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			Slavery can only be abolished by raising the character of the people who compose the nation; and that can be done only by showing them a higher one.

				—MARIA WESTON CHAPMAN, abolitionist, feminist
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			Preface

			A ghost story first led me to the edge of Chinatown. One crisp morning, I dodged the crowds in Union Square and walked past a pair of stone lions up a hill. I had an address—920 Sacramento Street—and a description. I was looking for a five-story structure built with misshapen red bricks—some salvaged from the earthquake and firestorms that razed much of the city in 1906.

			Passing a church and a YMCA, I came to an old building with metal grates on its lower windows. Above the main entryway, I peered up at century-old raised lettering that read,

			
				OCCIDENTAL BOARD

				PRESBYTERIAN MISSION HOUSE

			

			On a Plexiglas sign mounted onto the bricks at eye level, I read,

			
				金美倫堂

				CAMERON HOUSE

				EST. 1874

			

			I climbed the steps and pressed an intercom button. A lock clicked. I pushed one of the tall doors open and walked into a dark, wood-paneled foyer.

			I first visited Cameron House in 2013; by then, it was mostly famous for being haunted. A staffer would later tell me he’d once sensed a ghost in its musty basement. There, he said, terrified former slaves—nearly all of them Chinese girls who’d been sold or kidnapped—had hidden in one of its dark corners from their former owners. The girls and young women had lived there under the care of two remarkable immigrant women—Donaldina Cameron, the youngest daughter of a Scottish sheep farmer, and Tien Fuh Wu, a former household slave sold by her father to pay his gambling debts. Cameron served as legal guardian to most of the girls and teens living in the home. They called her Lo Mo, or “Mother.” She, in turn, often referred to them as her daughters. But Cameron’s enemies used a racist epithet to describe her: the White Devil of Chinatown.

			
			For decades, Cameron and Wu engaged in what they called “rescue work”—freeing women and girls from sex slavery and other forms of bondage. An unlikely pair, they defied the conventions of their time and even, occasionally, broke laws to help other women gain their freedom. The home they ran at 920 Sacramento Street was one of the pioneering “rescue missions” in the United States, established more than a decade before the world’s first settlement house, Toynbee Hall in London’s East End, and fifteen years before Jane Addams co-founded Hull House to offer aid to Chicago’s immigrants.

			Starting with a trickle of women in 1874, and continuing over the decades, thousands of mostly Chinese girls and women entered the home. Many came from San Francisco’s Chinatown, the ghetto of roughly eight square blocks that was North America’s largest and oldest Chinese settlement. In the latter decades of the nineteenth century, many women in Chinatown ended up working as prostitutes, some because they were tricked or sold outright by their families. They were forbidden to come and go as they pleased, and if they refused the wishes of their owners, they faced brutal punishments, even death.

			From often-dusty records, I learned that the efforts of the home’s founders, Victorian-era churchwomen, with their bustles, corsets, and elaborate piles of hair, were driven by compassion toward these enslaved women. They provided food, shelter, and the teachings of the Christian faith to members of an embattled immigrant community who faced discrimination and violence in San Francisco and across the West. Displaying grit and ingenuity, the home’s founders overcame considerable resistance to build their rescue home at the edge of Chinatown, which was then considered by many to be the most dangerous section of the city.

			
			
				
					[image: ]
				

				
					The main entrance to 920 Sacramento Street.

				
			
			
			Those who fled there were taking a leap of faith. The desperate conditions that led thousands of women to take shelter at the home are among the most searing stories from the saga of Chinese immigration to America. A decade after the Thirteenth Amendment abolished the slavery of African Americans, this “other slavery”—the trafficking of young Asian women—was flourishing in San Francisco and throughout the West. And because Chinatown was in the original heart of the city, this brazen trade in human flesh was taking place just a few blocks away from both San Francisco’s financial district and its most exclusive neighborhood, Nob Hill.

			Today, the barest outlines of these brave women’s stories fill a large bound ledger that still sits in a small, locked archive room on its top floor. In careful handwritten script, the book lists more than eight hundred names of women and girls who took refuge at the Mission Home from its founding in 1874 until January 1909. Nearly a thousand more women’s names from the decades after that are recorded in its case files. Further clues about their lives are buried in immigration records at the National Archives, and a few of its residents, such as Wu, left moving firsthand accounts.

			The house at 920 Sacramento Street has a haunted history. Few people are aware of it, because human trafficking and sex slavery, until recently, have been largely unexamined corners of the American experience. Yet the story of how the home offered a gateway to so many “daughters of joy,” as prostitutes were sometimes called, is contained within the lined pages of its ledger book and offers tangible proof of the astonishing journeys these women made. They escaped their bondage, they found refuge in an ungainly brick house on Sacramento Street, and they embarked on a fight for freedom that continues today.

