to think that the century and more that has
passed would have substantially altered the attitudes
that gave them birth. Yet today the California Indian,
surely the smallest and least threatening of all the state’s
minorities, is the poorest, least educated, most badly
housed, and most neglected ethnic group in California.
And there are small pockets in the state yet where the
old prejudices hang on persistently, where the Indian
is still described as an “animal;’” where he cannot get
a drink (although it is illegal to refuse him), where he
cannot buy or rent property providing he has the means
(although it is illegal to deprive him of either right),
where he is still marked by the ancient, inaccurate,
contemptuous brand of “Digger’’

ROM THE BEGINNING most of those Americans who
did not embrace the culture of the Californios
cultivated an earnest contempt for it, a response that
probably had its roots in the centuries of conflict be-
tween Spain and England, for it included not only
Californios but all Spanish-speaking peoples—Mexi-
cans, Peruvians, Chileans, or whatever. ‘“The Spanish
population of the Californias;” William Shaler wrote
in 1808, ““. . . principally consists of a mixed breed.
They are of an indolent, harmless disposition, and
fond of spirituous liquors” In 1840, Richard Henry
Dana called them “an idle, thriftless people;’ and
Thomas ]. Farnham was less than gallant that same
year when he said “the Californians are an imbecile,
pusillanimous race of men, and unfit to control the
destinies of that beautiful country”
Their views were shared by the great bulk of those

THE HYPHENATED CALIFORNIANS

who came to California during the gold rush, but the
line between verbal prejudice and active prejudice is
sometimes broad, and it was not until American Cali-
fornians began to feel pinched by circumstances that
any significant contention developed. That it was in-
evitable, however, was indicated as early as January
1849, when the Panama Star editorialized in reaction to
the refusal of 69 Peruvians to leave the steamer Cali-
fornia to make room for American goldseekers: “If
foreigners come, let them till the soil and make roads,
or do any other work that may suit them . . . but the
gold mines were reserved by nature for Americans only,
who possess noble hearts”’

In the spring, summer, and early fall of 1848, when
there was “gold enough for all;’ Americans exhibited
a remarkable tolerance for everyone, including some
1,300 Mexican miners from Sonora. By the middle of
1849 things had changed considerably; there were more
than 40,000 people infesting the Sierra Nevada foot-
hills, and it was perfectly clear that there was not gold
enough for all—particularly not for the 10,000 Mexican
miners then working in the southern mines of Cala-
veras, Tuolumne, and Mariposa counties. Verbal preju-
dice quickly found active form, as groups of American
miners began harassing the Mexicans, running them off
one claim after another. By the end of 1849 more than
half of the Mexicans had given up and departed for
Sonora; and when the state legislature passed the For-
eign Miners Tax of 1850, which required a payment of
$20 a month per man, most of the rest retreated from
the suddenly hostile land of California. Too late those
who had demanded the tax most loudly discovered that
it was crippling enterprise by discouraging foreigners
from coming to the mines and spreading their money
around. The tax was repealed in 1851, and the Alta
California issued a moving plea: “Let our Chilean
friends and Mexican neighbors, the Gaul and the
Briton, the Celestial and the Kanaka, hombres from
the land of Pizarro and Mynheers from submarine
Holland, let them all come and work with us, and be-
come a part of us full of confidence that justice and
policy will never again be so outraged as in that unfor-
tunate law”

But the damage had been done. The energies of
prejudice released upon genuinely foreign Mexicans
were extended to anyone of Mexican or South Ameri-
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can descent, including native Californians, and the
term ‘‘greaser’” acquired a broad application—even a
kind of perverted respectability when it was used by
the state legislature in its 1855 Act to Punish Vagrants,
Vagabonds and Dangerous and Suspicious Persons; in
this law (later repealed), a vagrant was defined to
include “all persons who are commonly known as
‘Greasers’ . . . who go armed and are not peaceable and
quiet persons.’ All of this naturally encouraged a
healthy resentment on the part of Mexican Califor-
nians, many of whom could remember when the state
had been their country. The decade of the 1850s was
one punctuated by repeated acts of banditry, pillage,
and murder by numerous Mexican outlaws, the most
famous of whom has come down to us in song, story,
and Sunday-supplement historiography as Joaquin
Murrieta.

Such antagonisms survived the next several genera-
tions (and in at least some respects are with us today),
but in the 1880s a curious shift in the surface attitudes
of American Californians took place as a vague neo-
romanticism overcame the worlds of art, literature, and
entertainment. It was an age when purple novels and
trembling little pocms spoke of gracious Spanish Dons
and comely senoritas, when painters and architects
discovered the beauty of the missions, a time when
the dominant culture apparently could feel secure
enough to sweetly memorialize the life-style it had
overwhelmed.

As noted earlier (chapter 6), when California’s

Constitutional Convention of 1849 voted unanimously
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to make California a free state, the action was in no
way to be construed as a rejection of the principle
of slavery—only slavery in California—nor was it evi-
dence of any widespread desire to see black men walk
free, particularly in California. In fact the convention
debated for several days over a proposition introduced
that would have forever prohibited any blacks, slave or
free, from entering the state, and delegate Oliver Woz-
encraft spoke for the majority when he said, “I desire
now to cast my vote in favor of the proposition . . .
prohibiting the negro race from coming amongst us;
and this I profess to do as a philanthropist, loving my
kind, and rejoicing in their rapid march toward per-
fectability. . .. It would appear that the all-wise Creator
has created the negro to serve the white race. We see
evidence of this whenever they are brought in contact;
we see the instinctive feeling of the negro is obedience
to the white man. . .. If you would wish that all man-
kind should be free, do not bring the two extremes in
the scale of organization together; do not bring the
lowest in contact with the highest, for be assured the
one will rule and the other must serve. I wish to cast
my vote against the admission of blacks into this coun-
try, in order that I may thereby protect the citizens of
California in one of their most inestimable rights—the
right to labor”

Less pellucid orators pointed out that however re-
grettable it might be, if the convention banned free
Negroes from the state it would be in violation of the
Constitution of the United States and grounds for the
Congress to reject California’s application for admis-
sion to the Union. The proposition was not passed, but
the sentiment behind it remained a viable force in the
state until well after the Civil War. Even so, there were
so few black people in California in the last half of
the nineteenth century—about 1,000 in 1850, 7,000 in
1875, and only 14,000 in 1900—that antagonisms be-
tween the two races were reduced to a minimum. In
the mines it was tacitly agreed that slave labor of any
kind was not to be tolerated, and on the rare occasion
when it was attempted (at least once with Indian labor),
the offender and his minions were run out of camp.
The usual laws prohibiting a Negro from voting, testify-
ing against a white man, serving on a jury, or attending
public schools were passed and continued in eflect for
several years; when most were repealed after the Civil



War, however, there was little of the hue and cry that
attended such revisions in many other parts of the
country. The “problem” was simply not large enough
to generate much heat.

One notable exception to this was the case of Archy
Lee and the Fugitive Slave Act of 1852, an act which
affirmed the state’s power to arrest, detain, and remove
fugitive slaves from its borders. In 1857 one C. V.
Stovall came to California with his slave, Archy. After
a year of unsuccessful farming and the equally unsuc-
cessful operation of a private school, Stovall decided to
return to the South. Archy had other ideas, however,
and ran away. Stovall had him arrested, but when
Archy was brought before San Francisco County Court,
the judge ruled that since the California constitution
prohibited slavery and since Stovall could hardly be
classed a transient visitor, Archy was therefore immune
to the Fugitive Slave Act. Stovall had Archy arrested
once more upon his release, and this time the case went
to the State Supreme Court for adjudication, Justice
Peter H. Burnett (California’s first elected governor)
presiding. Burnett, a strong pro-slavery man, took a
close look at the law and came up with a decision few
people could stomach even then: after afirming the
rightness of the county court’s decision to release Archy
on strictly legal grounds, Burnett—with the concurrence
of Justice David Terry—felt strongly that an exception
should be made because Stovall was a young man and
not feeling so well, and besides, “This is the first case
and under the circumstances we are not disposed to
rigidly enforce the rules for the first time?”’

Burnett’s ruling met stiff derision in the public press,
and when Stovall attempted to take Archy out of the
state, he was arrested for kidnapping and the former
slave was freed by a United States commissioner. Cali-
fornia’s black population—what there was of it—cele-
brated grandly that night, and well it might have:
Archy's release was a rare grace note in the too often
dismal chronicle of California’s minority relations.

HE NEWS OF CALIFORNIA GoLD reached the coast of
China later than most parts of the world, but by
late 1849 and early 1850 it had spread throughout
Toishan Province, about two hundred miles southwest
of Hong Kong. Here, young men by the thousands in-
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dentured themselves under the “credit-ticket” system,
whereby their passage to California was paid by Chinese
labor lords; in return, they sold their labor through
Chinese subcontractors to various Chinese mining com-
panies, which paid them wages. They were called Gum
Shan Hok—"“Guests of the Golden Mountain”—and
their dream was the dream of every farm boy and shoe
clerk who had left the eastern seaboard of the United
States: to make enough money in California to return
home for a life of ease and luxury. Most of the Chinese
returned home only when their bones were packed in
boxes for burial in the land of their ancestors.

By the end of 1851 there were more than twenty-five
thousand Chinese in California, one-tenth the total
population—a ratio that would hold true until the
1880s. It was not long before American gold diggers
made it clear to the Chinese that they were not welcome
to work alongside white men in most vicinities; that
they were not even to hold claims in the vicinity of
white men; and that any claim they made anywhere
was subject to a white man’s superior claim, legal or
not. Incredibly stoical, the Chinese nevertheless hung
in, patiently working every dry dust-hole they came
upon and making it pay by sheer tenacity. The more
quietly they succeeded, the more intense became Amer-
ican resentment of them. They worked in gangs for
obscure Chinese companies and suggested an uncom-
fortable parallel to black slavery. Besides, they were
strange—their food was strange, their language incom-
prehensible, their habits peculiar, their appearance
outlandish—and their apparently serene indifference to
the dominant culture was an affront to good Americans
everywhere. In 1852, with the clear understanding that
it was designed specifically for the Chinese, the Foreign
Miners Tax was revived at three dollars a month per
man, and later increased to four dollars. Perhaps to the
chagrin of those who initiated the revival, the Chinese
patiently paid it, and until its repeal in 1870, the rev-
enues from this tax financed almost a quarter of the
state’s annual budget.

By the end of 1852 resentment reached a pitch of
action, and so many assaults and lynchings took place
in the Mother Lode that news of them substantially
reduced immigration from China in 1853. Yet the
Chinese kept coming, and in 1855 the legislature
passed a law (later declared unconstitutional) that im-
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posed a fifty-dollar head tax on every immigrant not
eligible for citizenship. (Careful reasoning had already
established the fact that since the Chinese came from
Asia, and since the Indians were also presumed to come
from Asia, they were blood relatives, which made the
Chinese ineligible for citizenship.) Yet nothing stopped
the flood; by 1860 there were 47,000 of them in the state.

When the American miners finally began falling
back to the cities, convinced by now that the gold was
gone for all but a few, the Chinese followed, gathering
in city ghettoes (not yet an American word, but a
reality) in San Francisco, Los Angeles, and other cities,
competing for jobs, still dreaming of the day when they
could leave the country.

Their numbers swelled remarkably when the Central
Pacific Railroad began importing them by the thou-
sands to build its line across the Sierra Nevada, and
California’s farmers, beginning their long search for a
cheap and invisible labor pool, added their own lures
to the flood. As immigration increased, Americans’ fear
rose to meet it, and when the Burlingame Treaty of
1868 was signed, implicitly guaranteeing China the
right of unlimited immigration to the United States,
anger flared in a series of riots and semi-pogroms, the
most deadly of which took place in Los Angeles in 1871,
when twenty-two Chinese were killed and hundreds
more driven from their homes. The situation degener-
ated still more in the generally depressed mid-1870s
and came to a head in 1876, when twenty thousand
Chinese immigrants poured into an already glutted
labor market.

The Workingman’s Party was formed, and its goals
were bluntly stated by the fire-eating Denis Kearney:
“By the heavens above and the stars that are in it; by
the moon, that pale empress of the night; by that sun
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that shines by day; by the earth and all its inhabitants,
and by the hell beneath us, the Chinese must go! . . .
The workingmen in California are becoming over-
pressed. The capitalistic thief and land pirate of Cali-
fornia . . . sent across to Asia, the oldest despotism on
earth, and there contracting with a band of leprous
Chinese pirates, brought them to California, and now
use themn as a knife to cut the throats of honest laboring
men. (For more on the Workingman’s Party, see
chapter 10.)

Slowly the pressure began to be felt in Washington.
In 1882, President Chester Arthur signed a bipartisan
exclusion bill that put a ten-year moratorium on
Chinese immigration. The bill was extended for an-
other ten years in 1892, and in 1902, President Theodore
Roosevelt signed an exclusion bill that prohibited any
further Chinese immigration at all, ever.

Once again, as it had been doing for more than half
a century, California made its needs felt on a national
level. By 1902, however, the comparatively rational
economic forces that had inspired the movement for
Chinese exclusion had lost relevance, and the final,
triumphant act of 1902 was very nearly an exercise in
sheer xenophobia, as noted by the Chinese historian,
Ping Chiu: “The Chinese in California increasingly
left the fields in which they competed with white
workers. By 1890 economic conflicts between the races
were reduced to a minimum. However, whenever the
American myth of unlimited opportunity for each and
every individual needed reassurance, the mere presence
of the Chinese in the state offered a ready explanation
for the gap between ideal and actuality. It might not be
an intelligent or well-founded explanation, but it satis-
fied deep emotional requirements even as it vouched
for the adequacy of the American dream’’
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Lampooning the forty-niners, German style (F. A. Behrens, 1850).

Before the completion of the transcontinental railroad
in 1869, the most important consideration facing any-
one who sought the promise of California was the mat-
ter of getting there. One could always walk (and an
astonishing number did precisely that), but most of the
perhaps one hundred thousand people who came over
the various overland trails did so in wagon trains,
creaking over dusty, well-rutted tracks laid down years

“Crossing the Plains) an uncharacteristically impressionistic
creation by Albert Bierstadt, ca. 1870.

before. Others, in more of a hurry, chose to endure the
spartan pleasures of the Concord coaches and celerity
wagons of the stagecoach lines. Still others selected
one of several sea routes—via the Isthmus of Panama
or across Nicaragua or through the treacherous waters
around Cape Horn. However one got to California,
one thing was made abundantly clear: there were no
easy ways.
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“Snowstorm in the Sierra” by William Hahn, 1876. There may be no more
evocative depiction of the travails of stagecoach travel in the West.






If one were to believe the information in Gregory's
Guide for California Travels (1850), the trip across the
Isthmus of Panama was only a little more complicated
than, say, making connections on the Baltimore & Ohio
Railroad from New York to Washington, D.C.: “From
New York to Chagres, the route may be considered plain
sailing, and we will commence with the anchorage off
Chagres, which is usually from one to two miles dis-
tant. The Steam Ship Company provides for the landing
of passengers and their baggage. . . . Three or four tav-
erns are kept at this landing by white men, one or two
of whom are Americans.

“After seeing yourbaggage safelylanded. .. your first
object should be to secure a good canoe—one holding
four or five persons is the most preferable. Then make
your contract to convey yourself and baggage to Cruces,
which will cost you from thirty to forty dollars the trip
(six to eight dollars each person), usually occupying
three days, during which time your pleasure will be
greatly enhanced, if you have been provident in sup-
plying yourself with a sufficient stock of provisions. . . .
Take sufficient coffee, tea, loaf sugar &c., for five days
consumption in crossing the Isthmus, and should there
be anything left on arriving at Panama, anything you
have is preferable to tropical fruit, which should be
avoided by all means."

The author of the guidebook studiously avoided such
matters as the lack of supplies at Chagres, the unre-
liability and extortionate instincts of the native canoe
(or "bungo”) paddlers, the mosquitoes, the moist
jungle heat that sapped a man to his very marrow,
typhus, malaria, yellow fever, dysentery (although his
prejudice against tropical fruit may have been an ob-
lique reference to it), or the most lethal of them all,
cholera. The Panama crossing was too often a lottery
played with death.

Charles Nahl's “Incident on the Chagres, 1867,
complete with Eden-like vegetation and Panamanian cows.
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And then there was the sea, always the sea, and most
of those who came to California journeyed on its not
always welcoming bosom. During the gold rush, they
took passage on anything that would float—and some
ships that did not, finally—enduring six months or
more packed into an overcrowded vessel, grimly wolf-
ing down what passed for ship’s fare, rationing their
water (by edict, more often than not), and risking ship-
wreck, fire, and all the standard diseases—with the
added fillip of scurvy. In later years both the time and
the traveling conditions were considerably improved,
with regular service provided by ocean-going steamers
and, for a few years, the magnificent clippers, probably
the most beautiful vessels ever built.

Still, sea travel remained precarious—even after the
California latitudes had been reached, a fact substanti-
ated by Alfred Robinson, who once attempted to sail
from Santa Barbara to San Francisco. His account ap-
peared in Life in California (1846): “Twenty-one days
afterwards, when in the latitude of Port Bodega [north
of San Francisco Bay], whither we had been carried by
adverse winds, we were obliged to heave to, and lay
more than forty-eight hours drifting directly upon the
land. Had the wind continued twenty-four hours longer,
we should have been driven on the coast; but it hauled
to the west, and Captain T——— ordered sail to be
made, and the vessel was kept away for the Farallones.
Five hours brought us to these islands; a short distance
from them . . . the sea was covered with white foam,
tumbling and breaking in every direction. 1t was fearful
to look at. . . . In a moment the brig's bow became envel-
oped in foam; a heaver comber came inboard, rushing
over spars and bulwarks, and furiously passed her
sides. . . . Another and another sea came rolling behind
us. ... The orders of the captain ... with the exception
of the noise of the agitated bellows, were all the sounds
that met my ear. . .. I jumped to the rigging, and there I
remained firmly fixed."

T he Big Sur coast south of Monterey Bay
—no haven for the shipworn and weary.
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CHAPTER 8

WHEELS, ROADS, AND RAILS

With the energy of fanatics, Californians erect the most advanced

transportation network west of the Mississippi

HAT AN ADEQUATE SYSTEM of transportation is

I the sine qua non of any developing region is a

truism that hardly needs elaboration. What
made California unique in this respect was that her
transportation needs were massive—and imimediate.
The headlong boom of the gold rush could only be
sustained if people, things, and money could be moved
around and about in California with a speed and eff-
ciency to match the emotional pitch of her inhabitants,
who were first, last, and always in a devil of a hurry.
With a pure American vigor, that need was met so
completely that in less than ten years California had
developed an internal transportation network whose
complexity and sophistication compared well with that
of any region of the country.

It helped no little bit, of course, that the state’s cen-
ters of commerce, trade, and industry also happened to
be within relatively easy access of her inland waterway
system, which encompassed a remarkable spread of
territory. San Francisco Bay and the Sacramento, San
Joaquin, and Feather rivers comprised Northern Cali-
fornia’s first major interior highways, and formore than
fifty years a clotted stream of passengers, produce, ma-
chinery, lumber, dry goods, food, tobacco, wine, carpet
tacks, and gold dust went back and forth between Red
Bluft, Marysville, Sacramento, Stockton, San Francisco,
and a hundred brush-and-board riverbank stops along
the way. These water highways were the first strands
that tied together California’s far-flung pinpoints of
empire, from the gold camps of the Mother lL.ode to
the wharves of San Francisco.

For the most part, it was steam that powered this
intricate web of transportation. While quick little
sloops, larger brigantines, and even an occasional
square-rigger could be seen running through Carquinez
Strait on the way to Sacramento, and while the charm-
ing and wonderfully efficient “‘square-toed packets;’
the scow schooners, continued to haul goods and pro-
duce well into the twentieth century, California’s inland
waterways were dominated from the beginning by the
hissing stroke of the walking-beam engine and the
waterfall sound of turning paddle wheels.

The first steamboat on San Francisco Bay arrived
remarkably early. She was a ramshackle, narrow-beamed
little Russian boat by the name of Sitka, which had
been broken up in Alaska, put aboard the barque
Naslednich, and hauled down to Yerba Buena in the
summer of 1847. She was purchased by William A.
Leidesdorff, who reconstructed her and begar running
her up to Sutterville, the embarcadero for New Hel-
vetia. Powered with an arthritic little engine, the
thirty-seven-foot Sitka was an unimpressive performer,
but she continued in service until a roaring north-
easter sank her in February 1848.

It was not long after the beginning of the gold rush
that a substantial flcet of steamers was following in the
wake of the Sitka, so to speak, and by the end of 1850
there were more than thirty churning the water between
Marysville and San Francisco. Most of the early boats,
such as the California, the Sarah, and the huge, 530-ton
side-wheeler, New World, were eastern vessels that had
made the perilous journey around the Horn to Cali-

Donner Pass in winter; nearly buried in this scene are the ancient 149
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October 8, 1853: Passengers and crew of the “American
Eagle” are propelled to meet their Maker.

fornia, picking up passengers at ports along the way.
Others were dismantled in the East and placed aboard
larger ships for reassembly and service in California;
some of the state’s earliest industrial enterprises were
shipyards devoted exclusively to the reconstruction of
eastern paddle wheelers. Before long, however, many of
those shipyards were building their own steamers, util-
izing engines manufactured in eastern foundries and
lumber shipped down from the redwood forests of the
Mendocino Coast. The first California-built steamboat,
the Shasta, slid off the ways in 1853, and while the rec-
ords are too scattered and haphazard for us to know
how many were constructed, it is certain that the state’s
yards contributed substantially to the total of 285 stern-
wheelers and side-wheelers that at one time or another
graced California’s landscape. Imported or California-
built, they were magnificent vessels, whose construction
displayed that combination of bulk, power, and delicacy
that was the hallmark of Victorian technology at its
best: they were wedding cakes on water.

They were also bloody dangerous, particularly during
the early years, when a feral competition for the ship-
ping and passenger trade thoroughly overwhelmed any
considerations of safety. Most of the boats between
1850 and 1854 were independently owned and operated
by rugged individualists who interpreted the term “free
enterprise” with the latitude of an eastern robber baron,
unregulated by anything more stringent than their
flexible consciences. Forcing the competition’s boat
aground on a sandbar and even ramming it in mid-
strean1 when the occasion presented itself were common
tricks of the trade; and a certain careless inattention to
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such things as boiler pressure while racing another boat
to Sacramento, or Stockton, or wherever (often cheered
on by the passengers) was the immediate cause of more
than one explosion that ripped a steamer and most of
her cheerleaders to shreds.

But when a group of riverboat entrepreneurs got to-
gether in San Francisco in March of 1854 to talk things
over, it was not safety that troubled them: it was money.
The same frenetic, cutthroat scramble that made it
worth a man’s life to book passage on one of the river
queens had driven many of the individual captain-
owners—and some of those few who had put together
modest flects—up against a financial wall, as each at-
tempted to undercut the freight and passenger fares
of his rivals. Prices had occasionally dropped to next
to nothing, and in several instances to nothing itself,
owners hoping to make up the considerable difference
with liquor sales on the saloon deck. This, it was gen-
erally conceded, was no way to run a steamboat line,
and the consequence of the March 1854 meeting was
the formation of the California Steain Navigation Com-
pany, an organization which consolidated ownership
of about 80 percent of the steamboats then operating
in California—valued at some $1,250,000—standardized
freight and passenger fares at prices with suitable profit
margins, and gained effective control over most of Cali-
fornia’s inland waterway system for the next generation.

This was not the first consolidation in the Golden
State. Even then racing toward the future at a speed
few could calculate, California was rapidly shaking
down the elements of her economic life, a life that
would on several levels be dominated by the American
genius for incorporation and control—or “monopoly;’
as it could be (and frequently was) called. In no other
field of enterprise would this quality be more apparent
or have more impact than in transportation, and it is
fitting that the first major economic consolidation was
engineered by yet another group of fledgling transpor-
tation magnates—only threec months before the forma-
tion of the California Steam Navigation Company.