		

	
		
		
			
			Prologue

	
	It was nearly dusk on December 14, 1933, when a teenage girl walked toward a hairdresser’s shop in Chinatown. Around her, laundry dangled from metal fire escapes, chickens squawked in bamboo cages on the sidewalk, and the scents of sizzling wok oil and dried fish drifted through a neighborhood known as Little Canton.

			Even in the depths of the Great Depression, San Francisco’s Chinese quarter drew tourists, who came to see its swaying red lanterns and taste its pork dumplings. But for Jeung Gwai Ying, who had arrived in America that summer, it was a place of degradation. For months, the teen had been imprisoned in a second-floor apartment and repeatedly raped.

			So, as Jeung left the cold street and entered the warm beauty parlor with its acrid scents of perming agents and scorched hair, she hit upon a plan. She did not speak the language of the largely white world that surrounded Chinatown, but she realized that her brief outing to the hairdresser—one of the few instances when she was left to her own devices—gave her the chance she needed to escape.

			Jeung’s journey to the United States had begun that summer with hope and a ruse. The people who had arranged her trip had promised her a well-paid job in San Francisco. But for more than fifty years, exclusion laws had barred most Chinese from entering the United States, so they had also given her a story about a Chinese American family she was supposedly rejoining in the States. As she crossed the Pacific aboard the SS President Cleveland, Jeung studied the more than one hundred pages of a “coaching book” containing notes on her false family’s history. When she arrived in July 1933, she flung the book into the sea, as instructed, and successfully passed through immigration by reciting the details she’d memorized.

			
			She soon realized the job she’d expected was not waiting for her. Instead, she was led to an apartment in Chinatown and ordered to strip naked as bidders examined the swell of her breasts and the curve of her narrow hips. She had high cheekbones and full lips and looked several years younger than her real age of eighteen, making her a valuable prize. But the first set of potential buyers balked at closing a deal to purchase her, perhaps sensing she might cause them trouble.

			Jeung endured the same humiliating ritual again, and then for a third time. The slave trader, Wong See Duck, threatened to brutally punish or kill her if she did not act meekly and comply. If she refused to submit, he warned her that he would take her to “a very dark place.”

			Reluctantly, Jeung abandoned her defiant stance. If she hadn’t, she feared she would never be able to return home to her family. The price the buyers paid for her was $4,500—more than ten times what the procurer had given her mother in China as an advance on her supposed earnings.

			Soon after her sale, Jeung was moved into a second-floor apartment on Jackson Street. Her owners, a pair of women with severely pulled-back hair and penciled brows, set about making Jeung more appealing to men in America. They outfitted her in fashionable clothes and escorted her to the beauty shop down the street, where the hairdresser bobbed her hair, tucking her black locks behind her ears. For Jeung, who was raised as a traditional Chinese girl, having her long hair cut off was the first of many violations.

			Jeung’s value to her owners lay in her earning potential as a prostitute. With her bobbed hair and alluring clothes, Jeung commanded $25 a night and turned over all but $4 of her nightly earnings to her owners. Twenty-five dollars a night was a high sum in Depression-era America, where the average wage for a female garment maker was just $30 a month. Put another way, Jeung could earn more for her owners in a single evening than most women, hunched over their sewing machines in tenements throughout Chinatown, could make for themselves in weeks.
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					An alley in San Francisco’s Chinatown, early 1930s.

				
			
			

			—

			
			JEUNG’S OSTENSIBLE PURPOSE in visiting the beauty shop that afternoon was to have her hair “marcelled,” a technique named after a French hairdresser in which waves would be pressed into her hair with a hot iron. She had been instructed to get her hair done to prepare herself for a trip later that evening to San Jose, fifty miles south of San Francisco, where she would entertain a group of men at a banquet.

			Was it the thought of the long evening ahead that made her run? Did she dread the prospect of stepping into her silk gown, only to step out of it hours later, entertaining the first of one or more customers that evening? Five months pregnant, she was certainly aware of the risks to the child growing inside her.

			It was one of the few times she’d been left alone since arriving in America, and Jeung had just half an hour in the shop before one of the women would return to collect her.

			The streets had darkened. The minutes passed. She had nowhere to go if she attempted to flee. If she were recaptured, she would likely be beaten as punishment or forced into a drugged passivity from which she might never escape. Slave owners intentionally spread rumors of girls who had run away from their owners to the homes in Chinatown run by missionaries, only to die of eating poisoned food there.