Where the paddle wheels left off, the wagon wheels
began. As quickly as the inland waters became high-
ways for steam, the Indian trails, deer tracks, and forty-
niner footpaths of the Mother Lode country were
carved and pounded into wagon roads—hundreds of
miles of them lacing the foothills, gorges, and ravines



from Poker Flat to Mariposa. Down in the flatlands
similar roads thrust out to link major and minor settle-
ments in a free-form spiderweb pattern. As early as
1849 these rocky, dusty arteries, primitive in their engi-
neering and frequently lethal, were servicing an out-
pouring of ox- and mule-drawn wagons, long strings of
mule trains, horsemen by the thousands, and an army
of backpacking, footsore pedestrians in hot pursuit of
the golden dream. The roads were, as Joseph Henry
Jackson called them, “one of the major engineering
accomplishments of early mining days in California’’

The roads gave access, but it was the Concord coach
that provided speed and reliability. These 2,500-
pound, egg-shaped carriers were the land equivalent
of the steamboats, in terms of both style and function.
Superbly crafted by the firm of Abbott, Downing &
Company in Concord, Massachusetts, and with a buoy-
ancy provided by leather thoroughbraces, in which the
body of the coach was slung like a sailor in a hammock,
the Concord was the most efficient animal-drawn pas-
senger vehicle the nineteenth century ever saw. Nor
was it without its element of romance, for the image
of the steely-gripped driver—the “Jehu” or “Whip”—
guiding his six-in-hand and clattering stage at full gal-
lop over some dusty, rutted western road is one of the
most permanent memories we have of the West-that-
was. Unlike a good many such memories, this one is
substantially true to the facts.

The first Concord, stuffed in the bowels of a ship,
appeared in California on June 24, 1850, and by the
end of the year dozens more had arrived to be put to
good use by the fistful of stage companies that had
leaped into competition. Between 1850 and 1854, inde-
pendent stage lines proliferated, lending the same air
of confusion and feckless rivalry to the business of land
travel that characterized inland water transportation.
By the middle of 1853 it became obvious to one staging
entrepreneur, James Birch, founder and co-owner of
the Birch Lines, that something would have to be done.
He got his money together, talked to a few people, and
in January 1854 announced the birth of the California
Stage Company, an amalgamation that incorporated 75
percent of the stage lines in the state, with Birch himself
as president. Capitalized at a million dollars and ulti-
mately to control more than fifteen hundred miles of
staging routes in the state, the California Stage Com-
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pany was the largest such organization in the world.

With extensive land and water routes established as
early as the middle of 1850, California’s express busi-
ness—the business of getting packages, letters, bills of
exchange, and money from one place to another with
speed, safety, and regularity—flowered like a hothouse
orchid and contributed substantially to the financial
well-being of her transportation network. The state’s
first “expressmen” were hairy individualists who cheer-
fully exploited the miner’s desperate need for letter-
carrying. Gold diggers who were one continent and
several months away from home would pay handsomely
to receive and send messages, and men like Alexander
Todd or A. T. Dowd were able to command as much as
eight dollars a letter—no small enterprise, when one
considers the number of letters a man could carry on
his back or the back of a packmule. The United States
Post Office, in the form of San Francisco postmaster
William Van Voorhees, was suitably appalled by this
gouging, but it had little choice in the matter. Under-
financed and understaffed throughout the Golden Era,
the post office was forced to make do with the best
carriers at hand—and the best at hand in 1849 and early
1850 were men like Alexander Todd, men who were
willing and able to trudge the gullies and canyons of
the Mother Lode for what they considered a reasonable
price. As their reliability became established, these men
also began carrying small shipments of gold dust, as
well as bills and other papers, between merchants in
San Francisco, Sacramento, Stockton, and the mining
camps of the mountains. Todd himself so expanded
operations along these lines that he was able to bill his
enterprise as the Todd & Company Express.

But Todd and the rest of California’s home-grown
express companies were soon eclipsed by the arrival of
eastern “‘professionals.’ The first was the Adams & Com-
pany Express, one of the oldest in the country, which
began California operations in late 1849 and quickly
absorbed many smaller companies. Powerfully geared
to a program-of expansion and domination, Adams &
Company soon controlled most of the express busi-
ness in the state, its nearest significant rival being the
smaller, newer, and more cautious firm of Wells, Fargo
& Company, a New York-based organization with close
ties to the prestigious American Express Company.
From the carrying and disposing of bills of exchange
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and the holding and shipping of gold dust, it was but
a short step to the business of banking, and before long
California’s express companies were doubling as the
state’s most prominent banks (as noted in chapter 6).

Unfortunately for Adams & Company, the very in-
stinct for expansion that had enabled it to gain the bulk
of California’s express and banking trade put it in a
vulnerable position during the panic of 1855. Adams &
Company folded, and while it was later reorganized
into the Pacific Express Company, its days of preem-
inence were done. Wells, Fargo—always careful to main-
tain a strong cash position—not only survived the
disaster of 1855, but went on to become the single most
ubiquitous business institution on the entire Pacific
Coast, as Samuel Bowles noted in 1865: “It is the omni-
present, universal business agent of all the region from
the Rocky Mountains to the Pacific Ocean. 1ts offices
are in every town, far and near; a billiard saloon, a
restaurant, and a Wells & Fargo office are the first three
elements of a Pacific or Coast mining-town. . .. It is the
Ready Companion of civilization, the Universal Friend
and Agent of the miner, his errand man, his banker,
his post-office”

For a time the express companies were in direct com-
petition with the post office, an institution regarded
with something less than reverence by most Califor-
nians, as illustrated by an editorial in the Alta Cali-
fornia: “The whole system, as now conducted, is utterly
useless. It is so clearly and undeniably a nuisance, that
we had hoped the press generally would have taken up
the subject, for then it would in time be abolished. . . .
He who depends on the mail for his newspaper, finds
his neighbor who relies on the Express, will have it
read through, and can lend it to him, while he is wait-
ing for the post office to open’” In an effort to stifle such
competition, Congress passed a law in 1854 that re-
quired express companies to carry only mail bearing
federal postage—but it made no real difference, for the
express companies purchased stamps and stamped en-
velopes for their customers, who cheerfully paid the
double postage involved for the privilege of seeing their
letters arrive at their destinations with some reliability.

Indisputably trustworthy and remarkably efficient for
its time and place, the express business in California
nevertheless was not without its perils, principally rob-
bery. Such colorful banditti as Tiburcio Viasquez, Rat-
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tlesnake Dick, and Black Bart, the “PO8” of cheerful
memory, together with a host of their more or less
anonymous brethren, continued to plague the stage
lines of the state until the Concords were supplanted by
railroad cars. The dimensions of the problem are sug-
gested by the following table of charges for the year
1860 from the offices of Wells, Fargo, a company that
went to extraordinary lengths to secure the arrest and
conviction of highwaymen:
Jan. 31. Paid officers Gay and O’Neil
for defending treasure in at-
tempted robbery on Angeles

Road ..o $1,330.00
Apr. 30. Louis McLane, travelingexp... 2,141.69
June 30. Iowa Hill robbery .............. 11,811.25
Shasta robbery ... 22823

July 31. Judgment on O’Neal suit ... 1,505.06
Robbery at Trinity Center...... 1,839.30
Exp. paid officers—Shasta

robbery .. 649.00
Exp. paid officers—Iowa Hill
.robbery ... 161.00

Aug. 31. Settlement with A. B. Brown,
Agt, at Marysville—cash short.. 1,716.00
Iowa Hill robbery—paid officers 540.50
Trinity Center robbery—

paid officers ... 91.00
Sept. 30. Paid office exp., witness
and cost ... 239.00

Paid officers reward for arrest
and conviction of ‘“Cassell”

Oct. 31.

engaged in the Shasta robbery 1,040.00

Officers’ expenses, Iowa Hill

robbery ... 52.00
Nov. 30. Reward for recovery of portion

of money stolen—Iowa Hill

robbery ... 778.00

Due to M. E. Mills—lawyer....  500.00

Sundry exp. officers and

Witnesses ................. — SN 271.25

Reward officers—recovery of

$1515 of the Shasta robbery.... 475.00

Error Stable Acct. quarter

ending Dec. 31 ... 36.00
Total Charges ... $48,415.17



Such figures are evidence that the many-times fiction-
alized cry of ““Throw down the box!” had a base in hard
reality—expensive hard reality.

‘NTHILE THE STEAMERS, stagecoaches, and express

companies were lacing together California’s in-
ternal lines of communication, the old problem of
isolation from the rest of the country remained, and
throughout the 1850s numerous efforts were made to
bridge the transportation gap—all of them colorful,
some of them profitable.

Federal money fed such enterprises, as it had in the
beginning. It had been fat mail contracts from the fed-
eral government in 1847 that had financed the launch-
ing of the United States Mail Steamship Company on
the run from New York to Chagres, and mail contracts
that supported the Pacific Mail Steamship Company on
the run from Panama to California—and both com-
panies continued to receive federal largesse through the
1850s, leading to complaints of a “steamship monopoly”
in conglomerate-conscious California. Monopoly or no,
the two lines provided the quickest and most reliable
mail service to and from the Pacific Coast, a service
greatly enhanced by the completion of the Panama
Railroad in 1855, the Western Hemisphere’s first “trans-
continental” line.

The first attempt to carry mail overland was made
by George Chorpenning, who set out in the spring of
1851 with a string of packmules to haul the mail from
Sacramento to Salt Lake City. The travails and delays
involved in the Sierra Nevada crossing, particularly in
winter, were a constant drawback, however, and in
1857 the government authorized the so-called “Jackass
Mail}’ the San Antonio & San Diego Mail Line from
Texas to California. The *“Jackass Mail” was short-
lived, for in March of the same year Congress passed
a bill that authorized the creation of the Butterfield
Overland Mail, a semi-weekly, twenty-five day route
that covered 2,800 miles from the railhead at Tipton,
Missouri, through Arkansas, Texas, New Mexico, and
Arizona to Los Angeles, then up the interior of Cali-
fornia to San Francisco. John Butterfield, one of the
founders of American Express, was no piker; armed
with an annual federal grant of $600,000, he spent one
million dollars and several months in preparation for
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California’s first monopoly: The California Stage
Company, organized and incorporated in 1854.

I

the line—building and repairing roads, erecting stage
stations twelve to fifteen miles apart, digging wells and
building water tanks, buying 1,800 horses and mules
and 250 coaches, and hiring 2,000 employees. His
motto, it is reliably reported, was ‘“Remember, boys,
nothing on God’s earth must stop the United States
Mail!” The first stage left Tipton on September 16,
1858, and arrived in San Francisco on October 10, for
a total time of twenty-three days and twenty-three-and-
a-half hours (beating the steamship mail by some ten
days), and for the next several years very little indeed
would ever stop Butterfield’s delivery of the United
States Mail. By 1860 his Overland was carrying more
mail than went by way of Panama.

By then, other mail was crossing the country via a
financial disaster called the Pony Express. This venture
was the brainchild of the St. Louis freighting firm of
Russell, Majors, & Waddell, who also controlled the
Central Overland California & Pikes Peak Express
Company, a semimonthly service from St. Louis
through Denver and Salt Lake City to Placerville, Cali-
fornia, limping along on a measly annual mail subsidy
of $162,000. It was their hope that if they could prove
the practicality and speed of the Central Overland
route, the government would cough up a major grant
for daily mail service to and from California, one that
might even eclipse that of the Butterfield Overland.
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The transcontinental railroad as dream and ideal:
Currier & Ives’ “Across the Continent, 1868.

The Pony Express was their proof—and it was fast,
covering the 1,966 miles from St. Joseph, Missouri, to
Placerville (and later Folsom) in no more than ten
days, and at least once in as little as seven and a half,
with herds of tough, long-winded horses and a small
army of leathery, nearly weightless young riders, many
of them in their teens, like William F. (‘“Buffalo Bill”)
Cody. Service on the Pony Express began on April 3,
1860, and by March 1861 apparently had proved its
point, for that month Congress passed a law that pro-
vided for daily mail service on the Central Overland
route and a semiweekly Pony Express service; the com-
bined subsidy amounted to one million dollars.
Unfortunately for the dreams of Russell, Majors, &
Waddell, who had lost nearly five hundred thousand
dollars on the Pony Express experiment (never de-
signed to make money on its own), the Confederate
States of America opened firec on Fort Sumter on April
12; the Postmaster General of the United States closed
the southern mail route and ordered the Butterfield
Overland to move its men, horses, and materials to the
Central Overland route. An agreement worked out
with Butterfield gave the Central Overland California
& Pikes Peak Express control over the staging and Pony
Express lines from the Missouri River to Salt Lake City,
but the company was hopelessly in debt, a situation
that hardly improved when a Pacific Telegraph line
(also federally subsidized) was completed from Omaha,
Nebraska, to Sacramento in October 1861, removing
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whatever dubious need there had ever been for the
Pony Express. The firm went bankrupt, and its men,
animals, equipment, and share of the federal mail con-
tract fell to its principal mortgage holder, Ben Holla-
day, who was busily knitting up all the strands of a
western transportation empire that ultimately con-
trolled more than five thousand miles of road.

At this juncture, Wells, Fargo & Company entered
the picture—or at least, openly entered the picture. For
some time, the company had had profound but gen-
erally obscure connections with both the Butterfield
Overland Mail and the Pony Express (there are those
who maintain, with some evidence, that Wells, Fargo
in actuality controlled both organizations practically
from the beginning). In any case, Wells, Fargo became
a major force in the Central Overland route when it
purchased John Butterfield’s interest in the Salt Lake
City to Placerville branch not long after his move
north, and became the only force in 1866, when it
bought out Ben Holladay’s ownership of the eastern
branch of the line. But 1866 was too late, for trans-
continental staging was about to be sent into a long
decline by the force of an idea whose time had come:
the transcontinental railroad.

T WAS NOT A NEW IDEA-for its time, in fact, it was quite
I an old idea. In the early 1830s, when the vision of a
continental America was still as vague as smoke, east-
ern newspaper editors, filled with those gaseous certi-
tudes characteristic of the breed, were wont to call
upon Congress for the creation of a Pacific Railroad.
Probably such proposals were no more seriously in-
tended than they were received; it was an appealing
way to fill up editorial space, being devoid of contro-
versy and replete with assurances of America’s present
and potential greatness; moreover, newspaper editors
have never been required by law to explain precisely
how their prescriptions might be translated into reality.

But in 1845 a man stepped forward to explain how
it might be made to work. His name was Asa \Whitney,
a New York merchant who had a strong interest in the
China trade and a conviction that a Pacific Railroad
would provide the ideal link to all those millions of
Chinese. His scheme, put before Congress, was that a
railroad run from Lake Michigan to the mouth of the



Columbia River, and that Congress should grant to its
builder a strip of the public domain sixty miles wide
along the whole line. He was only a little ahead of his
time, but Congress nonetheless did not act on his pro-
posal, and Whitney took to the stump, lecturing, writ-
ing, and petitioning for his idea over the next ten years.

Whether moved by Whitney’s proselytizing or by the
sheer inevitability of the whole business, Congress was
soon giving the idea of a Pacific Railroad serious con-
sideration—and recognizing, as well, that some sort of
federal subsidy was going to be necessary, much as
Whitney had suggested. Throughout the 1850s, how-
ever, the growing sectional rivalry between North and
South utterly hamstrung Congress on the question of
an appropriate route, and the only contribution made
was the authorization in 1853 to have the army survey
all practical routes between the Mississippi Valley and
the Pacific. Yet the principal result of this study was
the publication in 1855 of the ten-volume Pacific Rail-
road Reports, which outlined, not merely two, but four
feasible routes, two in the north and two in the south—
a conclusion which did little to relieve sectional bitter-
ness; in fact, it amplified the opportunity for debate.

With the secession of the southern states and the
outbreak of the Civil War in 1861, debate on the north-
south routes ended, yet Congress might not have moved
on the question of a Pacific Railroad for several more
years, had it not been for the artful prodding of Theo-
dore Dehone Judah, a brilliant young engineer who
found the definition of his life in an obsession with a
transcontinental railroad. After a precocious engineer-
ing career in the East, during which he helped to recon-
struct parts of the Erie Canal and built bridges and
railroads while still in his early twenties, Judah was
called to California in 1854 by the officers of the Sacra-
mento Valley Railroad, who wanted him to construct
a line from Sacramento to Marysville. The little rail-
road—the first in California—never extended beyond
Folsom, some twenty-five miles from Sacramento, but
by then Judah was thoroughly entranced by his ambi-
tion. With his own money he financed survey trips to
determine the best route across the Sierra Nevada and
spent most of the rest of his time trying to drum up
support for the idea in California. In 1859 the state
legislature approved a Pacific Railroad Convention,
which met in San Francisco and appointed Judah as
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its official spokesman in Washington, D.C. While sec-
tional problems blocked any significant progress that
year, Judah took advantage of the experience to be-
come one of the shrewdest of the mob of lobbyists who
clustered like carpenter ants in the halls, offices, and
closets of the Capitol building.

Back in California in 1860, the determined engineer
made yet another survey, concluding that his Sierra
Nevada route would wind up a long, gradual slope to
Emigrant Gap and Donner Pass, and organized some
of the financial support necessary to incorporate his
dream—which he had already decided to call the Cen-
tral Pacific Railroad. He turned to San Francisco for
added money, but the city’s financiers, profoundly
involved in their own money-making schemes and
taking a “wait and see” attitude toward congressional
action, refused to support him.* In Sacramento he had
better luck, for among those who came to hear him
lecture one evening late in November 1860 was a local
hardware dealer named Collis P. Huntington, a man
with a sharply honed instinct for moneyed possibili-
ties. Also in attendance were Huntington's partner
Mark Hopkins and an associate by the name of
Charles Crocker, a recently elected state assemblyman.

Huntington listened that night . . . and listened; he
then invited Judah to come to his home and talk some
more. Calculating to the point of cold-bloodedness,
Huntington in his own way was still something of a
romantic—if the term “romance” can be applied to the
making of money. Judah’'s proposal excited his imagi-
nation, and he threw his considerable influence behind
the project, ultimately convincing Hopkins, Crocker,
and another associate, grocer Leland Stanford (an
unsuccessful Republican candidate for governor in
1859), to join with him. This quartet would soon and
forever after be known as the Big Four. The rest of the
needed money (amounting to about $1,500 per man)
was put together, and on June 28, 1861, the Central
Pacific Railroad of California was officially incor-

*In his California: Two Centuries of Man, Land, and Growth in
the Golden State, historian W. H. Hutchinson has another expla-
nation: ‘““T'his writer has gained the distinct impression that San
Francisco's [inanciers were content to play the time-honored game
of letting the Sacramento upstarts fail and then obtaining control
of the railroad at a fraction of what an initial investment might
have cost them. The game failed.”
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porated, with Stanford as president, Huntington as
vice-president, Hopkins as treasurer, and Judah as chief
engineer.

Reinforced by a workable route, an organization,
and the opportunity provided by the Civil War, Judah
once again assailed Congress in the summer of 1861.
After months of haggling, feuding, wheeling and deal-
ing—principally among various Mississippi Valley rail-
roads vying for the privilege of building the eastern
leg of the transcontinental line—a Pacific Railroad Bill
was pried out of Congress on May 7, 1862, and signed
by President Lincoln on July 3. Among other details,
the bill divided the responsibility for construction be-
tween the Central Pacific Railroad and the still-
unformed Union Pacific Railroad (the C.P. to start
from Sacramento, the U.P. from a point near Omaha,
Nebraska), but the provisions that undoubtedly most
stirred the hearts and minds of the aspiring empire-
builders were those regarding federal subsidies. Each
railroad would receive free right-of-way along the en-
tire line, permission to use stone and timber on the
public domain free of charge, alternate sections of ten-
mile strips of land on either side of the line, and gov-
ernment loans in the form of thirty-year, 6 percent
bonds in amounts ranging from $16,000 to $48,000 per
mile, depending upon the nature of the terrain over
which the line was built.

Construction on the Central Pacific began on Janu-
ary 8, 1863, and on the Union Pacific on December 2
of the same year. On May 10, 1869, the two lines were
joined at Promontory Point, Utah. It was one of the
great climaxes of the nineteenth century, but Theodore
Dehone Judah, whose obsessed energy had given birth
to the transcontinental railroad, was not there to wit-
ness the occasion. In 1863, he had split from the Big
Four and headed back to New York in an attempt to
raise enough money to buy them out. In Panama he
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contracted a fever, and shortly after his arrival in New
York, he died. In 1930, a monument to his vision was
erected in Sacramento by the American Society of Civil
Engineers.

ucH 1AS BEEN WRITTEN—and will continue to be
written—concerning the federal government’s
massive subsidy to the builders of the transcontinental
railroad, particularly the land grants, which amounted
to some 45,000,000 acres. ‘“While fighting to retain
eleven refractory states,’ one critic of the day com-
plained, “the nation permits itself to be cozened out of
territory sufficient to form twelve new republics!’ In-
credible power had been placed in the hands of a few
men with the foresight, shrewdness, unenlightened
self-interest, and raw determination to turn great
dreams to their own ends, and frequently that power
was badly used, distorting and sometimes crippling
economic and political life, particularly in California.
Even so, the transcontinental railroad transformed
the course of California’s history; it ended her twenty-
year isolation by cutting transportation to the East to
a matter of days, vastly expanding her already aston-
ishing potential for growth, and it linked the economic
empires of the Pacific and Atlantic coasts, strengthening
the power that these empires already exercised in the
economic “‘colony” of the trans-Mississippi West. More-
over, it was not only Californians who danced in the
streets when word came that the rails had joined at
Promontory: Mormons gathered in the Great Taber-
nacle of Salt Lake City to lift paeans to a foresightful
Providence, and New Yorkers, Philadelphians, and
Chicagoans rejoiced; even Bostonians abandoned their
composure, for the transcontinental railroad was a
national dream, a national pride, and a national
experience.



Sixty-pound iron rails lie stacked in the Sacramento yards, 1864.

California Mirror:
The Muscle, the Gold, and the Iron
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“The skies smiled yesterday upon a ceremony of vast
significance,” the Sacramento Union reported on Janu-
ary 9, 1863. “With rites appropriate to the occasion . . .
ground was formally broken at noon for the commence-
ment of the Central Pacific Railroad—the California
link of the continental chain that is to unite American
communities now divided by thousands of miles of
trackless wilderness. The muscle, the gold, and the iron
were ready to make the railroad a reality.”

Almost precisely one year later—December 2—the
Union Pacific began building west from Omaha. On
hand to document the building of the “Great Work of
the Age"” were two photographers: Alfred A. Hart for
the Central Pacific, A. J. Russell for the Union Pacific.

Windmill and water tank at Laramie Station,
Wyoming —on the Union Pacific line.
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As the Central Pacific began to cut its way into the
Sierra, the money situation seemed hopeless: “I would
have been glad, when we had thirty miles of road built,”
Charles Crocker later recalled, ““to have got a clean shirt
and absolution from my debts.” Another participant,
attorney Alfred A. Cohen, remembered Huntington's
frantic scramble for eastern money: “I have seen Mr.
Huntington trudging about from office to office in New
York trying to get people to lend himmoney. For months
—almost for a year, if not more—he was traveling at
night between Washington and Boston trying to raise
money to send to California.” With the completion of
fifty miles of track at the end of 1864, however, federal
loans of $48,000 a mile were forthcoming and the follow-
ing year the Central Pacific pushed into the mountains
in earnest.

One of the railroad’s greatest assets was a force of
Chinese laborers acquired in the spring of 1865. E. B.
Crocker, a Central Pacific executive, described their
advantages: “They prove nearly equal to white men in
the amount of labor they perform, and are far more
reliable. . . . We want a body of 2,500 trained laborers
and keep them steadily at work until the road is built
clear across the continent—or until we meet them
coming from the other side.” Ultimately, the Central
Pacific employed nearly fifteen thousand Chinese.

For its part, the Union Pacific relied upon some ten
thousand Caucasians, most of them veterans (on both
sides) of the Civil War, many of them Irish. Like the
Chinese gangs of the Central Pacific, they laid the rails
down with an awesome, machine-like inexorability, a
kind of “grand anvil chorus,” as a newspaper reporter
described it. “It is played in triple time, three strokes
to the spike. There are 10 spikes to a rail, 400 rails to
a mile, 1,800 miles to San Francisco—21,000,000 times
are those sledges to come down with their sharp punc-
tuation before the great work of modern America is
complete."”

The Union Pacific at Green River, Wyoming,
Citadel Rock in the background.

160



161






Ten mailes of track in one day: curving irons
at Ten-Mile Canyon, Utah.

Near the end of 1867, Collis P. Huntington urged his
construction superintendent, Charles Crocker, to “‘work
on as though Heaven were before you and Hell behind
you,” and Crocker announced his New Year's resolu-
tion: “A mile a day for every working day in 1868."” By
the spring of that year, the Sierra had been breached,
and the rails were marching east across the deserts of
Nevada. Steadily, Crocker's edict was exceeded again
and again—three miles, four miles, five miles, six miles
a day. “It would be impossible to describe how rapidly,

orderly, and perfectly the work is done, without seeing Ten miles of track in one day. the men who did it.
the operation itself,”” a reporter for the Alta California s s .
wrote. Finally, on April 28, 1869—just two weeks and a B ooc PoRTHE e 7“ - m?
few miles from the final joining at Promontory, Utah— CT e E | “‘“" i I”P"‘"l“l" sy m‘“\;’” e | T
the crew of the Central Pacific laid ten miles of rail in a o o HHH'IIJ ;” HH ‘Ll,‘,/ﬂ,m,o,g o
single day, working from seven in the morning to seven = m# il [ bl lu II il Y TYERE ,/L g
at night—a construction record that has never been ‘&/A/{‘//mh( (It Il\ll t‘r At 14! ;3 {ie b U;r |81 508
matched. Some compulsive statistician calculated that AR ity i ‘“r R U e L 32
25,800 ties, 3,250 rails, 55,000 spikes, and 14,080 bolts 265 Sow ii"u\‘” L /LH PEOL VT TTH et (302
were used that day, and that each rail handler lifted Bk oy i il )il 1ll i ”\“"f“ Ol (3‘”“' ,
125 tons of iron. 6//%% ‘m EHInONS M?JI‘I LG e
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Ten mules of track in one day. the memorial.
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Done! The meeting of the rails at Promontory, May 10, 1869.



And then it was done. Obeying a congressional order
designed to keep the two lines from passing each other
and heading off into the distance with federal loans, the
Central Pacific and the Union Pacific joined their rails
in the sagebrush desert of Utah, just a little north of
Great Salt Lake, on May 10, 1869. The place was called
Promontory. Of all the speeches given that day—and
there were quite as many as one would expect—the
shortest and best was given by Grenville M. Dodge,
superintendent of construction for the Union Pacific: g1l
“Gentlemen, the great Benton proposed that some day a ] TER}QE{:& Eg;ﬂ’ !'RANGISCO
giant statue of Columbus be erected on the highest peak TraveiersforPleaswHealthorBusmess
of the Rocky Mountains, pointing westward, denoting o ¢ BT
that as the great route across the continent. You have
made that prophecy a fact. This is the way to India.”

@spaa Odee 7% Ln Salle M- epprie €1y Ul o8 Conrt Fieve Kyuare, (Vrovss.
p CHARCEL Y. Kioncas. Toen sce
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Variations on a theme: Compare this German lithograph after Overleaf: William Hahn's view of the Central
the Great Event to the Currier & Ives prmt on page 154. Pacific’s Sacramento station in the early 1870s.
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SECTION THREE

The Wheel of Fortune

The new era into which our State is about entering . . . is without doubt
an era of steady, rapid and substantial growth; of great addition to popu-
lation and immense increase in the totals of the Assessor’s lists. Yet we
cannot hope to escape the great law of compensation which exacts some
loss for every gain. . . . The Califormia of the new era will be greater,
richer, more powerful than the California of the past; but will she be still
the same California whom her adopted children, gathered from all
climes, love better than their own mother lands; from which all who have
lived within her bounds are proud to hail; to which all who have known
her long to return? She will have more people; but among those people
will there be so large a proportion of full, true men? She will have more
wealth; but will it be so evenly distributed? She will have more luxury
and refinement and culture; but will she have such general comfort. so
little squalor and misery; so little of the grinding, hopeless poverty that
chills and cramps the souls of men, and converts them into brutes?

Amid all our rejoicing and all our gratulations let us see clearly
whither we are tending. . . . Let us not imagine ourselves in a fools’ para-
dise, where the golden apples will drop into our mouths; let us not think
that after the stormy seas and head gales of all the ages, our ship has at
last struck the trade winds of time. The future of our State . . . looks fair
and bright; perhaps the future looked so to the philosophers who once
sat in the porches of Athens—to the unremembered men who raised the
cities whose ruins lie south of us. Our modern civilization strikes broad
and deep and looks high. So did the tower which men once built almost
unto heaven.

—Henry George in the Overland Monthly (October, 1868)

An abandoned tailing-wheel and (in the distance) the headframe 169
of the Kennedy Mine in Jackson.
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CHAPTER 9

THE CITADEL

The Comstock Lode, William C. Ralston, and the uses

of economic power on the Pacific Coast

HE CIVIL WAR left America haunted by nearly

I six hundred thousand dead, scores of shelled

cities, ruined sweeps of land over which war
had passed like a flame, thousands of bitter, sonless
families—and the gray pall of Lincoln’s assassination,
which gave the country one more shroud in a time that
stank of death. The four years of that ghastly conflict
burned away much of whatever had been left of sim-
plicity and innocence after the Mexican War. It was
the single most traumatic episode in American his-
tory; from it the country emerged an industrial civil-
ization whose strength and weaknesses had been fired,
forged, and tempered by war, and America would
never be the same again.

Out on the western edge of the continent, California
lay almost untouched by the conflict that had trans-
formed America. The state’s pristine remove from war
had to do with more than geographic distance, how-
ever. Her isolation was as much a matter of psychology
as geography, the manifestation of a somewhat arro-
gant conviction among many of the state’s inhabitants
that California quite properly had removed herself
from the sordid concerns of the American East, much
as America itself had turned its back on the ancient
travails of degenerate old Europe. In its most extreme
form, this attitude—by no means unique to the Civil
War years—inspired agitated discussions regarding the
formation of an independent Pacific republic that
would cast a pox on the houses of both North and
South, as Governor John B. Weller vigorously noted
earlyin 1860: “If the wild spirit of fanaticism which now

pervades the land should destroy this magnificent Con-
federacy . . . [California] will not go with the South
or the North, but here upon the shores of the Pacific
found a mighty republic which may in the end prove
the greatest of all”

This is not to say that Californians as a whole ex-
hibited a callous disregard for the forces that were
ripping the nation apart; men do not escape their
origins that easily, and the movement for a Pacific
republic never advanced beyond the stage of political
vapor and occasional newspaper editorials. A sizeable
minority (perhaps as much as 25 percent in 1860 and
early 1861) devoutly wished California to cast her lot
with the Confederate States of America, and in com-
mon with most dedicated minorities, Southern sympa-
thizers provided enough alarms and diversions to inject
an element of color into the state’s politics—for a time,
at least. With the commencement of hostilities in the
spring of 1861, whatever political clout the pro-South
faction possessed dissolved in the face of a powerful
surge of pro-Union sentiment. That fall Republican
Leland Stanford, in his second try, won the guberna-
torial election, carrying with him a healthy contingent
of pro-Union advocates, and from that time forward
there was never any question of California’s loyalty to
the North. In 1863 the Republicans coalesced with
pro-Union Democrats to form the Union DParty, a
political monolith that held sway over California’s
public life until the end of the war.

Yet political fealty, then as at any other time, did not
necessarily imply personal commitment; when it came

The Montgomery Street carriage entrance to the Palace Hotel, 171
Ralston’s folly and the grandest hostelry west of Chicago.
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down to placing their bodies on the line, Californians
displayed a certain reluctance. True, problems of trans-
portation and logistics prevented the draft from being
enforced in California, and for the same reasons the
Union Army never actively recruited in the state;
nevertheless, the 15,725 volunteers who joined the
Union cause from California (most of whom served in
various western garrisons and remained unacquainted
with Confederate shots fired in anger or any other
fashion), constituted less than 4 percent of the state’s
population of more than four hundred thousand in
1861—hardly a record worth writing home about, par-
ticularly in those years. But if Californians were less

The mines of the Comstock, looking toward Mount Davidson, Virginia City.
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than overwhelmingly generous in the donation of their
flesh to the cause, they could not be accused of com-
parable frugality in the matter of money. When the
Sanitary Commission of the East—the Civil War equiv-
alent of the Red Cross—called upon California for
donations, the residents of the state contributed
$1,200,000 to the cause,not only the largest contribution
of any state in the Union, but nearly one-fourth of all
the money raised during the course of the war.

Money, in one form or another, remained Califor-
nia’s major contribution to the war effort, for she was
a new economic civilization, an imperial force whose
tentacles already had reached out beyond her own bor-



ders—and she was precisely as useful to the Civil War
North as any rich, friendly, independent nation would
have been. In less than a generation, California had
become a citadel of power.

OR WELL OVER TWENTY YEARs after the gold rush,
Fthe interior of the American West was distinguished
by a phenomenon called, among other things, the “Old
Californian”—as ubiquitous (if not quite so numerous)
as bedbugs in a mining-camp flophouse. Such men,
driven by failure in the California diggins, pursued the
dream of easy wealth with a manic, obsessive ueter-
mination, filtering sooner or later into nearly every
inhospitable corner of the West in search of treasure.
It was Old Californians who drifted north into south-
eastern Oregon in 1850 and 1851, there to discover only
minor deposits of placer and lode gold; and it was Old
Californians (23,000 of them) who scrambled for pas-
sage to the Fraser River of British Columbia in 1858,
where even less gold was found; it was Old Californians
who found placer gold above the Gila River in Arizona
in 1858 and Old Californians who found it near the
Rocky Mountains in that same year; Old Californians
helped give birth to Florence, Idaho, in 1861 and to
Helena, Montana (nee Last Chance Gulch), in 1864;
California’s grubby ambassadors-without-portfolio were
spread across the whole spectrum of the mining fron-
tier, from the Black Hills of South Dakota to the barren
mountains of central Nevada, from the desert land of
Cerrillos, New Mexico, to the icy sands of the beach at
Nome, Alaska.

Numerically, the Old Californian was probably less
important than people drawn from other sources, but
he brought with him a body of knowledge that con-
tributed significantly to the development of any given
region—in a very real sense, re-creating the technology,
law, and social structure of California’s mining experi-
ence. Beyond this, the Old Californian was a symbol
of California’s first tentative thrusts toward empire,
for behind him came California money. Profoundly
committed to a hard-cash economy and entranced with
the notion that money should generate more money,
California was both able and willing to become the
first—and for a time, the major—capital investor in the
mining frontier of the Far West. With investment came
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control, and California investment capital soon pulled
the strings on some of the most successful mining ven-
tures in the West—enterprises like the Homestake Mine
of Lead, South Dakota, or the Anaconda Mine of Butte,
Montana (both in operation today).

The monies received from such ownership increased
the funds available for investment, and California in-
terests in the West expanded with almost geometric
progression into railroad speculations, land develop-
ment, cattle and sheep ranching, farming, irrigation
projects, banking, and the like, until by the end of the
century, California money nourished and frequently
dictated the economic life of communities scattered
from the border of Mexico to that of Canada—and
sometimes beyond both. In a kind of nineteenth cen-
tury version of the mercantile system, these California-
controlled “colonies” provided a ready market for the
state’s produce, lumber, mining, and farming machin-
ery, and sundry hardware goods, thus providing even
more capital for investment in the manic cycle of
money feeding upon money to grow more money.

This neo-mercantilism was a central fact of Califor-
nia’s nineteenth-century economic character, and noth-
ing illustrated it more pointedly or with greater drama
than the development and exploitation of the Com-
stock Lode of Nevada. Even the dimmest beginning of
this spectacular silver bonanza had a California con-
nection. In 1850 a party of California-bound Mormons
—sent to the state to bolster the local extension of Brig-
ham Young’s theocratic empire—camped in the Carson
Valley to wait for spring to make the Sierra Nevada
passable. While there, they discovered traces of placer
gold in an ambitious gulch soon to be called Gold
Canyon. In the spring they abandoned their find and
obediently crossed the mountains, but the news of their
discovery spread behind them. The first to pick up the
scent was a group of Mexican miners from Sonora, but
these were soon followed by a ragtag and bobtail col-
lection of Anglo hopefuls, and by 1851 Gold Canyon
sported a typically primitive village called Johntown
by those who bothered to mention it by name.

Gold Canyon was a ravine that cut far up toward the
southern side of Sun Peak (later called Mount David-
son), and the persevering goldseekers patiently crept
north, sometimes scraping as much as five dollars a day
out of the reluctant hide of the canyon. Then in the
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The men and machines of the Comstock’s “hole n the ground with gold
and silver in it”: interior of the Ophir hoisting works.
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early spring of 1859, four prospectors uncovered a com-
paratively rich outcropping of gold on a lumpy ridge
near the canyon’s head, and were soon washing out
between eight and twenty-five dollars a day from their
four fifty-foot placer claims. They were joined by one
Henry T. . Comstock, nicknamed “Old Pancake;’ pre-
sumably because of his talent with a wad of sourdough,
but possibly because he spent most of his time, accord-
ing to local legend, flat on his back. Comstock took
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out his own claim, hired a couple of Indians to work it
for him, and spent most of his time, as was his wont,
wandering about the hills to see what he could see.
What Comstock saw about a mile to the north of the
new diggings—quickly christened Gold Hill—were two
Irish miners who had stumbled upon an outcropping
fully as rich as the Gold Hill find. Comstock had a gift
ol gall and a persuasive manner; he convinced the two
Irishmen that they were working on a “ranch” he was



in the process of homesteading, but graciously allowed
them to continue—providing he received an equal share
in the enterprise. They agreed, named the working
the Ophir Mine, and went back to their picks and
shovels. It was on these two claims that Comstock later
based his contention that he had “discovered” the great
lode, and it was on this boast that the entire district
was later named after him.

At both Gold Hill and Ophir, the quality of ore was
richer than any the Nevada prospectors had ever ex-
perienced. Yet this gold had its problems, chief among
them the blue-black sand with which it was mixed, a
rather viscous material which clogged up the riffles of
rockers and Long Toms—“damned blue stuff;’ as it
came to be called. This nuisance, of course, was bloated
with silver sulfurets, and far richer than the gold which
was painstakingly separated from it. Blindly, the pros-
pectors had stumbled upon the surface detritus of the
south end of the Comstock Lode, a nest of out-croppings
eroded by the wind and rain of epochs and covered by
a thin blanket of gold-rich placer soil that had washed
down from the peaks of the Washoe Range.* In June
1859 a rancher on the Truckee River Meadows by the
name of B. A. Harrison and a local trader, J. F. Stone,
became intrigued by the possibilities of the sand which
the miners had been discarding; they sent two sacks of
it across the mountains to California for analysis by
experienced assayers, J. J. Ott in Nevada City and
Melville Atwood in Grass Valley. The richness of the
ore was unheard of. Atwood estimated that his sample
was worth $3,000 per ton in silver and $867 in gold.

The ink had hardly dried on the assay reports before
a contingent of insiders from Nevada City and Grass
Valley were galloping across the mountains in a break-
neck race for the mines, where they purchased mining
claims from astonished miners for as little as two or
three thousand dollars. (Sooner or later every one of
the original claimholders on the Comstock Lode sold
his interest to these and other California buyers—in-

*The presence of silver in significant quantities had been suspected
as early as 1856 by Ethan and Hosea Grosch, who had abandoned
the Mother Lode for more promising prospects in Gold Canyon.
These brothers kept their suspicions to themselves, however, and
both died before they could do more than exploratory work.
Ironically, when the thin veins they had discovered were finally
worked some years after their death, the silver content was too
low to make them payable.
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cluding Henry T. P. Comstock, who characteristically
boasted of having ‘“taken” a naive Californian for
$11,000.) Among these early arrivals was George Hearst,
a mine speculator and developer from Nevada City,
who purchased a one-sixth interest in the Ophir Mine
for himself and several partners, constructed a pair of
crude arrastras (stone ore-crushers), and before the first
snows of winter, had crushed some thirty-eight tons of
ore. By muleback the ore was hauled across the moun-
tains to San Francisco for smelting, netting Hearst and
his partners a clear profit of $91,000.

San Francisco, born in a frenzy for gold, found a new
mania, as reported by J. Ross Browne in 4 Peep at
Washoe: “But softly, good friends. What rumor is this?
Whence come these silvery strains wafted to our ears
from the passes of the Sierra Nevada? . . . As I live, it
is a cry of Silver! Silver in Washoe! Not gold now. . . .
But SILVER—solid, pure SILVER! Beds of it ten thou-
sand feet deep! Acres of it, miles of it! Hundreds of
millions of dollars poking their backs up out of the
earth ready to be pocketed!” Browne's prose was only
a little more excited than the city itself—although a
certain skepticism remained from the brutally disap-
pointing rush to the Fraser River mines the year before.
Yet in the spring of 1860 at least ten thousand people,
and possibly many more, streamed up the Placerville
Road, trudged across Johnson Pass, down the Kings-
bury Grade, up the valley of the Carson River, and
finally clambered up the dry creek of Gold Canyon to
the mines. By the end of the year, a burgeoning little
town had been laid out and christened Virginia City.

They came with the typical allotment of picks, pans,
shovels, and dreams, but the Comstock was no poor
man’s proposition. The ores of the district were indeed
rich, but to get them out of the earth and reduce them
to bullion would take money, labor, and machinery.
The best of the early mines—Crown Point, Yellow
Jacket, Ophir, Best & Belcher, Gould & Curry, and a
handful of others—were taken up by those who could
afford to develop them as they had to be developed:
sink shafts hundreds of feet down and burrow drifts
hundreds of feet in length; carve iinmense, cavern-like
chambers into the friable ore bodies and timber them
with massive wooden cubes; install steam hoists and
huge Cornish pumps to keep the workings dry of the
ever-present water; build mills to crush and refine the
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William Sharon, general factotum for the Bank of
California’s manipulations in Virginia City.

ore; and hire the hundreds of workers whose sweat
would make it all possible.

In three years this kind of money planted a minia-
turc industrial civilization in the sagebrush hills of
Nevada, as described by J. Ross Browne in Washoe
Revisited: “It is as if a wondrous battle raged, in
which the combatants were men and earth. Myriads of
swarthy, bearded, dust-covered men are piercing into
the grim old mountains, ripping them open, thrusting
murderous holes through their naked bodies; piling up
engines to cut out their vital arteries; stamping and
crushing up with infernal machines their disembow-
eled fragments, and holding fiendish revels amid the
chaos of destruction?” If they did indeed revel, there
was reason enough: by the end of 1863, the Comstock
mines had produced more than twenty-two million
dollars in gold and silver bullion, a treasure that filtered
back across the mountains to San Francisco and the
coffers of men who struggled in the throes of the greatest
game of all—the game of power.
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INCE SHE WAS THE PRODUCT of mass immigration, Cali-

fornia distilled the best and the worst of men from
distant places. Frontiers do not so much create types, as
was once commonly supposed, as select them, and while
California was in most respects light-years removed
from the common frontier experience, she reflected a
long heritage of selection: those who came and re-
mained to prosper—and there were a remarkable num-
ber of these—did so because they carried within them
the seeds of their survival. Unusually brilliant, some-
times ruthless, always obsessed with a passion for
moving onward and upward, these men—for good or
ill—were the architects of California’s destiny; and on
those occasions when what they built collapsed, as
sometimes happened, it did so with a clatter and a
crash whose reverberations defined the heights to which
they had aspired.

William C. Ralston was such a man, but unlike
many whose compulsion for power wore off the edges
of subtlety and paradox in their character, Ralston
remained until his death ““a riddle wrapped in an
enigma; to borrow Winston Churchill’s description
of Russia. A powerfully romantic—even visionary—
streak colored his psyche, but he could be brutally
hardheaded and realistic when he needed to be; indis-
putably a financial wizard, he was nonetheless capable
of perfectly grotesque errors of judgment; he was able
to make firm, quick, even dramatic decisions (often in-
furiating to those affected by them); his eccentricities
endeared him to the people of San Francisco, who then
as now were captivated by nothing so much as the pres-
ence of an antic soul among them;* he could (and
frequently did) cheerfully ruin those who stood in his
way, yet his loyalty to his friends was absolute, and his
generosity open-handed to the point of lunacy; but his
most striking, and in the end most durable, trait was
his integrity, for he was one of those rare human beings
who without rancor or whimpering actually accepted

*Among his eccentricities was the practice of boarding his four-
in-hand carriage promptly at five o’clock and racing it against the
evening commute train to his estate in Belmont—a distance of
twenty-two miles; he usuallv won. Another was his habit of rip-
ping up a piece of paper while someone was talking to him,
methodically rending it into smaller and smaller bits, then reach-
ing for another: the habit unnerved more than one petitioner, and
would have intrigued a modern psychiatrist, whether of the Freud-
ian or Jungian persuasion.



full responsibility for his actions, however outlandish
—or expensive—they might have been. For that, if
nothing else, he was ( and is) well remembered.

After a boyhood and young manhood spent in the
riverboat trade of the Ohio and Mississippi, Ralston,
like all those thousands of other young men, was drawn
to California in 1849. At Panama City, however, he
encountered two old friends engaged in the banking
and shipping trade, and went to work for them, an en-
terprise which kept him on the isthmus for nearly two
years. In 1851 he captained the 1,100-ton steamer New
Orleans from Panama to San Francisco, and for the
next three years made steady runs between the two
ports. It was not until 1854 that he finally settled in
San Francisco as agent for the Independent O pposition
Line (later the Nicaragua Transit Company), a steam-
ship venture organized by Commo. Cornelius Vander-
bilt to undercut the virtual monopoly of the two Mail
lines. Ralston then branched out into banking in 1855
with the firm of Garrison, Morgan, Fretz, and Ralston,
later dissolved and reorganized as Ralston & Fretz, and
even later dissolved and reorganized as Donohoe, Rals-
ton & Co., Ralston’s power and control rising with each
dissolution and reorganization. When silver from the
Comstock’s first bonanza began streaming into San
Francisco, Donohoe & Ralston got its share of deposits
and by 1864 Ralston had become one of the city’s prin-
cipal nabobs, with a solid reputation and enough of a
fortune to establish impressive digs in San Francisco
and a palatial estate called Belmont south of the city.

It was not enough, for by then Ralston was stricken
by a vision: California would become the most pros-
perous, self-sufficient region in the world, and San Fran-
cisco would be the richest, most beautiful, most cul-
tured city in the world—and he, William Chapman
Ralston, would do it all. But he needed a freer hand
than he possessed with Donohoe & Ralston, and in June
of 1864 he left the firm (taking most of the Comstock
accounts with hfim) to organize the Bank of California,
gathering about him as trustees some of the wealthiest,
most respected men in the state, like banker Darius
Ogden Mills (president of the new bank as well as a
trustee) and Louis McLane of Wells, Fargo & Co. For
himself Ralston took the position of cashier, or man-
ager, which gave him the latitude necessary to pursue
his dream. With a liberality unheard of even in free-
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James G. Fair, one of the “Bonanza Four” who would
haunt the last days of William C. Ralston.

wheeling California, Ralston began spreading the
bank’s money around, financing, sponsoring, or creat-
ing enterprises whose only qualification was their
potential contribution to the prosperity, productivity
and growth of the city and state: agricultural develop-
ments, township speculations, woolen mills, sugar re-
fineries, foundries, San Francisco real estate, a railroad,
a silkworm farm, a theater, a carriage factory, a tobacco
plantation, a watch factory, a furniture factory . . . the
list expanded with every twist of the man’s remarkable
imagination.

For the money to finance these ventures, Ralston
looked to the Comstock, as other men were looking.
But his sight went beyond that of others: he wanted
nothing less than absolute control of this great money-
making machine to assure a one-way flow of treasure
into the vaults of the Bank of California (some idea of
Ralston’s attitude toward Nevada is suggested by his
description of it as ““a hole in the ground with silver
and gold in it”). Shortly after the bank was organized,
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An 1867 view of Montgomery Street, San Francisco, looking west

toward Telegraph Hill from California Street.