			She urged the hairdresser to work faster by curling only the ends of her hair, hoping she could slip out of the shop before her owners came back for her. If there was a clock ticking on the wall, Jeung must have watched it with rising dread. She was calm enough to put her coat back on before leaving the shop, but she did not take the few extra seconds needed to button it up—perhaps because her swelling belly strained the fabric.

			She darted south, through the crowded sidewalks of the quarter, her coat flying open. She had one goal in mind: to reach the place of safety that her owners had warned her not to go.

			She ran a block and a half to a house on Washington Street with an arched brick entryway lit by a Chinese lantern. She climbed the steps and pressed the bell in hope of being let in. She arrived only to discover that she had come to the wrong place. Her fear and frustration were evident. The white woman who answered the door took pity on her and led her through the streets to the place she hoped to find.

			
			They hurried toward Nob Hill, where the grand mansions of California’s railroad and mining barons had been replaced by hotels with names like Fairmont and Mark Hopkins. Their size and sheer opulence were almost unimaginable to a girl raised in poverty in Hong Kong. After pushing through shoppers and workers returning home, they climbed the five steps to the bolted door of 920 Sacramento Street, a squat building straddling a steep hill.

			Jeung caught her breath at the entrance to the house that had served as a door to freedom for thousands of enslaved and vulnerable girls and women. To her right, heavy metal bars protected the windows. She didn’t know it at the time, but the windows of the home were barred not to keep the residents of the home inside but to prevent the women’s former owners from smashing through the glass to retrieve their human property.

			By now, it was nightfall and too late to turn back. Jeung had no other options. She pushed the doorbell once and then again. The doorkeeper peered through the grated window. She saw a young Chinese woman standing outside, her coat unbuttoned despite the cold, and swung open the heavy wood doors to let her in. Two women came into the foyer to meet her. One was a white woman in her sixties with a halo of silver hair, the other a bespectacled younger woman who spoke to Jeung in Cantonese. Listening carefully to the frantic girl’s pleas, the Chinese woman translated her words into English.

			“Protect me!” Jeung cried.

			The women were the home’s superintendent, Donaldina Cameron, and her longtime aide, Tien Fuh Wu, who had worked together for four decades to protect some of the city’s most scorned residents. They led Jeung to an adjoining parlor, which had a comforting Chinese carpet on the floor and Cantonese hangings on the walls. The scent of Chinese food drifted through the house. Once they were seated, Wu and Cameron gently urged the teenager: tell us your story.
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			Queen’s Room

			
			On February 23, 1869, more than six decades before Jeung’s dash to safety, the China steamed into the port of San Francisco carrying an unusual cargo. Waiting at the foot of the wharf was a crowd of Chinese merchants, customhouse officers, a health official, detectives employed by the steamship company, and gray-uniformed police along with for-hire officers known as “specials,” armed with clubs and revolvers.
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					Wood engraving of customs officers inspecting belongings of Chinese immigrants as others enter the room from a ship; inset: Chinese on wagon, 1877.

				
			
			As soon as the ship’s crew lowered the gangplank, some of the waiting men rushed forward. Police and specials brandished weapons to hold the crowd back: what had caused the excitement was the presence of four hundred Chinese women on board. It took “the united strength of the whole police force to prevent them from getting hold of the women,” wrote a reporter about the crush of presumably sex-starved men.

			The officers searched the female Chinese passengers and their belongings for opium or other contraband before escorting them to the horse-drawn wagons waiting for them at the base of the wharf. Customs officials seized from the ship’s passengers thirty boxes of opium and 350 pounds of tobacco, which were later advertised for sale by the customs office at a public auction.

			But by far the most coveted cargo on board the China that day was the women. Most were bound for the city’s brothels, which operated openly in Chinatown. Prostitution was not a criminal offense at that time, even though some reformers condemned it, and the police and specials helped assure that the Chinese women disembarking from the ship did not manage to escape into the crowd or get whisked away.

			
			Outrageously, as one newspaper reported, the officers’ role was to guard the Chinese women bound for sex slavery “until the load of human freight was delivered at the destination fixed by the companies.”

			

			—

			THE PENT-UP DEMAND for sex came largely from solitary immigrants who’d left their families behind in China. James Marshall’s discovery of gold at Sutter’s Mill, on the south fork of the American River, in 1848 lured tens of thousands of poor Chinese men from the Pearl River delta and Guangdong province with the prospect of getting rich in California’s gold mines. They were drawn by job opportunities, because they could earn as much in one week of labor in America as it would take several months to earn in China.