Ralston sent William Sharon to Virginia City to act
as manager of its Nevada branch, and over the next
year Sharon loaned more than two million dollars of
the bank’s money to the mines and mills of the district
at ridiculously low rates of interest for the time—some-
times as low as 1% percent per month—giving the bank
the status of the largest single mortgage-holder on the
Comstock. When the mines hit borrasca (barren rock)
in 1865 and 1866, the bank was able to foreclose those
operations that could not meet their interest payments,
thus acquiring effective control of most of the mines,
mills, and machinery of the district. In March 1868
these were then reorganized under bank control as the
Union Mill and Mining Company, an organization
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which ruled the Comstock like a sledge, freezing out
the few independent mills by refusing credit to any
mine that dared to send ore to any mill not under
its management.

Borrasca or no, by this maneuver the Bank of Cali-
fornia managed to lay hands on 95 percent of the six-
teen million dollars’ worth of ore processed during
1868 and 1869—and both Ralston and Sharon were
convinced that there would be more, much more. Nor
did the monopoly stop there. In 1869 the bank con-
structed the Virginia & Truckee Railroad from Virginia
City to the mills in the Carson Valley, giving it control
of ore and freight transportation; the following year it
gained ownership of the major lumber companies that



stripped whole forests from the slopes around Lake
Tahoe and the Truckee River Valley and sent them to
the Comstock as timbering and fuel; and soon after
that it purchased a majority interest in the district’s
water company. As an added fillip, the bank also pur-
chased the Territorial Enterprise, which had directed
more than a little vituperation at William Sharon and
the “Bank Ring” Ralston not only had economic con-
trol now, he had a good press—at least in Virginia City.

For five years the Bank of California ruled the Com-
stock as thoroughly as any Chinese emperor, a domina-
tion that extended from finances to politics; in an age
in which city officials and state legislators could be pur-
chased with considerable impunity, the bank’s control
of Nevada politics was nearly absolute—a state of affairs
that eventually enabled William Sharon to buy his way
into the United States Senate. In fact, during these five
years only one item pricked at Ralston’s bubble of
monopoly—the efforts of a German Jew by the name of
Adolph Sutro, who had his own kind of dream: he
wanted to ram a four-mile tunnel through the moun-
tains from the Ruby Valley to the lowest levels of the
Comstock mines; this tunnel would provide ventilation
to the miners, would drain the water from the lode,
would establish a quick escape route in case of fire, and
last—but by no means least—the tunnel would transport
ore cheaply to mills established at its mouth.

It was a good idea, if somewhat startling, and when
Sutro first approached him with it in 1864, Ralston was
intrigued enough to give him letters of introduction to
various sources of financing—and expressed the possi-
bility of the Bank of California’s participation. Later
Ralston changed his mind; the tunnel’s original appeal
to him had been its usefulness in establishing the bank’s
monopoly—but that was soon accomplished by other
means, and the tunnel could only be a threat. Ralston
utilized his considerable influence to block Sutro’s
efforts to find someone willing to finance the project,
and for five years Sutro floundered helplessly, turned
down at every point.

But he was every bit as persevering in his dream as
Ralston was in his, and in 1869 circumstances came to
Sutro’s aid. That year a fire broke out in the bank-
controlled Yellow Jacket and Crown Point mines, kill-
ing 42 miners; by demonstrating that his tunnel would
have saved them all, Sutro was able to raise a stock
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subscription from outraged Virginia City miners them-
selves. Construction began in 1869, but by the time of
the tunnel’s completion ten years later, the glory days
of the Comstock were over, and the company that con-
trolled the tunnel ultimately went bankrupt.*

HE FIRST WEDCE in the Bank of California’s Com-
Tstock monopoly was driven, perhaps with a certain
poetic justice, by two close associates of the ring itself:
John P. Jones, superintendent of the bank’s unsuccess-
ful Crown Point Mine, and Alvinza Hayward, one of
the trustees of the Union Mill and Mining Company.
Late in 1870, while doing some exploratory work, Jones
encountered streaks of rich quartz on the 1,200-foot
level. Contemplating the fact that Crown Point stock
was selling for two dollars a share, further contemplat-
ing the fact that the mine’s owners did not yet know
of his discovery, and even further contemplating the
fact that he was tired of “supering” other men’s mines,
Jones took his information to Hayward, who had re-
cently had a sharp disagreement with Ralston over one
or another of the banker’s projects. Quietly, Jones and
Hayward began buying up blocks of Crown Point stock,
until by May of 1871 they had acquired control—at
precisely the point at which the Crown Point went into
full bonanza, sending its stock to $180 a share. By 1872,
the stock leaped to a screaming high of $1,825, and
Jones and Hayward were very rich men indeed; they
celebrated by organizing the Nevada Mill & Mining
Company as a rival to the bank’s conglomerate.

Ralston, reasonably enough, was nettled and more
than a little worried. More than three million dollars
of the bank’s money was tied up in the Comstock—and
at the first chance he had had to gain a substantial
amount of it back, he had been done in by two of his
own. Still, if there was rich ore in the Crown Point,
logic indicated that there might be rich ore in the ad-
joining Belcher Mine. Gambling once more, Ralston
sank more of the bank's money into a campaign to
control the Belcher; he succeeded, and when an explor-

*It did so without Sutro, who sold out his interest in 1880 for
something over one million dollars and retired to San Francisco,
where he bhecame a real estate and stock speculator, a renowned
philanthropist, a champion of the pcople, and San Francisco’s
first and only millionaire populist mayor.
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atory drift broke into the newest body of ore, it seemed
that the long struggle was finally going to pay off.
But the biggest bonanza of them all was yet to come,
and Ralston would get none of it. Since 1869, James C.
Flood and William S. O’Brien, who owned a popular
San Francisco saloon and a brokerage firm as a sideline,
and John W. Mackay and James G. Fair, former mine
superintendents, had been in partnership on the lode,
patiently gathering up marginal and moderately suc-
cessful properties. In 1872 they acquired a strip of
presumably barren ground on the north end of the lode
for less than $100,000 and proceeded to organize it into
the California and Consolidated Virginia mines. After
careful development, the partners struck a rich vein
early in 1873; the vein widened, then widened again,
and by the spring of 1874 it was obvious that they had
encountered a “body of ore absolutely immense, and
beyond all comparison superior in every respect to any-
thing ever seen on the Comstock Lode; as San Fran-
cisco’'s Mining and Scientific Press later described it.
The lode’s production leaped to a total of more than
forty-five million dollars in 1873 and 1874, most of it
carved out of the workings controlled by the four men
now called the “Bonanza Kings!'* Following the ex-
ample of Jones and Hayward, these newest Comstock
millionaires proceeded to further weaken the bank’s
hold on the district by operating their own mills and
by planning the founding of their own Bank of Nevada.
By the end of 1874 Ralston was desperate. His Com-
stock monopoly was steadily crumbling, diminishing
his source of reserves. Moreover, four million dollars
of the bank’s money had been loaned to agricultural
enterprises in the interior of the state to assure bring-
ing in that year’s wheat crop, and there had not yet

*Between 1873 and 1882, the year of its final decline, the Big
Bonanrza produced $105,168,859 in ore, morc than one-third of
the Comstock’s total production.
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been any return. Another five million had gone to
obtain control of the Spring Valley Water Company,
San Francisco’s principal water supply, in the hope of
turning around and selling it to the city for ten million;
that project aborted. More than a million dollars had
already been spent on Ralston’s most ambitious enter-
prise yet, the huge Palace Hotel, but it would not be
complete until sometime in 1875, and could not expect
to pay for itself for several years after its opening.
Plummeting land prices were crippling his real estate
interests, and most of his collection of industries—his
furniture factory, his watch factory, his refineries, mills,
and foundries—were on their way toward bankruptcy.

But the Comstock had never failed him before, and
in an attempt to reproduce the Belcher bonanza of
1872, Ralston launched a heated campaign to gain
control of the old Ophir Mine, situated not far from
the glittering bonanza of the Consolidated Virginia.
With William Sharon joining in the effort, Ralston
spent nearly three million more dollars to buy control-
ling shares in the mine, most of them from E. J. Baldwin
—called “Lucky” for good and sufficient reasons. There
was only one thing wrong with the tactic: unlike the
Belcher, the Ophir Mine did not and would never
encounter any part of the Big Bonanza vein. Sharon
learned this early on, and quietly began dumping his
shares back on the market before anyone else discov-
ered it, including his long-time colleague, Ralston. By
the time Sharon recovered his investment, Ophir stock
had tumbled from a high of $315 a share to only a little
over $35. Ralston was left holding three million dollars’
worth of stock in a nearly worthless mine which he
could not resell for what it had cost him.

It was his last investment and his last mistake, for
time and circumstance were about to catch up with
William C. Ralston and the Bank of California; he
would never live to see the creation of his Nanadu on
the shores of the Pacific.



Stacking hay in the Diablo Valley, ca. 1890.

California Mirror:
The Resource Economy
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The one factor that put California several steps ahead
on the road to an economic civilization was the ready
availability of her immediate resources—chiefly gold,
soil, and timber. Each helped support the others, but the
main leg in this economic tripod was gold.

Not that it was particularly easy to get. As noted in
“California Mirror: Pick, Pan, and Shovel,” after 1848
and the first few months of 1849, the time was past
when an individual could reasonably expect to find his
fortune in simple placering by himself or with a few
strong-backed friends. There was a great deal of gold
left, but most of it lay in the bottoms of tumbling rivers,
or was imbedded in the gravel of ancient streambeds
buried under layers of sedimental deposits, or locked
deep in the earth in the form of quartz. To get it, a man
needed money, equipment, and a labor force of no
small dimensions.

Quite early, men began banding together to form
companies and associations for the purpose of river-
mining, which involved nothing more or less than pick-
ing a river up and moving it out of its natural bed so
that the deposits it covered could be worked. The scale
of such operations is suggested by the unidentified 1852
scene at the left. The river has been dammed and chan-
neled into a rough but serviceable flume that carries
the water around the part of the bed being worked and
then dumps it back into its normal course (where, if
the operation was typical, it was once again diverted
by another company, then another, and so on down the
line for miles). The “current wheels” in the flume pro-
vided power to pump water out of the riverbed’s pot-
holes and depressed areas, and the derricks and slings
(shown in the left part of the picture) were used to
remove large boulders. In the decade of the 1850s,
virtually every stream of respectable size in the Sierra
was subjected to river-mining along at least part of its
length—until the riverbeds, like the streambanks and
gulches before them, were exhausted of their gold.

An even more ambitious form of large-scale placering
was hydraulic mining, a process said to have been in-
vented in 1853 by one Edward E. Mattison of American

Technology: A California river dammed,

moved, and put to work, ca. 1852.

183



Hill in Nevada County. As the name suggests, “hydraul-
icking'* utilized the power of falling water to “wash”
gold-bearing earth and gravel on a scale never before
attempted. Water from high mountain lakes and man-
made reservoirs was carried for miles down the slopes
of the mountains in flumes, then channeled into great
iron nozzles (often called “monitors” after a popular
make), and directed against the very hills themselves.
The force of the water was astonishing; there are re-
corded instances of men and animals being killed by
a direct shot of it from as far away as two hundred feet.
What it did to the mountains can be imagined (or seen,
for that matter, as at today's Malakoff Diggings State
Park in Nevada County). The resulting mud was then
directed into systems of sluices sometimes several
miles in length to extract the gold, while the residue, or
“slickens,”” was finally deposited in whatever river or
stream might be handy.

At its height hydraulic mining was a gargantuan en-
terprise involving hundreds of individual companies,
some eight thousand miles of flumes, ditches, and pipe-
lines, and more than one hundred million dollars of in-
vested capital. It produced approximately $270,000,000
in gold—and havoc for downstream farmers, much of
whose land was buried under an avalanche of slickens
every spring. Pressure from agricultural interests finally
persuaded the U.S. District Court in 1884 to declare it
illegal to discharge tailings into streams and rivers, a
decision that all but destroyed hydraulicking. In 1893

Washing away a sizable chunk of the landscape at

the Haas Mine of Junction City, 1905

The crew of a mighty “monitor” studiously ignores several thousand pounds of pressure.
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A gold dredge wallows in its own muck, building a windrow behind it.

the state legislature revived the industry somewhat by
allowing hydraulic mining only after the construction
of holding basins for the slickens it produced. The cost
of operating under such conditions proved too much for
most companies, and by the turn of the century the
method was only rarely practiced.

By then, however, gold dredging was becoming com-
mon as the most refined and ultimately practical of all
placer operations. Wonderfully integrated into one func-
tioning unit, ungainly dredges chewed their way across
the landscape on their own little lakes, bringing sand,
mud, and gravel into their innards by means of long
bucket-chains, processing the muck with interior sluices,
and spitting it out behind them in meandering wind-
rows of tailings (the remains of which can be seen
today in many parts of the state). Before the last Cali-
fornia dredge closed operations in 1968, this form of
mining had produced an estimated $400,000,000.
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By far the major source of the nearly two billion
dollars in gold produced in California by 1900 was
quartz mining, beginning with the Gold Hill Mining
Company of Grass Valley in 1851. By the 1880s quartz
mining was the most thoroughly industrialized activity
in the state, with shafts thousands of feet deep, im-
mense pumps and stearn hoists, pounding stamp mills
to pulverize the ore in buildings that marched stair-step
fashion down the sides of mountains, the stink of chem-
istry for refining, machine shops, blacksmith shops,
workers’ barracks, headframes towering against the
sky, and thousands of employees. The names of the
giant mines scattered from Jacksonville in the south to
Alleghany in the north—the Eagle-Shawmut, the Argo-
naut, the Kennedy, the Keystone, and the rest—spoke
of an age when the cry of “Boys! I believe I've struck
it rich!"" was drowned out by the inhuman thunder of
a thousand falling stamps.

No place for claustrophobics, with or without candles: working
the face of a deep mountain mine, ca. 1885.
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Cathering and staé/t;ng hay at Sherman, in the San Fernando Valley, ca. 1890.

While river-miners and hydraulic nozzles were assault-
ing the landscape of the Sierra Nevada, the soil of Cali-
fornia’s coastal and interior valleys was being assaulted
by the plow—not for what could be taken out of it, but
what could be made to grow from it. The subsistence
agriculture that had characterized the Spanish and
Mexican eras—most of it centered around the missions
—had been rudely brought up to date by enterprising
Yankees by the middle of the 1850s, with the cultivation
on a wide scale of truck crops, deciduous fruits, grapes,
barley, and, most notably, wheat—the first “boom"' crop
in California history.

While the coastal valleys were more suitable for the
growing of barley, since the humidity produced a vari-
ety of rust in wheat, the hot, dry Sacramento and San
Joaquin valleys were eminently suited to the growing
of a hard winter wheat (later called ‘““California White
Velvet”) that could be harvested in the summer and
shipped great distances with a minimum of deteriora-
tion. By 1856 the state was supplying all of her own
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wants in wheat on 138,000 cultivated acres; by 1860
she was producing 6,000,000 bushels a year on 271,000
acres; by 1870, with worldwide commerce freed of the
restraints of the Civil War, 16,000,000 bushels on
1,479,000 acres; by 1880, 29,000,000 bushels on 2,500,000
acres; and by 1890, 40,000,000 bushels on more than
2,750,000 acres. Thereafter, declining wheat prices and
severe competition from Australia, Canada, and the
Argentine cut into California production badly; but
while it lasted, the boom of the 1870s and 1880s had
made California one of the largest wheat-producing
regions in the world.

Wheat-farming on the thousands of acres typical of
California farms inspired the creation of machinery
to match its demands. One such was the Stockton Gang
Plow developed in the 1860s; a three-share device
pulled by two or more spans of oxen (and later mules),
it tripled the amount of ground that could be turned
in a day. In 1867 a Martinez mechanic by the name
of Philander H. Standish attempted to make the Stock-









ton and all other plows obsolete with the invention of
the Mayflower, an eight-ton steam plow with a series
of rotary blades instead of shares. On one of its few
successful test runs, the performance of this behemoth
titillated a reporter from the Mining and Scientific
Press as he watched it “throwing up and exposing the

Left: A hay-laden scow schooner, closely followed by
a ferry, slips toward her dock in San Francisco.

earth to aerating and fructifying influences of the at-
mosphere. . . . Surely the bosom of old mother earth
was never before tickled in such a vigorous manner."
The Mayflower failed miserably, but it was only the
beginning of the steam mechanization of California
agriculture. By the 1890s gigantic rigs capable of har-
vesting, binding, and threshing wheat in one operation
(combines)—many of them manufactured in San Lean-
dro and Stockton—were lumbering and clanking out-
rageously across the fields of the Great Valley, belching
clouds of oily smoke and tickling the bosom of old
mother earth in a most vigorous manner indeed.

A steam harvesting rig chews its way through a wheat ranch in the San Joaquin Valley.
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In any growing civilization probably the first resource
to be utilized is timber; in order to build a civilization,
one needs something to build with. As usual, California
was uncommonly blessed with this resource. Billions of
board-feet lay in the sugar pine and yellow pine forests
of the Sierra Nevada, and billions more crowded the
slopes of the Coast Range as redwood trees, from the
Santa Lucias to the Trinity Alps. By 1860 there were
more than three hundred sawmills in the state.

Although it supplied the mining industry (including
that of the Comstock) with the wood for its flumes,
dams, sluices, headframes, timbering, and towns, the
timber of the Sierra Nevada did not begin to be fully
exploited until the early 1860s, when the Central Pacific
Railroad entered the mountains from Sacramento. The
railroad enabled the lumber industry to expand beyond
its local market into the Sacramento and San Joaquin
valleys, whose needs it continued to meet almost ex-
clusively for the rest of the century.

The most immediate major market for timber after
the beginning of the gold rush was, of course, San
Francisco—not only because the city grew with such
speed, but because it kept burning down so often. The
problem of transporting lumber, cut or raw, from the
Sierra Nevada eliminated it as a practicable source of
building materials for San Francisco, which looked in-
stead to the redwoods of the Coast Range, particularly
those on the coasts of Sonoma and Mendocino coun-
ties, where the mountains provided the timber, and the
sea the transportation.

The great trees were felled and cut into logs ("‘take
three logs and leave her’” was the standard rule of
thumb), which were linked together with chains and
“snaked” out of the forest by teams of oxen or steam
“donkey” engines. In regions near enough to the coast,
seasonal floods carried the logs down the creeks to mills
established at tidewater; in the more interior regions,
they were dumped into whatever river was wide and
deep enough to hold them and floated down to the

An oxteam “snakes” a chain of redwood logs out of
the Elk River Forest in Humboldt County, 1885.

Previous pages: Thompson & West's bucolic rendition
of an Alameda County farm, 1876.







mills. From the mills the finished planks, beams, and
railroad ties were carried by tramways to loading
points on the cliffs above the sea. Here the lumber was
loaded onto the decks of one-topmast lumber schooners
via chutes suspended one or two hundred yards out
over the water. Standing on the deck of a ship that
bobbed and rolled with every move of a nearly open
sea, and handling heavy planks that shot off the end
of a hundred-yard chute with alarming speed, was a
job that required quick hands, strength, and a nearly
total disregard for one's own survival.

By the 1880s this trade was at its height, with seventy-
six loading points scattered from Humboldt Bay to
Bodega Head. Writing in the California Historical Quar-
terly (March 1971), maritime historians Karl Kortum
and Roger Olmsted said of this stretch of coast that it
“might be loosely described as having a mill in every

196 With a fine load of redwood planks and a good wind behind her,
the lumber schooner “Big River” heads for home in San Francisco.

With a great white plume and a thunderous splash, a log is chuted into the Klamath River.

gulch and a chute or two at every indentation that of-
fered slight protection from the prevailing sea and deep
water close inshore.” The landing points were, at best,
"outside” ports (that is, places where it was wiser to
anchor in the open sea during storms), and, at worst,
"doghole” ports (“big enough for a dog to crawl into,
turn around, and crawl back out”). Such inadequate
harbors, together with the justly notorious and unpre-
dictable weather conditions of the north coast, made
the coastal lumber trade probably the most dangerous
occupation in the West; on the night of November 10,
1865, alone, ten schooners and their crews were driven
onto the rocks. Nevertheless, more than three hundred
lumber schooners at one time or another carried the
materials of progress from the steaming mills of the
north coast to the spreading metropolis on the shores
of San Francisco Bay.
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CHAPTER 10

THE PARADOX OF PLENTY

The demise of the Bank of California, the speculator’s itch,

and the unstable mix of the depressed and unemployed

HE BUSINESS WEEK of August 23 through August

I 27, 1875, was possibly the single most traumatic

week in California’s nineteenth-century eco-
nomic history. “Sooner or later in life;” Robert Louis
Stevenson (no stranger to California) once wrote, ‘“‘we
all sit down to a banquet of consequencesf’ and that
week some of California’s most glitteringly successful
citizens ate more than they could have expected.

The catalyst for disaster was William C. Ralston and
his Bank of California. During the first six months of
1875, he had spent more than twelve million dollars of
the bank’s money, eight million alone in his fruitless
scheme to sell the Spring Valley Water Company to the
city of San Francisco and in his acquisition of the Com-
stock’s Ophir Mine. True, he had personally guaran-
teed to the bank’s nervous trustees much of what he
had spent, but the bank’s treasure reserves nevertheless
were badly depleted, a situation that was hardly
improved when the Bank of Nevada—owned by the
Bonanza Kings, Ralston’s major competitors on the
Comstock—was incorporated in May, “freezing” five
million dollars of its own as a treasure reserve, an
amount equal to nearly one-third of the available coin
in San Francisco. Every depositor, however small, who
came up to a teller’'s window in the Bank of California
with a check or withdrawal slip in his hand was bleed-
ing Ralston, and as the months passed, more and more
of them came with those insidious slips—no run, but a
constant, fearful drain. Public confidence in Califor-
nia’s most influential bank began to slip, prodded along
by innuendoes and attacks in some of the local news-

August 23, 1875: Chattering with panic and waving withdrawal
slips, depositors assault the granite hulk of the Bank of California.

papers, particularly the San Francisco Bulletin, which
was so incensed over his Spring Valley project that its
editor became nearly incoherent: ‘“Ralston’s Ring is
entrenched behind bank-counters and installed in com-
fortable chairs. His ring is powerful by reason of wealth.
It is above the law. The influences which it yields are
not of the bar-room, ward-gathering, or sailors’ board-
ing-houses. Its methods resemble Washington rather
than New York. Its head is depraved. It hatches the
worst designs against its own body. Its dangers smack of
the villa, bank and palace rather than the back-alley
and slum. For all that, its bite is more vicious than that
of New York’s Tweed Ring”’

Under mounting pressure, Ralston cast about in
every direction for cash. He sold a 16,000-acre block of
Kern County land for $90,000 and fed it into the bank’s
reserves. He borrowed on his Spring Valley stock but
could get little. He sold his own one-half interest in the
Palace Hotel to William Sharon for $1,750,000—only
to have Sharon return the deed a few days later, saying
he couldn’t raise the cash. Sharon used the same excuse
to refuse an outright loan: the Honorable William
Sharon (he was now a United States senator) had
amassed a huge personal fortune in his capacity as
manager of the Virginia City branch of the Bank of
California, but he was never one to let loyalty inter-
fere with what he considered good business sense, and
the odor of failure must have been strong about Ral-
ston’s person. Darius Ogden Mills, president of the
bank, was less fastidious: he loaned Ralston $750,000.

It was not enough—nothing was enough. By the last
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The end of a dreamer: some of the major legacies of William C. Ralston are sketched

in this memorial tribute published shortly after his death.

week of August, the bank’s reserves were nearly gone.
As a final attempt Ralston hauled $1,400,000 worth of
bullion (most of it from other men’s mines) from the
bank-controlled Selby Smelting Works near Oakland,
sent it to the United States Mint for coining, and by the
morning of August 26, the money trays of the Bank of
California glistened with piles of new money. (Though
the ethics of this act may have been questionable, its
legality was not. Under standard milling agreements,
mills and refineries guaranteed to pay mines a percent-
age—rarely less than 60 percent or more than 80 percent
the ore itself, and
bullion derived from it, became the mill’s property.

—of the assessed value of the ore;
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Not far from the California Street offices of the Bank
of California, the San Francisco Mining Exchange was
the scene of frenetic confusion and rumor that morn-
ing: William Sharon was “pounding” (selling) great
blocks of bank-owned Consolidated Virginia and Ophir
stock—whether acting at the instigation of Ralston in
order to raise cash or on his own in an effort to cut
Ralston’s throat, no one knew. Whatever the reasons,
Sharon’s manipulations steadily gutted the market for
mining stocks, depressing prices lower and lower; every-
one was losing paper money, and a fever of uncertainty
gripped Montgomery Street. By one o’clock that after-
noon, a particularly significant rumor was in circula-



tion: the Bank of California was in such bad shape that
the Oriental Bank of London had refused it credit (not
quite true; the Oriental Bank had simply not responded
to Ralston’s frantic cable).

The run that Ralston had feared for so many months
began. Hundreds of depositors crowded through the
great bronze doors of the bank, spilled down its steps,
clamored at its windows, piled up in the street outside,
waving checks and withdrawal slips, and chattering
with panic. By 2:30 in the afternoon, the bank’s reserves
were down to a pittance of $40,000, and Ralston ordered
its doors closed. In a little over four hours, more than
$1,400,000 had been withdrawn and the Bank of Cali-
fornia had failed. Frustrated, the milling crowd eddied
over to the National Gold Bank and Trust Company
across the street, stripping its coffers, then on to most
of the banks in the city, who were judged guilty by
association.

The next morning the trustees of the Bank of Cali-
fornia, who had displayed a singular willingness to go
along with Ralston’s management so long as their
salaries and dividend checks continued, demanded his
resignation. He gave it to them, then signed a blanket
deed conveying all his personal property to William
Sharon, who was instructed to use all proceeds to reim-
burse the bank’s depositors.* At three o’'clock that after-
noon, Ralston walked down Sansome Street to the bay
for his customary swim. His body was recovered from
the water some time later; the coroner’s report attrib-
uted death to “congestion” of the brain and lungs,
which suggests apoplexy or a stroke, but talk of suicide
was not uncommon.

Five weeks later the Bank of California was reorgan-
ized, and its doors opened for business; in control now
was a syndicate under the leadership of William Sharon
and D. O. Mills, and while the first day’s deposits by
San Franciscans with short memories amounted to one
million dollars, the bank never regained the prestige

*It is interesting to note what happened to that property, whose
value was more than enough to cover Ralston’s indebtedness of
$4,500,000, with several million left over for his widow and chil-
dren. Sharon, to put it bluntly, simply appropriated most of it
for himself, including the Belmont estate, paying to the bank’s
depositors as little as sixty cents on the dollar and giving Ralston’s
family as little as possible. In most vecorded instances, Sharon dis-
played all the generous instincts of a guttersnipe.

THE PARADOX OF PLENTY

or power ithad enjoyed under Ralston, whose memory
was revered by most, but not all, of those who had been
close to him.

Shortly after the recovery ol Ralston’s body, one story
went, John W. Mackay, Ralston’s enemy, asked William
Sharon, Ralston’s [riend: “Did you do everything you
could for him?”

Yes;" Sharon replied, “and, by God, for a while I
was afraid he was coming to!”

HE RISE, DECLINE, and fall of the Bank of California
T'was by no means an event sealed in a vacuum; it
was both symbol and symptom of an age whose glitter
obscured the darker corners of California’s economic
life and its proloundly unstable social conditions. Like
dry rot, a fetid uncertainty ate away at California’s
underpinnings throughout the ten years between 1870
and 1880, giving the decade the gloomy sobriquet of
“The Terrible Seventies.”

The problems of the 1870s, like so much else in Cali-
fornia’s life, were the direct legacy of the gold rush and
the Golden Era which followed it. For twenty years
the peculiar psychology of the state had been dom-
inated by the philosophy of boom, a condition demand-
ing the constant repetition of spectacular success. “My
opinion; a disgusted William Tecumseh Sherman had
written in 1857 ( see chapter 6), “is the very nature of
the country begets speculation, extravagance, [ailures,
and rascality. Everything is chance, everything is gam-
bling. . . 2’ Sherman had seen only the beginning, for
the decade of the 1860s—coming on the heels of a de-
pression from which little had apparently been learned
—saw speculation and gambling bloated to such a de-
gree that even the excesses of the Golden Era took on
the aspect of marble-shooting games played by small
boys on their hands and knees.

The Comstock Lode, whose silver and gold excited
the imagination of the world, sent the majority of
Californians to the edge of dementia. Not since the first
careless rapture for gold propelled thousands into the
gullies and gulches of the Sierra Nevada had California
seen anything like the Comstock mania—yet there was
a significant difference: whereas the gold rush had been
the pursuit of the metal itself, the very stuff of treasure,
the Comstock excitement was a chase after paper. The
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during one of many Comstock excitements; most appear to be losers.

lode’s treasure, after all, was not something a man dug
out of the ground with a spoon and exchanged for a
drink at his favorite saloon; it was ore, and ore had to
be processed through clanking machines and the spec-
tral stink of chemistry before it could be rendered
into bullion. If he couldn’t dig it out and pocket it,
however, a man could own a piece of the ground in
which it sat. That piece of ground could then be trans-
lated into squares of paper, called shares, one square
of paper for every foot of any given claim. Multiply
that piece of ground by many more thousands of pieces
of ground, and multiply its pieces of paper by many
hundreds of thousands more, and some idea can be
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gained of the absolute ocean of paper that was ulti-
mately involved in the development of the Comstock.

During the twenty years of the Comstock’s most pro-
ductive life, nearly seventeen thousand claims were
staked out, every one of which had its proportionate
portfolio of shares issued by owners whose only dream
was to sell their interests at an inflated price and return
to California with a pocketful of dreams. The phenom-
enon was visible from the earliest beginnings of the
lode, as limned by J. Ross Browne in 4 Peep at Washoe:
“Nobody had any money, yet everybody was a million-
aire in silver claims. Nobody had any credit, yet every-
body bought thousands of feet of glittering ore. . . . All



was silver underground and deeds and mortgages on
top; silver, silver everywhere butscarce a dollar in coin’’

Only a little over one hundred of those seventeen
thousand claims ever developed into genuine working
mines, and only a handful of those mines ever devel-
oped into genuine paying enterprises. Yet the clouds
of paper securities which represented those mines, large
or small, successful or not, became in a very real sense
the principal paper currency of California for almost
twenty years. The necessity for a clearinghouse to han-
dle the sale and purchase of Comstock shares gave birth
to the Hall of San Francisco Board of Brokers, later
called the Mining Exchange, and still later the San
Francisco Stock Exchange—even today the largest west
of Chicago—and that building, or the transactions
therein, inexorably governed the heartbeats of thou-
sands of Californians, causing them to flutter in antici-
pation or stop dead in despair, depending on the
fluctuations of the market at any given moment. For
the beauty of Comstock speculation was the fact that
anyone capable of coming up with the purchase price
of a fistful of shares was allowed to play the game, risk-
ing everything he had on a stab at the long chance; and
nearly everyone wanted to play the game, from washer-
women to housewives, shoe clerks to cable car con-
ductors, miners to cigar-makers.

So while the power brokers of the Comstock—the
mine and mill and bank owners—struggled in an earnest
attempt to cut one another’s throats, an army of small
investors blindly threw their patrimony into the Com-
stock’s wheel of fortune—and just as blindly lost it.
They had forgotten, or ignored, or had never been told
that the most important requirement of successful
stock speculation is that one must be in a position to
afford to lose. And for all but a few who were close
enough to the situation to take their profits straight
oft the top of the Comstock’s mountain of treasure, so
to speak, it was first, last, and almost always a losing
game. Less than half of the hundred or so working
mines ever paid a dividend to their stockholders, and
of the $125,335,925 that was dispensed, $73,929,355 was
taken back in the form of assessments for mine develop-
ment and improvement. In the lifetime of all but six
mines, in fact, assessments actually exceeded dividends;
for example, the Ophir—the Comstock’s first major
mine and William Ralston’s Waterloo—paid out

THE PARADOX OF PLENTY

$1,695,800 in twenty-four dividends between 1860 and
1880, and in that same twenty years charged its stock-
holders $2,689,400 in thirty-five individual assessments,
for a net loss of $1,093,600.*

Unprofitable as it may have been for the overwhelm-
ing majority of participants, Comstock speculation
nourished the continuing good health of what has been
called the “boom psychology” that pervaded the state,
a condition that was not particularly conducive to the
making of a stable, steady, foresightful civilization—
however rich. Consider, for a moment, one aspect of
what might be called California’s ““cultural” life in this
era. As noted earlier, the state’'s population was remark-
ably literate from the beginning. Its hunger for news
inspired hundreds of newspapers, from San Francisco
dailies like the Alta California to mining-town sheets
like the Downieville Old Oaken Bucket; and its willing-
ness to entertain sensationalism supported such eftorts
as the San Francisco News Letter, from which Ambrose
Bierce assaulted propriety and progress with his “Town
Crier” column, and the TVasp, whose front-page illus-
trations depicting sundry political and economic facets
of life in California were frequently vigorous to the
point of hilarity. As well, this population reflected
more subtle literary interests, giving rise to one suc-
cessful literary weekly, the Golden Era (founded in
1852), and one major quarterly, the Overland Monthly
(founded in 1868), as well as the general-interest
journal Hutching's Illustrated California Magazine
(founded in 1856).

However literate—even literary—California’s popu-
lation may have been, it was singularly uninterested in
learning as an institution. It was a full year after state-
hood in 1850 before the state legislature authorized
local towns to establish public schools, 1852 before it
got around to allocating state funds for the purpose,
and not until 1856 were the state’s first public high
schools (two of them) founded. It might have been
argued that since the state’s population in these years
was predominantly composed of wifeless, childless
males, there was little need for schools—true enough,
if one did not take into consideration the children of

*The six lucky mines were the Belcher, the California, the Con-
solidated Virginia, the Crown Point, the Gould & Curry, and the
Kentuck.
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Mexican Californians (which one did not in the 1850s
and 1860s). By 1870, however, the argument no longer
held water, since one-fourth of the state’s population
of 560,247 was by then native-born, but development
of the public school system remained far behind the
demonstrated need.

The fate of higher education was even more illustra-
tive of California’s apathy for learning. By 1880, when
the population exceeded 850,000, only ten colleges
existed in the state, and only two of these were state-
supported, the rest being private or religious institu-
tions. It was a full six years after the passage of the
Morrill Act of 1862, which dispensed federal land-grant
endowments to the states for agricultural colleges, be-
fore the state legislature authorized the founding of the
first state-supported college, the University of Califor-
nia (founded privately in 1855 as the College of
California and taken over by the state in 1868). By
comparison, it is interesting to note developments in
thestate of Colorado during these years: by 1880—after
only twenty years of development and with a popula-
tion of only 194,327—Colorado was supporting, not
one, but three state colleges. It seems reasonable to
assume that for more than a generation most Califor-
nians simply did not consider the education of their
children important enough to warrant the spending of
their money.*

pucaTioN (or the lack of it) was the least of Califor-
E nia’s problems as it approached the 1870s, however
aptly that problem illustrated the state’s sluggardly
approach toward building for the future. Others were
more visible and possessed more immediate impact,
and all of them were aggravated, if not caused, by the
completion of the transcontinental railroad, whose
long-term contribution to the state’s growth cannot be
argued, but whose short-termx effect was almost crip-
pling. Amid all the fervent predictions of unparalleled
prosperity that anticipated the railroad’s completion,
the percipient, rational voice of Henry George (his

*The state’s second major university was not founded until 1891,
when Leland Stanford utilized his own money and his own land
to establish the Leland Stanford Junior University some forty
miles south of San Francisco.

Progress and Poverty will be discussed in chapter 11)
cooly noted in the October 1868 issue of the Overland
Monthly the pitfalls facing the future of the state:
“And this in general is the tendency of the time, and
of the new era opening before us: to the great develop-
ment of wealth; to concentration; to the differentiation
of classes; Lo less personal independence among the
many and the greater power of the few. ... Connected
more closely with the rest of the nation, we will feel
more quickly and keenly all that affects it. We will have
to deal, in time, with all the social problems that are
forcing themselves on older communities . . . with one
of them, the labor question, rendered peculiarly com-
plex by our proximity to Asia. . .. Let us not imagine
ourselves in a fool’s paradise, where the golden apples
will drop into our mouths. . .

Few were listening. California land and lot specula-
tors briskly laid out new developments in anticipation
of the expected influx of immigrants and a correspond-
ing rise in land values, while merchants laid in heavy
inventories and manufacturers made plans for the
expansion that ready access to eastern markets surely
would demand. What happened, of course, was that a
flood of goods from the East, particularly from Chicago,
streamed into California almost immediately, glutting
the market. California’s business interests, hampered
by the high cost of raw materials and high wages,
simply could not compete, as Asbury Harpending, one
of those affected, later recalled: ‘‘For months we had
been living in a fool’s paradise over the boom that the
railroad would bring. That day came, but what a dis-
appointment! . . . For the business people it spelled
ruin. It brought an avalanche of goods from St. Louis,
Chicago, and New York, at prices our local men could
not meet. Many firms failed, some consolidated, some
retired from business. Rents dropped like lead, real
estate values shriveled to nothing. It was ten years be-
fore those values recovered to 1869 levels.” (In San
Francisco, real estate transactions had averaged $3,500,-
000 a month through most ol 1869: the following year,
that average plunged to $1,300,000.)

In 1870 Samuel Bowles, a visitor from Massachusetts,
commented in a letter home that “All of the great
interests of the state are depressed. . . . Several thousand
laborers are reported idle in San Francisco alone, and
50,000 to 100,000 in the state . .. " Much of this army of
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CANANY WHITE LABORER AFFORD T0 VOTE FOR AH-SING BOOTH GORHAM AND C? AT THE COMING ELECTION: NOT FOR JOSEPH
You Know How IT IS YO URSELF!

All the ills of “The Terrible Seventies”—unemployment, the unavailability of land, depression,
and starving widows — were ascribed to the twin evils of monopoly and Chinese labor.

unemployed—which, even at the estimate of 50,000,
amounted to perhaps 30 percent of California’s total
labor force in 1870—was made up of farm workers, as
a drought in the winter of 1869—70 proved ruinous to
many interior [arms, reducing the demand for seasonal
labor. Again, the influence of the transcontinental rail-
road aggravated an existing problem, [or as the national
depression of 1873 staggered the East, it sent thousands
of unemployed men and their families to California,
whose appeal as a land of gold and opportunity had
not diminished. Between 1873 and 1875, 262,000 people
arrived in California, most of them by rail, and at least

25 percent of them factory hands. What they found
when they reached California, of course, were condi-
tions that approached the worst the East could offer.

This unstable mix of the depressed and uhemployed
was stirred to the point of explosion by the presence of
the Chinese. The completion of the transcontinental
railroad released anywhere between fifteen and twenty
thousand Chinese laborers, most of whom drifted back
to California’s urban enclaves and interior farms to
compete for jobs. Added to this total was an influx of
nearly cighty thousand Chinese immigrants between
1870 and 1875, each and every one of whom was willing
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to work for wages far below those of Caucasian levels.
The temptation to employ them, in the face of the most
virulent depression the state had yet seen, was nearly
irresistible, and by the latter 1870s the Chinese were
not only in competition witl white workers, their labor
population comprised 20 percent of the total working
population in the state—a percentage twice that of the
ratio of Chinese to the rest of California’s population.
Among other trades, the Chinese represented 52 per-
cent of the boot- and shoemakers, 44 percent of the
brickmakers, 84.4 percent of the cigar makers, and 32
percent of the woolen mill operators. The problem was
undeniably real.

By the middle of the 1870s, then, the malaise that
Henry George had predicted in 1868 was upon Califor-
nia. Great wealth had indeed been made and had in-
deed been concentrated in the hands of a few men and
corporations; the relatively even distribution of wealth
that had marked the Golden Era was thrown out of bal-
ance by the money and power that had been acquired
by the exploiters of the Comstock, the builders of the
state’s railroads, and the largest of the landowners (for
more on both of the last two, see chapter 11). Rigid
class lines had indeed been drawn in a state that once
prided itself on the looseness of its economic divisions;
the average workingman in California could no longer
consider himself a potential entrepreneur simply bid-
ing his time before striking it rich in one way or another.
He was a workingman and his class was the working
class. Deprived of the buffer of time and space, Cali-
fornia now felt most keenly indeed the difficulties of
the American East; the lailure of the Bank of California
in 1875 was its single most dramatic manifestation, and
it would be more than a decade before the state’s econ-
omy fully recovered. Finally, the labor question had
indeed been rendered “peculiarly complex™ by a con-
tinuing immigration from the coast of China.

It was a new society for California, and it bubbled
with discontent. Unemployed workers Irom all over
the state wandered into San Francisco, congregating on
street corners and vacant lots to mutter darkly about
their condition and cast baleful glances at the monu-
ments to other men’s wealth all around themn. On the
night ol July 23, 1877, six or seven thousand gathered
on a sandlot across [rom San Francisco’s City Hall to
express sympathy for workers in the great Pennsylvania
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Railroad strike of that year. Generally peaceful, the
meeting took on an ugly tone when some lunatic fired
a couple of shots into the crowd, wounding two workers;
police apprehended him before he found himself at
the wrong end of a rope, but the meeting was finally
climaxed when a small contingent of workers split from
the meeting and ran amok for a time, burning several
Chinese laundries in the process.

The city’s “better element,” long apprehensive of
a major riot among the local unemployed, gathered
the next afternoon in the Chamber of Commerce and
elected a Committee of Public Safety under the leader-
ship of William T. Coleman. \With some experience in
extra-legal law enforcement, the old vigilante recruited
a defense force of five thousand men, armed them with
good hickory pickhandles, and sent them out to patrol
the city streets. This “Pickhandle Brigade” came in
handy two nights later, when a mob attempted to burn
the docks of the Pacific Mail Steamship Company, said
to be the largest single carrier of Chinese laborers. The
docks were protected, but four men were killed, several
wounded, and a nearby lumber yard went up in flames.
No further rioting occurred, and a few days later the
committee’s army was disbanded, replaced by 150
special police financed by agitated property owners.

Over the next few months San Francisco’s laborers
gradually coalesced into a unified body called the
Workingmen'’s Party of California, largely through the
organizational efforts of Denis Kearney, a former sailor,
the owner of a small drayage concern, and strangely
enough, a recent soldier in Coleman’s Pickhandle Bri-
gade. \WWith much arm-waving, pungent oratory, and the
ever-present cry of “The Chinese must go!” Kearney
addressed meeting after meeting on the sandlots of San
Francisco throughout the summer and fall of 1877, was
once arrested for inciting to riot (although no riot had
occurred), and when the Workingmen's Party was ofhi-
cially organized, emerged as its president.

The following spring the Workingmen’s Party got
its first test of political strength. For two decades there
had been a steady criticism of the state constitution of
1849 as being too brief and general for the needs of the
more complicated times which followed its adoption.
The problems of the 1870s sharpened such criticisms,
and during the elections of September 1877 a referen-
dum was passed authorizing a convention to lay out a
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Denis Kearney, whose cry of “The Chinese must go!” articulated frustration.
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new constitution. The election for delegates to this con-
vention was held in June 1878, and at its conclusion the
Workingmen had demonstrated remarkable strength:
of the 152 delegates chosen, 51 were Workingmen, 78
nonpartisans (most a combination of Democrats and
Republicans who had fused in an effort to undercut the
convention’s domination by Workingmen, but the non-
partisans included several small farmers representing
the interests of the Grange, or Patrons of Husbandry),
11 Republicans, 10 Democrats, and 2 Independents.

The Workingmen'’s Party carried an impressive list
of demands to the convention, which assembled on
September 28, 1878: an eight-hour day, direct election
of United States senators, a compulsory education law,
the regulation of banks and railroads, a state board of
equalization to enforce a more equitable system of tax-
ation, and the prohibition of the use of Chinese labor
by corporations or in public works. By combining with
Granger representation to pass articles on which they
could both agree—such as tax equalization, railroad
regulation, and the regulation of corporations and
banks—the Workingmen’s Party effected most of its
desired reforms, not including the eight-hour day or
the direct election of senators; but necessary compro-
mises so disaffected party membership that when the
document was ratified in May 1879, the Workingmen’s
Party of San Francisco rejected it overwhelmingly.
Statewide, the constitution was approved by a thin
majority of eleven thousand votes.

What the convention of 1878—79 produced was one
of the longest constitutions in the world, many times
longer than that of the United States, and one of the
most detailed and confusing ever contrived by any body
of freemen anywhere, anytime. As a result California’s
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constitution has been amended more than three hun-
dred times since its adoption. Virtually none of the
reforms written into it ever proved effective; the meth-
ods used by corporations, banks, and railroads to evade
or postpone conforming to regulations were the best
that money could buy, and they generally gutted the
power of regulatory agencies. Even the Chinese ques-
tion lost much of its force with the passage of the exclu-
sion bill of 1882 (see chapter 7).

The Workingmen’s Party, the first political expres-
sion of California’s laboring class, quickly disintegrated
into various partisan fragments that were absorbed by
larger entities. By 1882, it had disappeared—and with
it disappeared the first and last major influence labor
would have on the political destiny of the state during
the nineteenth century.

A new society had evolved on the western edge of
the continent in the decade of the 1870s, a society alto-
gether too similar in too many respects to the tangled
milieu of the industrial civilization that dominated
the American East for the remainder of the century.
The 1880s would see steady improvement in the general
economic scene, but the problems bred in “The Ter-
rible Seventies” would continue to shape both the char-
acter and quality of California’s life well into the
twentieth century.

“The California of the new era will be greater, richer,
more powerful than the California of the past;’ Henry
George had written in 1868, “but will she still be the
samne California whom her adopted children, gathered
from all climes, love better than their own mother
lands . . .
possibilities when he imparts such wisdom: that he will

?” The prophet must face two unnerving

be proved wrong—and that he will be proved right.



A pair of romantics, old enough to know better, negotiate Lover’s Leap in Southern California, 1898.

California Mirror:
Having Fun
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As noted elsewhere in this book, posterity owes a tre-
mendous debt to the photographers of the nineteenth
century, amateur and professional alike. Not only did
they leave us a most useful record of the places and
events of a time called history, helping us to understand
the character of the forces that shaped the past, they
have given us a broad and compelling portrait of the
past’s very essence: its people. Famous, infamous, and
anonymous, the faces stare across the decades of time,
projecting an uncanny sense of reality and immediacy,
speaking of pride, humor, passion, fear, and foible.
What we are apt to forget when considering, as we
must, such weighty matters as economics, politics, and
social upheaval, is that, to most people of any given

time or place, the concerns of daily living assume far
more importance than the outcome of a gubernatorial
election or the economic policies of any man or group
of men. For every person who joined Denis Kearney in
his rantings against the Chinese, there might have been
a thousand who would have had difficulty recalling his
name; for every individual who brooded over the evils
of monopoly, another thousand might have brooded
over unpaid bills, the slight received at a Friday-night
soiree, or a sore tooth. The photographs remind us, when
we allow them to speak to us, that we are dealing essen-
tially not with parched statistics but with terribly human
beings. And at no time are people more human than
when they are having fun.

Communing with nature (move or less) in Golden Gate Park,San Francisco, 1880.

e ?
{4

7 T8 B R
»
Bl M '

210

Hikers in the San Fernando Valley, ca. 1890. Did the bucket
carry chicken wings and beer, or just chicken feed?






Nineteenth-century Californians—particularly those in
Southern California—were wont to take their pleasures
in the out-of-doors, even as today. On the previous two
pages, the simplest form of recreation of all is demon-
strated—walking, whose delights people began to lose
when they attached themselves to four rubber-tired
wheels and a gasoline engine. The oddly mixed group
on page 210 has paused during a stroll through Golden
Gate Park; what the young man’s gesture signifies is
anybody’s guess. The charming quartet on page 211 has
apparently interrupted a Sunday hike to feed the chick-
ens. The top hat seems out of place for either occupation.

Probably the most popular social institution of the
nineteenth century—at least in California, whose cli-
mate encouraged it—was the holiday picnic. Almost
any occasion would do—the Fourth of July, a birthday,
a wedding reception, or simply the occurrence of Sun-
day. The occasion that prompted the splendid document
on the right was a subdivision sale at Lakeside, near
San Diego, in 1887. The picture is a testament to fun:
the skewed, perhaps bibulous expression on the face of
the woman at the left end of the table; the portly band-
leader with his magnificent uniform open to catch a
breeze; the antic gaze of the man with the well-waxed
moustache; the inevitable clown with the upturned
bottle; the dear old gentleman with his comfortable
paunch, his cigar, his straw boater; and most captivating
of all, the beautiful imp peering over the shoulder of a
most handsome young man—if the two were not to-
gether, they should have been. Whether or not any of
these people bought or sold lots, won or lost money, it
is obvious that they were having a fine time.

Picnickers at Lakeside, 1887. Note the man with
the bottle; there is one in every crowd.
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Water sports: When Californians were not walking or
picnicking, they were liable to be off “bathing"” some-
where. Three varieties of this pastime are presented
here. Directly below, the term "“o0ld swimming hole" is
given stunning definition by a scene on a San Diego
ranch; the lad with the pinched expression seems uncon-
vinced that the water is fine and appears destined for
rotten-egg classification. On the top of the facing page
is a beach scene at Santa Monica; while the somewhat
bohemian gentleman in the center of the picture looks
downright rakish in his swimming suit, the ladies look
lumpish and uncomfortable in theirs (one wonders if
they ever managed to get wet in such outfits).

In San Francisco, where swimming holes were in short
supply and the beaches were usually cold and always
dangerous, Adolph Sutro’s splendiferous Tropical Baths
(at the bottom of the opposite page) institutionalized
swimming for the masses. Fed by the tidal surge of the
ocean and warmed by the “greenhouse effect” of the

huge glassed-in building, Sutro’s immense pool remained
in almost continuous service from 1896 to the mid-
1950s (the building was destroyed by fire ten years
later). The populace of the day was suitably impressed;
one newspaper reporter was nearly overcome on open-
ing day: “The baths rival in magnitude, utility, and
beauty the famous abluvian resorts of Titus, Caracalla,
Nero, or Diocletian. . . . These wonderful expressions of
architectural skill—airy, graceful yet substantial. . . .
Thus have the tides been harnessed and made sub-
servient to the multitudes."

Sea, sand, sun, and fun: beachcombers enjoying
themselves at Santa Monica, ca. 1895.

T he good old summertime defined: a swimming hole on the La Vida Ranch near San Diego, ca. 1900.
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One of the accepted modes of having fun was by sub-
jecting oneself to potential mutilation or death on
“rides” of one kind or another. One of the most spectacu-
lar of these was the Mount Lowe Railway of Thaddeus
Sobreski Coulincourt Lowe, who might better have been
remembered as a balloon-spy during the Civil War or as
the scientist whose little mountaintop astronomical
observatory ultimately became the famous Mount Wil-
son Observatory. Nevertheless, his railway was a major
tourist attraction for more than twenty-five years. It was
called “the trip of a lifetime,”” and judging from the view
shown below, one would not care to argue with the
description. Another popular ride was ““The Chutes,”
examples of which could be found in both Los Angeles
and San Francisco. One can almost feel the jolt as the
little boat hits the water, feel the head snapping back,
the muscles of the neck begin to tear . . .

Rounding the bend on Thaddeus S.C. Lowe’s Mount
Lowe Railway on opening day, July 4, 1893.

Shooting “The Chutes” in Los Angeles, 1900.
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Ladies of the day were wont to engage in more genteel
amusements than shooting “‘The Chutes.” Proper ladies
(that is, those with the leisure that affluence provided)
pursued any number of gracefully vigorous activities,
including croquet, horseback riding, bicycling, lawn
tennis, and—as these photographs demonstrate—row-
ing and archery; rather odd, perhaps, but unarguably
genteel. (That the two last-named exercises were
extremely good for the development of the pectoral
muscles was a fact probably not known among these
ladies or, if known, not discussed.) Particularly impres-
sive in the photograph of the San Diego Rowing Club is
the starched and sparkling elegance of the uniforms.
The archery scene is somewhat disturbing, however.
Where has the arrow gone? Are the women in the center
of the picture perhaps standing a bit too close to the
archerette’s line of fire?

An afternoon of archery at San Diego’s
Hotel Del Coronado, 1900.
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A morning at the oars for the ladies of
the San Diego Rowing Club, 1899.
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Fun can also be good for you: the interior
of Woodward’s Museum, San Francisco.

For more than a generation, Woodward's Gardens,
opened in 1866, provided San Franciscans with a wide
variety of sights and activities: camel rides, picnic areas,
parades, concerts, animals (both stuffed and caged),
an eight-foot Chinese who had to be supported by two
six-foot Caucasians in order to walk, even a museum
where the youngsters could be exposed (however reluc-
tantly) to the refining influences of art.

T he entrance to San Francisco’s world of oddities
and excitements—including “California Lions!”

Negotiating the camel’s hump in Woodward’'s Gardens.




Southern California had no eight-foot Chinese, but it did
have several ostrich farms, where the birds were at first
raised for the sale of their tail feathers. When feather
boas went out of style, some talk of attempting to mar-
ket the birds’ eggs went the rounds; nothing ever came
of that idea, and the only profit the birds could con-
tribute was as tourist attractions. Fifty cents or so
enabled a customer to watch the creatures gobble down
whole oranges and do other strange and exotic tricks.
It was also possible to ride one—although not recom-
mended, since a grown ostrich can kick a man to death.

Even more intriguing to the tourist was an alligator
farm not far from Pasadena. One of the most popular
attractions of this enterprise was the enclosure for
infant alligators, as shown below. The scene prompts
several questions: What is the point of the photograph?
Where are the child's parents? Is it a good idea to have
a toddler picking up things like that? Is thatdarling child
about to eat the little beggar?

A ride unconditionally guaranteed to
be thrilling—and brief.

Trifling with baby alligators, Pasadena, 1900.
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CHAPTER 11

FEATURES PECULIAR AND DANGEROUS

The tentacles of dread Monopoly stretch out for control

of California’s nineteenth-century life

NE FACTOR REMAINED CONSTANT through all the
O vicissitudes of California’s nineteenth-century
development, through all the dips, spurts, and
detonations of her cconomic and social evolution.
That factor was land—or, more accurately, land mo-
nopoly. From the moment the first exhausted, hungry
party of overlanders stumbled down the western slopes
of the Sierra Nevada in 1841 and found that much of
the land of milk and honey had been staked out in
chunks of a size to rival most of the counties from
which they had sprung, the concentration of Califor-
nia’s land in the hands of a few was a fact of life that
profoundly affected the entire fabric of her sbciety.

It was a condition that violated the frontier experi-
ence, altering patterns that had been established when
the first nauseous settler from England weaved ashore
at Jamestown in 1607. As the cutting edge of the west-
ward movement pushed across the Allegheny Moun-
tains into the valley of the Ohio River, filling up the
rich bottomlands of the Old Northwest, as it spilled
through the Cumberland Gap into Kentucky and
Tennessee and the rich valleys of the Mississippi and
its tributaries, there was always one thing settlers could
count on: good, bad, or indifferent, the land was there.
For the first time since the dimmest beginnings of
European civilization, there was land enough for all,
and around this availability America built an entire
culture, as outlined by Henry Clay in 1842: “Pioneers
of a more adventurous character, advancing before the
tide of emigration, penetrate into the uninhabited
regions of the West. They apply the axe to the forest,

which falls before them, or the plough to the prairie,
deeply sinking its share in the unbroken wild grasses
in which it abounds. They build houses, plant orchards,
enclose fields, cultivate the earth, and rear up families
around them:” Such land-breakers were the strength
of America, it was believed, and to perpetuate their
kind the federal government had passed a series of laws
designed to increase the availability of land, climaxing
with the Homestead Act of 1862.

In California that tradition, deeply rooted in the
nation’s image of itself, came to a nearly dead stop as
the homestead culture of the Anglo met the ranchero
culture of the Californio head-on. Accustomed to meas-
uring his land in square leagues and using it for cattle
graze, the Californio had little sympathy for the con-
cept of the small, self-sufficient family farm; for his
part, the Anglosettlercould not bring himself to under-
stand how any man could want or need all that land—it
was greedy, selfish, and quite typical of a civilization
hopelessly behind the progressivism of America. The
resulting squatters’ revolts and riots were as bitter as
they were inevitable.

The massive estates of the Californios, of course,
were eventually eaten away by years of litigation, tax-
ation, and poor management, but it could have been
little comfort to the settlers who had first challenged
their concepts of land use. For the bulk of those lands
fell into the clutches of speculators of one kind or an-
other who viecwed a piece of ground as a commodity—
money to be used for the generation of more money.
The land speculator was by no means unique to Cali-

Never a publication that could be accused of subtlety, the Wasp 223

of San Francisco made its position on the railroad perfectly clear.
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fornia; he was, in fact, endemic to the American scene,
from the time land jobbers lined up proxies for head-
right warrants in seventeenth-century tidewater Vir-
ginia to the time land sharks hired armies of squatters
to pre-empt government lands in the Midwest of the
1840s. But California did offer an uncommon oppor-
tunity to such men. On other frontiers speculators had
been forced to manipulate ownership of pieces of the
public domain; in California, to their delight, they
found immense tracts of land in private ownership,
held by men under constant harassment from squatters,
government investigation of their titles, legal battles,
and an uncertain and suddenly confusing financial
atmosphere. Most of these owners were simply un-
equipped to deal with the situation, a state of affairs
which proved fertile ground, so to speak, for those with
the speculator’s itch. For one example, in 1850 specu-
lators laid out the township of Oakland on the San
Antonio rancho of Don Luis Peralta, across the Bay from
San Francisco; unfortunately, Don Luis, dead set against
the urbanization of his land, nieither sold them the land
nor gave them permission to use it. Yet the speculators
went ahead and sold their lots, confident that time and
a growing town would eventually render the question
of title irrelevant; they were proved precisely correct.

OR ANOTHER, more dramatic example, consider what

happened to the little empire owned by Don Abel
Stearns in Southern California. A native of Massa-
chusetts, Stearns had arrived in California in 1829 after
a brief career in Mexico, during which he became a
naturalized citizen. Like Thomas Larkin in Monterey,
Stearns set up shop in Los Angeles as a merchant, trader,
and ‘“‘go-between” for the hide and tallow business.
Over the next thirty years, through foreclosures and
outright purchase, Stearns gathered up land until by
1862 he owned more than 200,000 acres in the Los
Angeles—San Bernardino area. Like those from whom
he had acquired his land, however, Stearns was badly
overextended by that time, deeply in debt and owing
thousands of dollars in delinquent taxes. The six years
of periodic drought that followed the flood season of
1861-62 further crippled him, and in 1868 he was
forced to sell 177,796 acres to the Los Angeles and San
Bernardino Land Company (one of whose officers was
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none other than Sam Brannan, still wheeling and deal-
ing in grand fashion); the purchase price was $1.50 the
acre, not a bad price for an area that would ultimately
comprise a good portion of the twentieth century’s
definitive megalopolis.

Circumstances and an ever-willing phalanx of specu-
lators, then, perpetuated the land-tenure system of
the Mexican era, removing vast acreage from cheap
access to small farmers. And with the force of a jugger-
naut, the system moved from Mexican grant lands into
the public domain. By the use of “dummy” entries (a
device so old in America that it was almost respectable),
“land prospectors” took full advantage of the provisions
of the Preemption Act of 1841 and the Homestead Act
of 1862 to lay hands on millions of acres of federal land
in the 1850s and 1860s. Millions more became accessible
to them through the state itself, which had been granted
two million acres of “swamp and overflow” lands in
1850, and another six million from the Morrill Land
Grant College Act of 1862. The state administered
these federal grants with what can only be called,
politely, a certain laxity; the definition of what con-
stituted a “swamp; for example, could be as loose as
any speculator might have desired, and large sections
of some of the richest land in the state were sold under
conditions that approached outright fraud—not only
were various enterpreneurs allowed to buy such land
at the standard $1.25 an acre, the money was refunded
if they “swore” they had spent an equal amount to
reclaim the land, much of which was wet only during
the rainy season.

The Desert Land Act of 1877 offered yet another
opportunity, since it was designed to provide access
to 640-acre parcels, rather than the 160-acre units
applicable to the Homestead Act. Under its provisions
a man could obtain tentative title to 640 acres of arid
(i.e., less than 20 inches of annual rainfall) land for
twenty-five cents an acre; after three years, if he could
prove that he had irrigated a portion of the land, he
would be allowed to gain final title for an additional
dollar an acre. The act was, as historian Ray Allen
Billington has written, “an open invitation to fraud,”
and Secretary of the Interior Carl Schurz launched an
investigation of one such fraud almost immediately—
significantly enough, at Visalia, in the southern end of
California’s San Joaquin Valley. With a certain one-
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Lloyd Tevis,a manwho had more
pies than fingers.

sided relish, the San Francisco Chronicle summarized
the investigation’s findings, reporting that the investi-
gator “discovered that the Desert Land Act of Congress
was simply a Ring* job, and was made the medium for
an organized colossal steal by the Ring, to the prejudice
of thousands of thousands of honest, bona fide settlers,
against whom it was so used as to prevent them enjoying
the benefits of the letter and spirit of the Act. By
arrangement and collusion, the thing was so managed as
to furnish from Washington to the Ring here the instant
information of the Executive approval of the Act, and
in less time, by weeks, than it requires to officially com-
municate the necessafy order to give proper operation
to an Act of Congress on this coast, the Ring land-
grabbers had been allowed by the officers of the Visalia
Land Office to list and locate an immense area of the
desert tracts.”

*After more than ten years of “Ralston’s Ring,” the term “Ring”
had become a commonplace description of any group of capitalists
who, according to editorial opinion, had gathered together for the
purpose of looting the people. The Ring mentioned here was domi-
nated by Lloyd Tevis and James Ben Ali Haggin, predecessors of
the Kern County Land Company and partners with George Hearst
in many of his mining enterprises, including the Homestake and
Anaconda mines. The newspaper gave the Ring altogether too
much credit for the passage of the act, since cattlemen from the
Great Plains, seeking cheap tracts of rangeland, had exerted far
more influence.
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The oddly named James Ben Ali
Haggin, partner of Lloyd Tevis.

Henry Miller, a German butcher
turned California cattle king.

Most of the men who engaged in such speculations—
men like Sam Brannan, William C. Ralston, William S.
Chapman (who ultimately controlled more than a
million acres), Lloyd Tevis, and Ben Ali Haggin—were
far more interested in the commodity value of their
land than in its use as resource; to such as these, land
meant lots, subdivisions, rental property, and salable
farms with suitably marked-up price tags. To Henry
Miller, a German-born butcher who had arrived in
California in 1850 and had soon become the state’s
leading wholesale dealer in meat, land was nothing less
than the making of an empire. Like John Sutter before
him, Miller looked upon the interior of California’s
great Central Valley and saw in it an agricultural fief-
dom; unlike Sutter, Miller made it work. Joining in
partnership with Charles Lux and using every trick in
the book, Miller accumulated vast holdings in the Sac-
ramento and San Joaquin valleys with an obsessed
determination. By 1880 the holdings of Miller & Lux
amounted to an estimated 750,000 acres in California,
most of it in a 100-mile strip on both sides of the San
Joaquin River and a 50-mile strip along one side of the
Kern River in the lower valley, with another 250,000
acres in Oregon, Nevada, and Arizona. On this land
they ran as many as one million head of livestock at
one time or another, and thousands of acres were given
over to the growing of wheat and other grains; in sheer



bulk it was one of the greatest agricultural enterprises
in the world, and its “factories in the fields” helped
shape the character of California’s agriculture.

What the effect of such patterns of land ownership
had on the character of the state itself was another mat-
ter. To some it was a disastrous condition that sapped
California’s economic lifeblood, created squalor and
poverty, made wage slaves of men and millionaires of
toads. That, at any rate, was the opinion of Henry
George, a transplanted Philadelphian, printer, news-
paper editor, and the only truly original economic
thinker America ever produced.

That a man could buy, say, 10,000 acres of land at
$1.25 per acre, then hold it unused until population
growth increased its value—the “unearned increment”—
was to George a perversion of proper land tenure; land
was meant for people who would use it as a resource
to support themselves and their families, and enrich
the society around them. First in a small pamphlet
called Our Land and Land Policy (1871), then in a
major book called Progress and Poverty (1879), George
analyzed the ills of society, linked them to improper
land use, and proposed his solution: a massive ““Single
Tax” on unused privately owned land based on its
rental value or unearned increment potential. This tax
would not only be large enough to finance government
by itself, its cost would have the effect of returning land

FEATURES PECULIAR AND DANGEROUS

to the government and thence to the people. Given the
number of land owners in this country, needless to say,
the Single Tax was never remotely considered, but
Progress and Poverty went on to become one of the
most phenomenal best sellers of the nineteenth century,
and while the Single Tax solution may have been
simplistic, George’s pointed observations on the coun-
try’s social and economic agonies possessed both insight
and permanent value to an understanding of his time.

Nor was George alone in looking askance at Cali-
fornia’s patterns of land use. In his brilliant The
American Commonwealth (1889), James Bryce (British
ambassador to the United States) summed up both
those patterns and the problems inherent in them:
“When California was ceded to the United States, land
speculators bought up large tracts, under Spanish
titles,* and others, foreseeing the coming prosperity,
subsequently acquired great domains by purchase . . .
either from the railways, which had received land
grants, or directly from the government. Some of these
speculators, by holding their lands for a rise, made it
difficult for immigrants to acquire small freeholds, and
in some cases checked the growth of farms. Others let
their land on short leases to farmers, who thus came

*The titles, of course, were Mexican, not Spanish—a mistake as
commonthen as it is today.
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Henry George, whose Progress and Poverty influenced
the economic thinking of a generation.

into a comparatively precarious and often necessitous
condition; others established enormousfarms, in which
the soil is cultivated by hired labourers, many of whom
are discharged alter the harvest—a phenomenon rare in
the United States, which is elsewhere a country of
moderately sized farms, owned by persons who do most
ol their labour by their own and their children’s hands.
Thus the land system ol California presents features
both peculiar and dangerous: a contrast between great
properties, often appearing to conflict with the general
weal, and the sometimes hard pressed small [armer,
together with a mass of unsettled labour, thrown with-
out work into the towns at certain times of the year.”

As we shall see in later chapters, the “peculiar and
dangerous” [eatures of California’s land system, shaped
by nineteenth-century experience, have survived for
more than a century; Bryce’s words might have been
written today.

F LAND MONOPOLY and its consequences was one of the
Imajor thematic chords in California’s life in the
latter third of the nineteenth century, its counterpoint
was the role of the railroad—specifically, the Southern
Pacific Railroad.
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The two were not disconnected, for the Southern
Pacific was the largest single landowner in the state.
The process by which this enviable position was at-
tained stemmed [rom a moment of decision following
the completion of the transcontinental railroad in 1869.
At that time the owners of the Central Pacific—the “Big
Four,” Stanford, Huntington, Hopkins, and Crocker—
were, by their own lights, [eeling the pinch. The heavy
construction costs they had expended in their race
across the desert to Promontory had already lorced them
to sell most of their government and company bonds;
not even the profits from the dummy corporation of the
Contract & Finance Company were enough to cover
those expenses, and except for fat salaries, which they
had with some foresight been paying themselves, they
had realized little of the profits that had seemed attain-
able when they met with Theodore Judah seven years
before. It is not to be supposed that they were desti-
tute; if they had, as Charles Crocker wished, simply
put their Central Pacific stock on the market, historian
David Lavender estimates (in The Great Persuader)
that each would have realized about $780,000—less old
debts, to be sure.

In any case, Huntington utterly opposed such a plan.
With his eye on the immense profits hovering at the
edge of the luture, he persuaded his associates that the
only recourse was not to retrench, but to expand. And
so they did, energetically consolidating and refining an
internal transportation network out ol holdings ac-
quired during the 1860s in an effort to stem potential
competition. In the north they absorbed the Calilornia
& Central and Yuba railroads and acquired a [ranchise
for the California & Oregon, which effectively blocked
any competition from that direction. Completion of
the Western Pacific from Sacramento to Oakland gave
them access to San Francisco Bay, and the absorption
ol the San Francisco & San Jose line gave them southern
access to San Francisco. Most importantly, by obtaining
the [ranchise of the Southern Pacific Railroad (still a
“paper” road when they gained control) and beginning
its construction in 1870, they had not only a line that
connected north and south, but one whose [ranchise
included congressional authorization to build the west-
ern link ol a southern transcontinental railroad. With
thoughts on [ederal land grants, the Big Four associates
moved the planned route of the Southern Pacific [rom



the coastal region, most of whose land was in private
ownership, to the San Joaquin Valley, most of which
was still in the public domain. As final links in this
transportation chain, they purchased the California
Steam Navigation Company, giving them control over
the northern state’s internal waterway system, and in
1874 started their own Pacific steamship line, the Occi-
dental & Oriental, whose competition proved so ruinous
to the Pacific Mail Steamship Company that it, too,
was ultimately absorbed by the Big Four.

By 1872 the California & Oregon Railroad had been
constructed to Redding, where its terminus remained
for several years, and four years later the Southern Pa-
cific had laid track down the San Joaquin Valley, across
the Tehachapi Mountains, and through the San Fer-
nando Valley to Los Angeles. In 1877 the line was
extended to Yuma on the Colorado River, thus blocking
the entrance of any competing line from the south
(most especially the ill-fated Texas & Pacific, of which
more in chapter 12). In 1882 the company completed
its “Sunset Route” to New Orleans, giving it absolute
domination of transcontinental railroad traffic to and
from California—at least for a time. The entire network
was organized in 1884 under the aegis of the Southern
Pacific Company, a corporation formed in the state of
Kentucky, whose corporation laws were among the
most lenient in the nation.

No transportation enterprise in the world was so
large or so devoid of competition as the Southern Pacific
in its heyday. No transportation enterprise owned so
much land, for in all its building up, down, and around
the state, the Southern Pacific obtained 11,588,000 acres
of federal grant lands. Much of this was in desert and
mountain country; much of it was also in some of the
most fertile areas of the state, such as the San Joaquin
and the Sacramento valleys. That land provided (and
still provides) the company with much of its annual
revenues through land sales and short-term leases to
tenant farmers. Huntington and his associates ap-
proached transactions along these lines with precisely
the same hard-bitten regard for the value of their dollars
that had enabled them to build their transportation
empire in the first place—a fact illustrated by events in
a corner of the southern San Joaquin Valley, a corner
called Mussel Slough by some but “Starvation Valley”
by others.

FEATURES PECULIAR AND DANGEROUS

Southern Pacific’s roundhouse at Yuma, jumping-off
point for the southern transcontinental route.

When the Southern Pacific’s line entered that section
of the valley early in the 1870s, the company had issued
brochures and pamphlets inviting settlement on its
grant lands. Since it did not want to assume the tax
costs of the land at the time, the railroad had delayed
taking full title to the grants from the government;
however, it did guarantee title to the settlers’ claims,
promised that they would be given the first opportunity
to buy when the railroad decided to take ownership,
suggested somewhat vaguely that the price per acre
would be in the vicinity of “$2.50 upward,” and finally
guaranteed that, as noted in one of the pamphlets, “in
ascertaining the value, any improvement that a settler
or other person may have on the lands will not be taken
into consideration: neither will the price be increased
in consequence thereof. Settlers are thus assured that
in addition to being accorded the first privilege of pur-
chase, they will be protected in their investments.”

The settlers came; land that cheap in California was
not easy to come by, even if it was situated in a nearly
waterless section of a seasonally arid country. Through
the dry, one-hundred-degree summers and the crashing
rains of winter, through drought, floods, frosts, and
crop-destroying winds, the settlers fought the land.
Banding together, they constructed irrigation ditches
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THIES OGRE OF

MUSSEE SLOUGH

The tragedy at Mussel Slough provided an easy focus for anti-railroad sentiment.

and brought seasonal overflow water to their crops
from Mussel Slough, and by 1877 had generally won
out against the vagaries of the land. In that year, the
Southern Pacific took final claim to its grants and an-
nounced that the land was now for sale—to anyone
who could meet prices that now ranged from $17 all
the way up to $40, far above estimates the railroad had
made several years earlier. Outraged, the settlers main-
tained that the higher prices were the direct result of
their improvements on the land, a violation of the
promise not to take such improvements into considera-
tion. The railroad’s reply simply noted that there was
no specific contract involved, and that it was entitled,
in Huntington’s words, to “what the land is worth.”
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The farmers formed a Settlers’ League and took
their case to the U.S. District Court of San Jose in 1879;
they lost, and the railroad began selling oft the land to
those willing to meet the price. The Settlers’ League
responded by degenerating into a kind of rural vigilante
committee, complete with masks, drill practice, secret
meetings, and actions as pointed as they were brutal.
New settlers who had purchased at the railroad’s price
were persuaded of their folly, their possessions carefully
removed from their homes, and their homes burned, a
procedure that tended to dampen the enthusiasm of
potential buyers. The railroad then hired two local
toughs by the names of Mills D. Hartt and Walter ]J.
Crow to function as “owners,” obtained writs of eject-



ment against several original settlers, and gave the writs
to the federal marshal with instructions to dispossess
the specified farmers and turn over their lands to Hartt
and Crow.

On the morning of May 11, 1880, Hartt, Crow, and
the marshal were greeted by twenty grim, well-armed
settlers when they tried to make the first eviction at
the Henry Brewer ranch. The air was filled with impre-
cations and shouted arguments and much waving of
arms and fists, and eventually shots rang out. Who
fired them no one ever determined, but in seconds
Hartt was killed, and five settlers lay dead or dying;
Crow leaped from his buggy and escaped to a wheat-
field, where he was eventually tracked down and killed.

While the Southern Pacific pulled every string at
its command to be sure that its version of the affair
was the first to gain common knowledge, the “Mussel
Slough Tragedy” (as it came to be called) effectively
distilled a widespread public resentment of the rail-
road. Ever since the Golden Era, when outcries had
been raised against the conglomerate of the California
Stage Company, Californians had been uncommonly
monopoly-conscious, and there was no monopoly any-
where like the monopoly of the railroad. Nor, it must
be noted, did the railroad itself go out of its way to
seduce public favor (with such exceptions as that noted
above); for the most part, its directors considered public
opinion irrelevant to the larger question, which they
saw as nothing less than survival, as David Lavender
has written: “Self-defense and the survival of the fittest,
their attitudes proclaimed, were the first law of eco-
nomics as well as of nature. In fulfillment of that law
they would do, with no sense of wrong, whatever was
necessary to protect their great achievement against
erosion by politicians . . . competitors, or raiding spec-
ulators, just as they would have protected their homes
against robbers or wild animals. If this involved break-
ing unjust laws (and the associates could define injus-
tice to suit themselves), then they would do it.”

There was a multitude of men who held and ex-
ercised such opinions in the nineteenth century, of
course, and in all fairness it must be pointed out that
the very ruthlessness such attitudes represented had
created a comprehensive transportation network whose
long-term value to the economic development of the
state cannot be questioned. It opened up vast new areas

FEATURES PECULIAR AND DANGEROUS

- L
THIS 1S TI{E MONSTER CALIFORNIA MUST DESTROY NOW IF EVER.

The San Francisco Examiner’s variation on a
theme by the Wasp, 1896.

of settlement, stimulated the continuing growth of the
lumber industry (particularly in the Sierra Nevada),
provided ready transportation of goods, both inside
California and across the continent, made possible the
growth of Los Angeles, and helped create an agriculture
whose social value may ‘have been questionable but

COLLAPSBE OF COLLIS.
Tl b b Dacumpont visws the kmch-out af Hastbaaton by Tierre S i mae funding publiee st migh the mame af M Macisy s fropueny spiunded hessvne
ol bla vegomoun rdurts o - poee

ot rhe {ufmon rofundc The farific Kuitroane

Uncle Collis takes one on the chin from the Examiner’s
Ambrose Bierce when the railroad fights repayment.
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whose hard-cash results were obvious to anyone who
could count.

Against this must be placed the railroad’s use of
power, and it is on this score that the Southern Pacific
earned the criticisms that dogged it well into the twen-
tieth century. It was called the “Octopus” (not coin-
cidentally, the title of Frank Norris’ novel based on
the Mussel Slough affair), and with good reason, for the
railroad’s directors were not shy about exercising their
power wherever and whenever they felt it would do
them good. Their control of freight rates in the state
was so nearly absolute that it was exercised with a kind
of arrogance. Southern Pacific officials were not above
demanding to see a shipper’s books before quoting him
a price, then determining the rate on precisely as much
as they thought he could stand. When the market price
of any given commodity took a sudden rise, the shipping
rate for it increased correspondingly—and conversely,
when a market price dropped, the rate price was cut
only somuch as to let the man who was trying to market
his goods stay in business. “All that the traffic will bear”
was a phrase that acquired profound meaning to any-
one utilizing the rails of the Southern Pacific.

Attempts at regulation, most of them anemic to
begin with in the nineteenth century, were hopeless;
the railroad was superbly efficient at both bribery and
litigation—if one didn’t forestall attempts at regulation,
the other one usually did. Similarly, the railroad suc-
cessfully stalled the payment of its interest on the loans
it had acquired from the government for the building
of the transcontinental line—and when the principal
on those loans fell due in the 1890s, continued stalling
for nearly another decade.

Of all the criticisms leveled against the Southern
Pacific, however, it was the company’s vested interest
in the political scene that aroused the most vehemence.
Using its freewheeling rate system as either club or
carrot, depending upon what it wanted done, the rail-
road was able to make friends and break enemies in
municipal, state, and—on some levels—national politics.
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It did not hesitate to do so when it was considered
necessary, and it was considered necessary quite a lot
of the time. Between 1874 and 1900, a full-time job
was held down by a succession of three men whose
duties were exclusively devoted to furthering the rail-
road’s political interests: David Colton, whose addition
made the railroad’s directors the “Big Four-and-a-
Half,” according to some critics; W. W. Stow, who
retired in 1893 to become commissioner of San Fran-
cisco’s Golden Gate Park and have a lake named after
him; and William F. Herrin, who organized the rail-
road’s Political Bureau into a marvelously efficient ma-
chine. Under the direction of these men (most often
with Huntington’s guidance), the railroad’s influence
on California’s politics was felt on a broad scale, affect-
ing everything from the election of a San Francisco
supervisor to that of a United States senator.

The Southern Pacific’s political power was consid-
erable (if not quite as considerable as critics of the day
maintained), but its base was in the urban north, where
control of local bosses was more easily obtained and
where some assurance of a predictable response to the
railroad’s stimuli could be found. The “Cow Counties”
of the south were virtually ignored, a mistake that
came home to the railroad with great force when it lost
the “free harbor” fight in 1890 (see chapter 12). The
1890s, in fact, were bad years for the railroad on several
levels, in spite of Herrin’s efficiency. For one, its tradi-
tional power base of San Francisco was badly crippled
when Adolph Sutro, the “Tunnel King of the Com-
stock,” faced the railroad’s machine in the mayoralty
election of 1894—and won. For another, the railroad
was finally forced to deal with its debt to the federal
government, and in 1899 signed an agreement whereby
it would repay some $59,000,000, plus interest.

For thirty years, the railroad had been the single most
powerful economic and political force in California.
But now it, and the rest of the state, would have to
face winds of reform that had been dormant for more
than two generations.



Mythic isle: an early Currier & Tves view of “The Coast of California.”

California Mirror:
The New American Eden
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This 1885 exhibition memovrial was one of the
earliest attempts at national advertising.

In 1855 “California Fruits” were in
a bowl; byl876 they were packed in a can.

California, the Spanish novelist Montalvo had written
in 1510, lay “on the right hand of the Indies,” and " very
near to the terrestrial paradise.” By the time of the gold
rush, few people any longer took Spanish romances
seriously, yet the region remained invested with a
yeasty unreality quite as fanciful as anything that ever
ran through the mind of any scribbling Spaniard. As a
case in point, consider the Currier & lves lithograph on
the previous page, in which Mount Rainier appears to
have been put down in the middle of a Panamanian
jungle—the whole thing billed as a typical scene along
the coast of California.

Californians were themselves guilty of perpetuating
the image of a demi-paradise, motivated by simple greed
as well as enthusiasm. From the beginning, the state
advertised itself with a unique vigor no other state had
ever matched, or ever would match. One of the earliest
and most successful efforts in this regard came with the
development of the canned and packaged food indus-
tries, and the dissemination of locally rolled cigars. A
man not only heard and read about the glories of the
Golden State, he ingested them—aor in the case of cigars,
puffed away at the very stuff of myth. In one way or
another, the legend of California was consumed and
remembered.

reserved for fairly expensive products, like cigars.



Advertising worked—probably because so much of it
was so close to the truth. There was an outlandishly
Eden-like quality to the state’s landscape. Who would
have believed in the existence of trees thirty feet thick,
three hundred feet high, and four thousand years old?
California had them—and could prove it. Who would
have believed that such wonders as the Yosemite Valley
or the canyon of the Kings River were anything more
than the fancies of some romantic’'s overheated imagi-
nation? California had them and a hundred more—and
was never bashful about proving their existence.

T he prototype version of the raisin industry’s
“Sunshine Girl,” 1890.

Nature as a marketable attraction: the Mammoth Tree Grove, 1855.
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Like many others in the nineteenth century—among them, Albert Bierstadt,

T homas Moran, Thomas A. Ayres,and Thomas Hill—the Scottish-born William
Keith found himself drawn to the spectacular wonders of the Sierra

Nevada and attempted to recreate them in almost photographic detail,

as in his panoramic view of the Kings River Canyon in 1878.







The one image perpetuated more consistently than any
other was that California was the Cornucopia of legend
come to pulsing life—and this too was not so far from
the truth that it could be easily dismissed. If such artists
as Thomas Hill and William Keith presented Eden as
wilderness, then the proud municipalities spreading
across the land presented Eden as wilderness tamed
and made fruitful, where man and his products could
proliferate.

The bird's-eye view of Fresno in 1891 at the right was
typical of the hundreds of such airscapes produced by
virtually every hamlet, town, metropolis, or would-be
metropolis in the state during the nineteenth century.
Like a journeyman'’s card or a high school diploma, such
documents marked a town’s coming-of-age, announced
its readiness to take on the world on its own terms,
relinquishing to no other municipality or region the
primacy of its place in the sun. Fresno’s lovingly ren-
dered banks, mercantile houses, churches, schools,
gingerbread residences, bustling little locomotive with
a trainful of rich produce, and spreading green fields—
all documented a triumphant pilgrimage of thirty years
from the days when the town could be described by
William H. Brewer: “Fresno ‘City’ consists of one large
house, very dilapidated, one small ditto, one barn, one
small dilapidated and empty warehouse, and a corral.
It is surrounded by swamps . . . the green of which was
cheering to the eye after the desolation through which
we had passed.” Here, the drawing says, was a new
kind of paradise; here was an American Eden.

A birds-eye view of Fresno in 1891,
the raisin-growing center of the universe.
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CHAPTER 12

ISLAND IN THE SUN

Fifty years in Southern California—from the time of the rancheros

to the age of the real estate boomer

OR MORE THAN TWENTY YEARS after American occu-
Fpation, Southern California sunned itself like a

lizard. Isolated both geographically and psycho-
logically from the bustling mining and city-building
counties of the north, the so-called “Cow Counties” of
the south drifted in a backwash of time, changing little
from the days when mission priests had called their
Indian charges in from the fields with chiming bells,
and rancheros with dark-eyed daughters and silver
saddles dabbled in family politics and ruled over fief-
doms of grass.

It was a region that still found a definition of itself
in the possession of land, and it felt its difference with
both pride and pain. The pride was Hispanic and
traditional; the pain was pure Anglo-Saxon and of
recent origin; the mix produced a kind of mild paranoia
that was not entirely without foundation. The more
prosperous, progressive, and more nearly “Yankee”
counties of the north did in fact look upon Southern
California with something akin to condescension—even
contempt—an atfitude that combined ancient preju-
dices with a specific lust for the very land that was the
source of the Southern Californian’s pride. “Of what
avail is it,” Governor Bigler remarked in 1856, “that our
soil is the most productive, and our climate admirably
adapted to the culture of all the necessities and luxuries
oflife, if flowing vales sleep in native beauty and silence,
and expansive plains are but the roaming grounds and
rich pasture fields for the unchecked herd?”

Already harassed by the long processes by which they
were forced to prove title to their land under federal

Date palms in the Coachella Valley, just
north of the Salton Sea.

regulations, the rancheros of the south regarded such
sentiments with some resentment. An even more solid
object of concern was the direct taxation of land,
which Southern Californians saw as nothing less than
an attempt to carve up their fiefdoms and hand them
over to dirt farmers (this was, in fact, not far from the
truth—although, as noted in chapter 11, the more imme-
diate effect was to place the land in the hands of
speculators of one ilk or another). Stephen C. Foster,
son-in-law of San Bernardino County’s Antonio Maria
Lugo, articulated their sense of frustration in 1851:
“The overwhelming influence of the north in the legis-
lature is seen in every act which has been passed within
two years. The northern counties are engaged almost
entirely in mining and contain very little land liable to
taxation [not precisely true]. As a consequence the
burdens of taxation fall principally upon the south—
burdens which our people are poorly able to bear.”

Frustration gave way to expression quite early. In
1850 a collection of Angelenos petitioned Congress to
declare the counties south of Monterey a separate terri-
tory under the name of Central California. Nothing
came of the attempt, but the following year another
group called upon the citizens of Southern California
to form a convention to split the state: “It is the plain
truth,” this group maintained: “that whatever of good
the experiment of a state government may have other-
wise led to in California, for us, the southern counties,
it has proved only a splendid failure.” Again, nothing
happened, and in 1859 yet another attempt was made
—and this one came close to success. Andrés Pico, the
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Californio hero of the Battle of San Pasqual, it will be
remembered, introduced a joint resolution in the state
assembly which called for the secession of the counties
of San Luis Obispo, Santa Barbara, Los Angeles, San
Bernardino, and San Diego to form a ncw political
entity called the Territory of the Colorado. Southern
members of the legislature supported the measure
vigorously, and northern members were sublimely in-
different to Southern California’s role in the future of
the state: the measure passed both houses of the body,
was ratified by the citizens of Southern California, then
sent on to Washington for the reasoned deliberations of
Congress. There it died, stifled by the sectional antago-
nisms that ultimately led to the Civil War.*

Trapped in its isolation and emotional separatism,
Southern California was an island in the sun forced
to work out its own destiny on its own terms, with re-
sults that lagged far behind the burgeoning growth of
the north. When compared to the simple vigor of San
Francisco and Sacramento, the towns of the south
seemed preserved in aspic for nearly a generation, gelid
in their development and more than a little primitive
in their social character. San Diego and Santa Barbara
had barely risen above village status as late as 1860,
and even the region’s leading metropolis, Los Angeles,
could be described in that year as a “city of some 3,500
or 4,000 inhabitants, nearly a century old [the town,
not the inhabitants], a regular old Spanish-Mexican
town,” where “fifty to sixty murders per year have
been common.”

Not even the great cattle boom that lasted roughly
from 1849 to 1856 could make up the diflerence, how-
ever impressive it was on the surface. Rancheros found
themselves courted by such wholesalers as Henry Miller,
who were willing to pay the unheard-of price of $25
a head for their tough, black Mexican cattle for resale
in San Francisco or Sacramento—for as much as $75 a
head. Enormous drives that nearly matched those
between Texas and Kansas in later years sent tens of

*Periodic enthusiasm for the division of the state would punctuate
California’s history for more than another century, however—in
fact, right up to our own times. Ironically, in recent years, it has
been the northern counties that have indulged in such dark
mutterings, generally frustrated by the shift of economic and
political power to the south and specifically annoyed by Southern
California’s appropriation of northern water.
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thousands of cattle from Southern California north
through the coastal valleys or the San Joaquin Valley,
and millions of dollars changed hands, lending an air
of furious prosperity to the southern scene, as reported
by Maj. Horace Bell in his Reminiscences: ““The streets
were thronged throughout the entire day with splen-
didly mounted and richly dressed caballeros, most of
whom wore suits of clothes that cost all the way from
$500 to $1,000, with saddle and horse trappings that
cost even more. . .. Of one of the Lugos, I remember,
it was said his horse equipments cost over $2,000. Every-
body in Los Angeles seemed rich, everybody was rich,
and money was more plentiful at that time, than in any
other place of like size, I venture to say, in the world.’

The wealth was as permanent as steam, dissipated on
the glittering refinements that appealed to a people
whose experience had never before included such large
amounts of money; what good was wealth if a man did
not demonstrate his possession of it? As a result, almost
none of the money from the cattle boom was translated
into concrete wealth; for example, the assessed value
of real and personal property in Los Angeles in 1859
was $2,370,529—less than 2 percent of the state’s total
valuation of $147,104,955. It was a shaky foundation
on which to build; when more and more cattle began
to be bred in the northern counties of the state, eventu-
ally dominating the local market, many rancheros found
themselves rich in clothes and wines and silver trap-
pings, but too poor to pay the taxes on their lands. The
decline was accelerated in 1862, when floods drowned
thousands of cattle, and given a further push over the
next several years as a series of droughts almost anni-
hilated the region’s natural pasturage, climaxed by the
drought of 1864, in which cattle died like fruit flies, as
reported by the Southern News: “The cattle of Los
Angeles County are dying so fast in many places, for the
want of food, that the large rancheros keep their men
busily employed in obtaining hides. Thousands of car-
casses strew the plains in all directions . . . and the sight
is harrowing in the extreme. We believe the stock
interest of this county, as well as the adjoining counties,
to be ‘played out’ entirely. Famine has done its work,
and nothing can now save what few cattle remain on
the desert California ranches:’

The trade was not quite “played out,” but it was
crippled badly; in the ten years between 1860 and 1870,



the cattle population of Los Angeles County dropped
from an estimated 70,000 head to an estimated 20,000.
The glory days of the rancheros, with their kingdoms
of grass and indolent grace, were gone forever.

S THE CATTLE INDUSTRY began to disintegrate, carry-
A ing with it the life-style it had nurtured, it did
not leave Southern California in a vacuum, however
disruptive it might have been to those who had based
their future on the “cattle on a thousand hills!” For
one thing, the sheep industry quickly rose to dom-
inance. Begun with the mission fathers, sheep-raising
enjoyed a healthy revival in the 1850s with a powerful
demand for both meat and wool, and the number of
sheep in the state rose from 17,554 in 1850 to more than
one million in 1860; by 1870, given a push by the Civil
War and the corresponding shortage of cotton fiber,
the figure had risen to nearly three million, with a

Inthe land of the specialty farm: Eagle Rock Valley near century’s end.

ISLAND IN THE SUN

season's “clip” of 11,400,000 pounds of wool—worth
anywhere from two to three million dollars, depending
upon quality and the fluctuations of the market. South-
ern California accounted for fully half these figures.
Less explosively, but with a steady inexorability, the
region’s agriculture began to blossom, enhanced no
little bit by the existence of what might be called
climatic “sub-regions” within the geographic complex
of the southern counties. Although Southern California
was (and is) a semiarid region, rainfall patterns varied
widely—sometimes as much as six inches a year between
places no more than a few miles apart. Temperature
and soil conditions displayed a similar disparity, mak-
ing it possible to grow corn with great success in one
area, say, and over a range of hills, fruits whose soil
and climatic requirements were vastly different. These
peculiar qualities gave rise to the nurturing of exotic
“specialty” crops, a characteristic of Southern Califor-
nia’s agriculture for more than a century. Even on a
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Sell, sell, sell—by the middle of the 1880s, the
real estate “style” was a fact of life.

small patch of land, the sheer variety of crops that
could be cultivated was startling, as noted by Charles
Nordhoff in his California for Health, Pleasure, and
Residence (1873): “As I drove out from Los Angeles
into the country on a January morning with a friend,
we met a farmer coming into town with a market-
wagon of produce. ... The farmer’s little girl sat on the
seat with him, a chubby, blue-eyed little tot, with her
sun-bonnet half hiding her curls, and a shawl, which
her careful mother had wrapped about her shoulders,
carelessly flung aside. To me, fresh from the snowy
Plains and Sierras, and with the chill breath of winter
still on me, this was a pleasing and novel sight; but the
contents of the man’s wagon were still more startling to
my Northern eyes. He was carrying to market oranges,
pumpkins, a lamb, corn, green peas in the pod, lemons,
and strawberries. What a mixture of Northern and
Southern products! What an odd and wonderful Janu-
ary gathering in a farmer’s wagon!”

Nordhoff was a railroad ‘“boomer” and was therefore
disposed toward hyperbole; he was not a liar, however,
and his little vignette suggested much that was true
about Southern California’s agriculture in its earliest
years. The garden-like appeal of such climate and soil
conditions was nearly irresistible. As more and more
ranchos succumbed to the pressures of drought, famine,
taxes, and deteriorating cattle prices, more and more
land fell into the hands of brokers like the Los Angeles

and San Bernardino Land Company (see chapter 11),
who went to extraordinary lengths to broadcast both
the real and the imagined advantages of the country
for agriculture—inundating coastal steamers with bro-
chures and pamphlets, collaring likely prospects on
the streets of San Francisco, setting up land offices in
Chicago, New York, and even London, and advertising
whenever and wherever they could.

It was no dirt farmer’s proposition. Prices for South-
ern California land in this period rarely fell below five
dollars an acre and often went as high as twenty-five.
Yet the resulting influx of settlers amounted to a genu-
ine boom; they crowded steamers from San Francisco,
came overland in wagon trains, and—after its comple-
tion in May 1869—over the rails of the transcontinental
railroad. Those who could afford the land on their own
came as individual families; those who could not
banded together to create agricultural colonies, like
those at Etiwanda, Ontario, Riverside, Compton, and
Pasadena. Land sales in Los Angeles County rose from
$40,000 a month early in 1868 to more than $200,000 a
month early in 1869; by the end of the decade, the
county’s cultivated land had increased from a little
over 5,000 acres to nearly 40,000. By 1872 Los Angeles
had acquired a population of 17,000; two genuine banks
(the Farmers & Merchants and the Temple & Work-
man); one railroad (the twenty-one-mile Los Angeles
& San Pedro line to the sea at San Pedro Harbor); and
thousands of acres of farmland that surrounded the city
in a great checkerboard planted in wheat, barley, olives,
tomatoes, corn, grapevines, lemons, limes, and oranges. *

By then Southern California also had its own some-
what miniaturized version of the Comstock Lode. In
1868 comparatively rich “galena” deposits of silver and
lead had been discovered two miles above the sea on
the crest of the Inyo Range, some two hundred miles
north of Los Angeles, and by 1869 a mining town called
Cerro Gordo had bloomed outrageously on those rocky
timberline slopes. Pear-shaped furnaces melted the ore

*Of these crops the most steadily successful in the early years
was grapes. By 1870 Los Angeles County was producing nearly
one-third of California’s total wine production of 1,814,656 gallons,
and a similar percentage of its table grapes. Orange production,
soon to be the principal “cash crop” of Southern California, had
not yet began its first period of bloom, although by 1870 there were
34,000 trees in blossom.
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An excursion train of potential buyers regards a bleak subdivision

called Coronado Beach, 1887.

into eighty-five pound “pigs” of silver and lead, each
worth from twenty to thirty-five dollars; these were
then loaded into wagons and hauled the two hundred
miles out of the mountains to the Los Angeles terminal
of the Los Angeles & San Pedro Railroad. The citizens
of Los Angeles soon became gratefully accustomed to
the clatter and rumble of Cerro Gordo ore wagons in
the dusty, rutted, unpaved streets of their town; there
was reason enough to be grateful: in the ten years of
its most productive life, Cerro Gordo produced nearly
eight million dollars in silver and lead bullion—a trifle
when compared to the production of the Comstock,
perhaps, but a bonanza in Southern California terms.

Nearly all of the Cerro Gordo product was shipped
by railroad to San Pedro, then up the coast by steamer
for refining at the Bank of California’s Selby Smelting
Works near Oakland. Aside from viewing displays in
bank windows and watching ore wagons on the way to
the railroad station at the corner of Alameda and Com-
mercial streets, Los Angeles had little connection with
the silver itself. The trade that it stimulated was an-
other matter, for Los Angeles became the major sup-
plier of the Cerro Gordo mines. In exchange for the
thousands of tons of silver-lead pigs unloaded at the
railroad depot for shipment to San Pedro every year,
the town'’s suppliers packed more than $700,000 worth
of supplies into the empty wagons and sent them back
to the mountains. Mule-train freighting firms, chief

among them Remi Nadeau’s thirty-two-team enter-
prise, flourished to the point that freighting became,
next to agriculture, the region’s principal “industry.”
The more than five hundred mules engaged in freight-
ing consumed nearly all the surplus barley in Los An-
geles County, and Nadeau alone, in the words of the
Los Angeles News, provided “‘employment to more
men, and purchased more produce, and introduced
more trade to Los Angeles than any other five men in
this city.”*

Slowly, then, with shrugs and an occasional twitch,
the “sleeping giant” of Southern California was begin-
ning to edge into the mainstream of California’s nine-
teenth-century life by the early 1870s. Yet it was still a
region forced to develop in isolation, an island on the
land. Not since the Butterfield Overland Express had
moved to the Central Route in 1861 had Southern Cali-

*The importance of the Inyo trade to Southern California is
suggested by the fact that Los Angeles had to fight to keep it
more than once. In 1871 it stalled an attempt by the little town
of Ventura to steal the trade for its own port of Hueneme, but
only by shipping ore on the Los Angeles & San Pedvo Railroad at
a solid loss. In 1872, Los Angeles did lose the trade for a few
months when Bakersfield freighters in the southern San Joaquin
Valley, anticipating the arrival of the Southern Pacific Railroad,
outbid Remi Nadeau and the other Los Angeles freighters; bad
roads and unexpected delays in railroad construction soon Kkilled
the enterprise, however, and by the summer of 1873, Cerro Gordo
silver was once more rumbling through the streets of Los Angeles.
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The selling of Monrovia during the boom of the
eighties; it was one of the few towns to survive.

fornia enjoyed a direct link to the East, and connection
with San Francisco was still by stage or steamer. With-
out more ambitious communications, the region would
continue to feed upon itself; without such communi-
cations, the law of supply and demand would strangle
its agriculture, and stunt its embryonic urban growth.
Southern California needed a railroad; it needed,
specifically, the Southern Pacific Railroad.

N A VERY REAL SENSE, the emergence of Los Angeles as
Ithe leading metropolis of Southern California was
in splendid defiance of all visible logic. Situated more
than twenty miles from the sea on a semi-arid plain
next to a nearly waterless river, there was no particular
reason why Los Angeles should ever have been more
than a modestly prosperous service center lor the
ranchos and farms that surrounded it—except that a
handful of men had glimpsed a brighter vision.

“God made Southern California,” Charles F. Lummis
once wrote, “and made it on purpose.” Similarly, man
created Los Angeles—and did it on purpose. The men
who made Los Angeles, if not out of whole cloth then
out of fairly suspicious material, were not many, but
they were vigorous partisans of the go-ahead persua-
sion, and their energy shaped the future ol the city
and the region: William Workman, who had led an
overland party to Southern California in 1841, then
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acquired the El Puente rancho and later became part-
ner in the Temple & Workman Bank; Benjamin D.
Wilson, a member of the Workman Party of 1841, a
rancher, an early railroad booster, and a state legislator;
Francis . F. Temple, who started as a rancher in the
early 1840s and became a partner, in merchandising
and banking respectively, with Isaiah W. Hellman and
William Workman (Temple’s father-in-law); John G.
Downey, a former goldseeker of 1849 who drifted to
Los Angeles in 1850, started a drugstore, acquired
Rancho Santa Gertrudes, became governor of the state
in 1859, and after the expiration of his term in 1862,
invested his money, influence, time, and name in
nearly every major enterprise in the Los Angeles region;
Phineas Banning, who helped found the San Pedro
Harbor town of Wilmington and built the Los Angeles
& San Pedro Railroad; Isaiah \W. Hellman, a Los An-
geles merchant since 1859 and partner with Downey in
the Farmers & Merchants Bank; and Robert M. Wid-
ney, Southern California agent for the Los Angeles &
San Bernardino Land Company, among others, and
editor and publisher of a prototype of the “boom” pub-
lications of future years, the Los Angeles Real Estate
Advertiser. They were not alone, these men, but more
than any single man or group of men, they were respon-
sible for the early growth of Los Angeles; they were, as
Remi Nadeau characterized them, the “city-makers’’

T o a man, they recognized the city’s need for a major
railroad connection, not only to San Francisco but to
the markets of the East, and their hope lay in the
Southern Pacific, whose charter included a stipulation
for a branch through Southern California to Yuma,
Arizona, and eventual connection with a southern
transcontinental railroad. The charter did not stipu-
late, however, precisely which Southern California
town would be chosen as the hub between the branch
from the north and that to the Arizona border. The
erstwhile architects of Los Angeles were determined
that the city should be that hub. When Congress in
1871 began deliberation of the Texas Pacific Act, which
would authorize federal land and money grants both
to the Southern Pacific in its march down the San Joa-
quin Valley and across Southern California, and to the
Texas & Pacific Railroad from New Orleans to San
Diego, Benjamin D. Wilson traveled to Washington to
represent the interests of Los Angeles. A persuasive en-
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of oranges to the East, June 24, 1886.

thusiast, he managed to have the phrase “by way of Los
Angeles” stitched into the act, which was passed in
March, 1871.

The city rejoiced at the good news but soon felt the
heavy hand of the Southern Pacific and learned that
getting itself a railroad was somewhat more compli-
cated than had been supposed. Under the provisions of
the state’s “Five Per Cent” law, the cities of eight coun-
ties (unsurprisingly, those through which the Southern
Pacific was building or planning to build) were author-
ized to issue bond donations to the railroad equal to
5 percent of their assessed valuation. The Southern
Pacific, of course, tended to look upon these donations
as part of its God-given patrimony; any city foolish
enough to reject the issuance of such bonds would never
see the railroad come within hailing distance of its
limits—as Visalia in the San Joaquin Valley and San
Bernardino east of Los Angeles would learn.* In the
case of Los Angeles, the railroad let it be known that it
didn’t require just the standard donation—it wanted
controlling stock in the Los Angeles & San Pedro Rail-
road, the city’s pride and its only connection with the
harbor at San Pedro.

*In these two instances, the Southern Pacific simply invented
its own towns—Declano in the north and Colton near San Ber-
nardino, the last named after the “half” of the “Big Four-and-a-
half”: David D. Colton.

The “First Special Fast Fruit Train” gets steam up for the delivery
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The reaction to this gentlemanly extortion was vehe-
ment but useless; the city had no choice, for it feared
the power of the Southern Pacific was quite capable of
having the Texas Pacific Act altered so as to delete the
stipulation regarding Los Angeles. The only alternative
was a singularly unattractive one on several levels. Up-
start San Diego, feeling the flush of its own railroad
boom and backed by Thomas A. Scott, owner of the
Texas & Pacific Railroad, offered to build a line to Los
Angeles; all it required was the 5 percent subsidy,
having no interest in the Los Angeles & San Pedro line.
This was adding insult to extortion; moreover, if the
proposal had been accepted, Los Angeles would have
lost forever the chance to be the major railroad center
of Southern California.

On the eve of the November 5, 1872, bond election,
the Los Angeles Star stated the simple facts of life:
“Without railroad communication, the future pros-
pects of Los Angeles are not flattering. . . . It is in the
hands of the people of today to decide what shall be
the future of this valley—whether it shall overflow with
life, animation and prosperity, or whether it shall sink
back into a dreamy stupor.” The bond issue, involving
a total of $602,000 in bonds and railroad stock, was
passed by a healthy majority. In exchange, the South-
ern Pacific agreed to complete twenty-five miles of road
north to San Fernando Mission and another twenty-
five miles east toward San Bernardino within fifteen
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“Within the Reach of All!” The clarion cry of the
real estate boomer was heard in the land.

months and promised to complete the main line across
the Tehachapis and through the San Fernando Hills
by 1876.

The railroad, as agreed, began construction of the
smaller branch lines early in 1873, and started pushing
across the desert for Yuma. In its wake, the Los Angeles
region enjoyed an exciting, if somewhat premature,
boom; more farmers came, and new towns—Garden
Grove, Downey, and Orange among them—popped up
along the branch lines. The Los Angeles Chamber of
Commerce was formed in April 1873 under the leader-
ship of Robert M. Widney (by then a municipal judge)
and John G. Downey, and began an intense advertising
campaign, spreading the glories of Southern California
wherever it could. From Nevada, John P. Jones, one of
the Comstock “‘kings” and now a United States senator
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(see chapter 9), entered the scene by beginning con-
struction of a new harbor at Santa Monica and laying
plans for the Los Angeles & Independence Railroad to
compete with the Southern Pacific—controlled Los An-
geles & San Pedro. Early in 1875 the Southern Pacific
began its assault on the Tehachapi Mountains, and the
fever of anticipation rose.
Southern Pacific Railroad Company,” the Chamber of

“The operations of the

Commerce noted in one of its flood of publications,
“have revolutionized Los Angeles County, commer-
cially and financially? And Los Angeles, the Express
remarked fulsomely, “is going to be a city all the way
down to Santa Monica’

But the city had not reckoned with the arrogance of
the Southern Pacific, in spite of its experience with the
subsidy of 1872. In January 1875, David D. Colton
caused legislation to be introduced into Congress that
would significantly revise the Texas Pacific Act along
lines the Southern Pacific considered more equitable.
One stipulation asked was that the railroad be allowed
to construct a branch from the Tehachapi Mountains
across Antelope Valley and through Cajon Pass to San
Bernardino and connection with the line to Yuma;
this would have the effect of reducing Los Angeles to
branch-line status. Even worse, from the city’s point of
view, was a second request: that the Southern Pacific
be allowed to postpone the completion of its Los An-
geles connection through the San Fernando Hills until
November 1, 1885—nearly ten years beyond the 1876
date it had promised the city. The railroad, it should
be pointed out, was not just exercising an idle grudge
against Los Angeles; it simply wanted to postpone the
expense of tunneling through the San Fernando Hills
for a few years, as well as obtain a shorter route to its
transcontinental connection—all of this so reasonable
and businesslike that the directors of the Southern
Pacific could not understand why anyone would want
to oppose the idea.

Los Angeles opposed it; under the leadership of the
Chamber of Commerce and with the support of the
Texas & Pacific’s Thomas A. Scott, who viewed the prog-
ress of the Southern Pacific without enthusiasm, the
city met the lobbyists of the Southern Pacific in a head-
on conflict—and won. The Southern Pacific's bill was
soundly defeated, one of the few legislative setbacks the
railroad had endured since its founding, and the last



obstacle to the city’s emergence as a railroad center was
removed. By August 1876 the Southern Pacific had
“holed through” its 7,000-foot tunnel in the San Fer-
nando Hills, and one month later Los Angeles enjoyed
its own “golden spike” ceremony that tied it to the
rest of the world.

uT THE TIME waAs ‘“The Terrible Seventies,” and rail-
B road or no railroad, Southern California was as
fully crippled by the depression of 1875 as any region
in California. Towns and agricultural subdivisions
built in the first lush of boom declined and died; the
Temple & Workman and Farmers & Merchants banks
of Los Angeles were forced to close, and although both
reopened, the Temple & Workman quickly failed alto-
gether; the Cerro Gordo trade dribbled away from
the city to the railroad, and the Los Angeles Chamber
of Commerce succumbed to desuetude; the vaunted
Los Angeles & Independence Railroad became involved
in a ruinous rate war with the Los Angeles & San Pedro,
and it soon folded, John P. Jones selling out to the
Southern Pacific and leaving Los Angeles in the “grip
of monopoly;” as newspaper editors were wont to put
it; and finally, a drought hit the region in 1877, killing
thousands of sheep and cattle, and withering most of
its crops. By 1880 the population of Los Angeles had
dropped from a high of 17,600 in 1876 to only a little
over 11,000.

Ironically, it was the railroad, that “grip of monop-
oly; that began pulling Southern California out of the
doldrums of the seventies. In 1877 the Southern Pacific
completed its line to Yuma. When the Texas & Pacific
went bankrupt later that year, getting no farther west
than southern Texas, Southern Pacific continued push-
ing across Arizona and New Mexico on its own; in
1882, in exchange for the Texas & Pacific’s western land
grants, the Southern Pacific joined its rails with those
of the eastern road at Galveston: the “Sunset Route”
to Southern California was finally completed.

Fat with federal land grants, the railroad neecded
people—people to buy its land, people to settle and
develop the country, people to buy and sell goods
shipped over Southern Pacific tracks at Southern Pacific
rates. In the railroad’s view, what was good for the
Southern Pacific was good for the country, and it began
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Waiting to dig into a mess of barbecued beef at
a free-lunch auctionnear San Diego, 1887.

to ballyhoo the joys of the Golden State in one of the
most intensive advertising campaigns in American his-
tory. Handbills, posters, brochures, pamphlets, news-
paper advertisements, magazine articles, and books
sprouted like morning glories all over the world. Lec-
turers braved the ‘“‘chicken a la king circuit”’; land
offices popped up in Chicago, New York, London, and
Hamburg; and land agents bent the ears of farmers
from Iowa to Ireland—Eden was for sale.

The campaign had the desired results. By the middle
of the 1880s, several new towns had been laid out and
occupied, farming had increased profoundly, and Los
Angeles had acquired a population of more than twenty
thousand, most of whom shared the convictions of the
Los Angeles Times: “All the world is interested in Cali-
fornia. As of old, when search was instituted for the
fountain of eternal youth, and men dreamed of drink-
ing its waters and living forever, so men today turn
their steps in the direction of the Golden State, looking
for the springs of health which are hidden in its atmos-
phere. Better than the Utopias of the ancients is this
modern Utopia of the Pacific. Better than the Gardens
of Hesperides, with their golden fruits, the gardens of
this sunset land. .. ”

It was only the beginning. Late in 1885 the Atchison,
Topeka & Santa Fe Railroad completed its own line

20
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from Kansas City to Los Angeles and San Diego. The
two railroads promptly entered into a rate war on pas-
senger fares in 1886 and 1887 that saw the one-way price
from points in the Missouri Valley drop from §125 to
$100, from $100 to $50, from $50 to $25—and finally, on
March 6, 1887, fares opened at $12, fell to $4 within
three hours, and at noon plummeted all the way down
to a single dollar.

The combination of inducement and opportunity
was irresistible. More than three hundred thousand
people who had been hearing about Southern Califor-
nia for more than ten years decided to pack up and
see for themselves. The boom—the big boom—was on.

As the trains came rattling in during the spring,
summer, and fall of 1887, they spilled thirty and lorty
thousand people a month into Southern California.
Eighty thousand wandered the streets of I.os Angeles
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that year, another forty thousand boiled in San Diego,
and thousands more fanned out into the warm country-
side with money in their pockets and stars in their eyes.
There weren’t real estate agents enough to serve them
all, but the problem was solved by the eager migration
of veteran midwestern brokers, tract developers, auc-
tioneers, and specialists in flimflam who detected the
sweet odor of other people’s money. Buying up chunks
of railroad land and former Mexican ranchos, pro-
moters built hotels and short-line railroads, laid out
streets, sidewalks, and water lines, printed up magnifi-
cent brochures, maps, and bird's-eye views of their
future metropolises, and brought the buyers out with
free train rides, free barbecues, free band music, free
lemonade, and something a little stronger here and
there—everything free, “free as air”

A town is what you make it, and the promoters of
the big boom were not shy about making them—any-
where they could. In the Mojave Desert, Widneyville-
by-the-Desert featured a stand of Joshua trees on whose
spiny blossoms oranges had been impaled, thus creating
an orange grove within the reach of all. In the Sierra
Madre Mountains near the border of Los Angeles
County, Border City had been laid out on a rocky
promontory so bleak that, according to the Los Angeles
Times, even crows and eagles would “have to carry
well-filled haversacks with them as they fly over that
inhospitable waste! Swamps, mudflats, deserts,dry river
bottoms—no place was considered unsuitable for the
development of “choice villa and residence sites”’

Not all the towns and subdivisions—more than sixty
of them, finally—were quite so fraudulent, and many
survived, places like Glendale, Alhambra, Monrovia,
and \Vestlake Park. Yet dozens were as transient as
smoke, and their names have a ghostly sound: Rosen-
crans, \Valteria, Chicago Park, Dundee, Ivanhoe, Terra-
cina, Morocco, La Ballona, Gladysta. . . . The towns
were dream towns at best, and fabrications at worst,
but with ten, twenty, or thirty dollars down and for-
ever to pay, everyone was making money: buy today,
trade up tomorrow, and the future has no end. “Mil-
lionaires of a day; in the classic words of Theodore C.
Van Dyke, “went about sunning their teeth with check-
books in their outside pockets.” Real estate values all
over Southern California bloated incredibly. City lots
in Los Angeles and San Diego went for thousands of



dollars a front foot; former truck gardeirs and cattle
browse were carved up and sold for $10,000 an acre;
some days, nearly a million dollars in transactions took
place, and by the end of 1887, it was estimated that
more than $200,000,000 worth of promises had been
traded. Southern California was “the land of oppor-
tunity and one-dollar bills; and one man’s paper
money was as good as another’s.

And then it ended. No one seemed to know precisely
why, but perhaps it was because people who had been
making hundreds of thousands in paper money began
running short of real money. In the lexicon of boom,
any attempt to exchange the deed to, say, a “sure-fire”
$50,000 lot for a thousand dollars or so of real, negoti-
able, cash money is coldly regarded as a violation of
the rules of the game; when enough people try, how-
ever, the game is over.

So it was in Southern California by the spring of
1888. The boom, according to one of San Diego’s 235
real estate agents, “went down like a chunk of sawed-
off wood”” Millions were lost as quickly and magically
as they had been made. The populations of Los An-
geles and San Diego dropped 50 percent in a matter
of months. Some of the more sizable new towns were
nearly depopulated, and dozcns of towns that had had
no inhabitants to begin with never got any. Worthless
paper blew across the landscape like tumbleweeds.

The big boom ended, but the growth of Southern
California did not. There were cities now where there
had been towns, towns where there had been villages,
and villages where there had been chaparral and creo-
sote bush; farms were planted and irrigation companies
formed; at least 130,000 of the boom’s population re-
mained to make the land their home; and in spite of
paper profits and paper losses, the assessed real valua-
tion of property in Los Angeles rose from $18,000,000
in 1886 to $46,000,000 in 1889. The more-or-less normal
growth following the period of hysteria was as real as
the anticipatory growth of the boom years had been
hallucinatory, and the somewhat florid exclamations of
one real estate firm in 1887 at least had the ring of
prophecy: “Oh! generation of carkers and unbelievers.
. .. This boom is based on the simple fact that here-
abouts the good Lord has created conditions of climate
and health and beauty such as can be found nowhere
else, in this or any other land, and until every acre
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San Diego, for sale, for sale, for sale . . .
the punctuation for a boom that would be reborn.

of this earthly paradise is occupied, the influx will
continue’

And so it did. Largely responsible for that continuing
influx was the startling rise in the citrus industry, par-
ticularly oranges, a rise made possible by the comple-
tion of thesouthern transcontinental railroad and ready
access to eastern markets. The first special train loaded
exclusively with oranges left Los Angeles for the east in
February 1886, and from that time forward the orange
became not only the principal cash crop of Southern
California, but its living symbol; until halfway through
the twentieth century, when Florida began to dom-
inate the market, the California orange defined the
essence of a land that saw itself and was seen by others
to be colored with the magical. Requiring a minimum
of both investment and maintenance, and blessed with
an enormous profit margin, the orange was the aristo-
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crat of agriculture, the ideal crop for gentlemen farmers
as well as industrial farmers, and its appeal to both was
phenomenal. In 1890 there were a little over one mil-
lion orange trees in Southern California; after ten years
of nationwide exposure to this new kind of gold, the
number had risen to 5,648,714 trees, whose annual
product exceeded one billion dollars.

This was the stuff of growth, and the “boosters” of
Southern California took full advantage of it. The de-
funct Los Angeles Chamber of Commerce was revived
under new leadership and began a proselytizing cam-
paign that would not be matched by any organization
on earth; the theme was grow, grow, grow! and Los
Angeles grew with startling abandon, until its popula-
tion leaped to more than 100,000 in 1900. Not only did
it grow, it began to exercise muscle, and probably no
other event so defined its new sense of power as its
final conflict with the Southern Pacific Railroad.

At issue was the old harbor of San Pedro, which the
citizens of Los Angeles wished to enlarge with several
million dollars of federal money. At first, the Southern
Pacific enthusiastically supported the idea, but when
a new, independent railroad began operations be-
tween Los Angeles and San Pedro in 1891, the directors
changed their minds. Viewing competition with their
usual distaste, they maintained that it would be far
better to spend the money on their own harbor of Santa
Monica, acquired when they purchased the Los Angeles
& Independence Railroad from Senator John P. Jones.
Anticipating success in this regard, the Southern Pacific
moved ahead and constructed a huge new wharf at
Santa Monica, severely undercutting the trade of its
own operation at San Pedro as well as the Santa Fe’s
new ocean terminal at Redondo Beach. In the mean-
time, Collis P. Huntington, an old dog who believed
in old tricks, applied pressure to Southern Pacific men
in Congress and attempted to browbeat the leaders of
Los Angeles into dropping their plan for San Pedro.

He was only partially successful in either regard. In
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a secret vote held in 1894, the Los Angeles Chamber
of Commerce voted in favor of San Pedro by more than
two to one, and each of two investigative bodies sent
west by Congress to determine the best location for a
major port recommended San Pedro. Huntington did
not give up easily, although he must have smarted from
the almost continual attacks by the city’s “Free Harbor
League; an organization formed to press the campaign
for San Pedro. In 1896, Huntington manipulated a
River and Harbors Bill through the Senate’s Com-
merce Committee that included an appropriation of
three million dollars for the improvement of Santa
Monica—and none for San Pedro. When the bill reached
the floor, Senator Stephen M. White, a Los Angeles
lawyer elected in 1893 and a vigorous champion of San
Pedro, rose in a last-ditch effort to propose an amend-
ment that called for another engineering study to
determine whether Santa Monica or San Pedro should
receive the federal grant. Pointing to the allies of the
Southern Pacific, White cried, “They fear fairness!” in
his finest courtroom manner, and for five days the
winds continued to blow in the halls of Congress as
the antagonists faced off in debate. The amendment
carried, and with it the bill was passed and sent to the
House, from which it emerged intact for President
Grover Cleveland’s signature. After the president signed
the River and Harbors Bill into law, a third engineer-
ing report once again recommended San Pedro, and in
the spring of 1899 construction of the Port of Los
Angeles began, an event celebrated for two days in Los
Angeles and Wilmington.

After fifty years of somnolence interrupted by sud-
den, disruptive spurts of growth, Southern California
faced the twentieth century with a knowledge of its
strength and a full-blown conviction that it held a firm
grip on destiny, as articulated by a particularly excit-
able real estate speculator during the boom of the
eighties. ““\We have seen the future,” he had announced,
“and it belongs to the Sunset Land.’



Schoolhouse and children, San Diego, ca. 1890.
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Eagle Rock Valley, with Pasadena in the distant right, 1900.

“Better than the Utopias of the ancients is this modern
Utopia of the Pacific,” flatly declared the Los Angeles
Times in 1886. But was it? Some declared that Southern
California had simply fallen in love with its own adver-
tising. Unsurprisingly, much of such criticism came
from San Francisco, one of whose newspaper editors
took a genteel swipe at the city's little sister to the
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south: “Our brethren of the city and would-be state of
the Angels know how to advertise. The average Eastern
mind conceives of California as a small tract of country
situated in and about Los Angeles. . .. The result shows
the pecuniary value of cheek.”

The response of Southern California to such jibes was
usually mild; the regions, after all, were inhabited by



two different kinds of people, and there was little ques-
tion as to which was the superior group, as one Los
Angeleno wrote in the 1860s: “We are different in pur-
suits, in tastes, manner of thought and manner of life. . . .
The restless, uneasy population of the north, ever drift-
ing, without local attachments, has no counterpart in
Southern California. ... With this peaceable life ... there

has grown up in the people an intense love of their land.
. . . We call ourselves, not Californians, but Southern
Californians.” He was writing in the years before the
booms of the 1870s and 1880s, but the sense and tone of
his feelings were mirrored even in those years.

Who was right? The portrait that follows may suggest
an answer.
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Dairying in the Chino Valley south of San Diego, 1885.

“Wherever you go, you need to take with you a cheerful
and also inquiring spirit. The whole of Southern.Cali-
fornia is full of novelties and wonders to an intelligent
person; but oftenmost he must discover them for him-
self. ... You are expected to do what you please . . . and
you carry with you, wherever you go, fine <ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>