			Arriving in steerage class from Hong Kong and other Chinese ports, the men fanned out across the West. They found work digging for gold in the Sierra foothills. They hauled away mud to create irrigation ditches in the Sacramento–San Joaquin delta, and they swung pickaxes to build the transcontinental railroad that connected California to the eastern United States.

			By the 1860s, political and economic turmoil in South China’s Pearl River delta region had turned a trickle of emigrants from China to San Francisco into a torrent. As America’s largest city west of the Mississippi, San Francisco had the single largest concentration of Chinese residents in America. Chinese who made their way to America in the nineteenth century called it dai fou, or “big city.”

			Upon landing, most Chinese men joined a huiguan, a district association founded along home-region lines, which functioned primarily as a mutual aid fraternity. Although these district associations operated nationwide, their headquarters were in San Francisco’s Chinatown. Eventually, they became known as the Chinese Consolidated Benevolent Association, or the “Six Companies,” and the association operated as the representative of the Chinese in America.

			Joining an association was crucial for most new immigrants while they sought lodgings and work. It could also ease their loneliness. For, from the start, San Francisco’s Chinatown was largely a society of men without women or children: many new arrivals were single and those who were married often left their wives at home in China. As “sojourners,” or immigrants who planned to eventually return to their families in their home country, many of the Chinese men who thronged the quarter’s crowded streets refused to cut off the tightly plaited single braids, known as queues, that hung down their backs.

			

			—

			
			AT LEAST A FEW Chinese women willingly followed the men to America. The first Chinese woman in San Francisco is believed to have arrived on February 2, 1848. She was a maid working for an American merchant’s family that lived in a house at Dupont and Washington Streets. It is unclear whether she was enslaved or had chosen to be employed, but she ended up staying with the family for more than thirty years.

			Other Chinese women followed her, often after being kidnapped, lured by traffickers, or sold by poor parents. By 1870, census workers tallied 2,018 Chinese women living in San Francisco: 1,426 of those, or some 71 percent of the total, were recorded as working as prostitutes or brothel operators. Demand for sex was intense, fueled by a glaring gender imbalance: for every ten Chinese men in San Francisco, there was one Chinese woman. The state’s antimiscegenation law, prohibiting interracial marriages, which remained in force until its repeal in 1948, heightened the demand for prostitutes.

			There was also a profitable market for sex from white customers who lived outside Chinatown and who enthusiastically patronized the city’s commercial flesh trade. Seamen and miners visiting the city’s infamous Barbary Coast, the nine-block vice district centered on Pacific Street between Montgomery and Stockton, would wander into nearby Chinatown, seeking gratification. Down narrow alleys blocked by sacks of rice and crates of live ducks, they’d find a subterranean world of opium dens and females, some as young as twelve years old, offering sexual services in small spaces known as cribs—often just four-by-five-foot slots divided by sheets.

			Demand for sexual services was high. This is why the arrival of steamers carrying Chinese women was so keenly anticipated by many of the men living in and beyond Chinatown. Many of the girls and women who disembarked were bound for forced prostitution or some other form of servitude, such as household labor. By the late 1860s, Chinese criminal syndicates with their roots in China, known as triads, controlled the illegal transpacific trade in women for sex slavery. They could buy a girl from Canton (now known as Guangzhou) for as little as $100 and sell her in San Francisco for triple that amount. It didn’t take long for white San Franciscans to squeeze their share of profits from this nefarious traffic. As lawyers and officials who made sure the human cargo was safely delivered, they played a crucial role.

			

			—

			
			SLAVERY HAD BEEN illegal in the United States for four years at the time the China unloaded its cargo of women in San Francisco. In 1865, California had ratified the Thirteenth Amendment to the Constitution, which outlawed slavery and involuntary servitude except as a punishment for crime. Originally intended to apply to black slaves, the inclusion of the term “involuntary servitude” opened the possibility that it would benefit other slaves as well—including Indian captives, Mexican peons, and Chinese “coolies” and “slave girls.”

			Yet in the chaotic years after the end of the Civil War, as the U.S. Supreme Court steadily restricted the scope of the Thirteenth Amendment, the widespread buying and selling of human beings continued to take place in San Francisco and many other parts of the West. Virulent anti-Chinese legislation in the United States, including immigration restrictions, ensured that trafficking of Chinese women remained a lucrative business for much of the nineteenth century. Attempts to quash it repeatedly failed.

			For years, the Six Companies had worked with the police and appealed to the courts to halt the bulk import of Chinese women for prostitution, recognizing that this underworld practice would be used by their political opponents against them. Despite these efforts, criminal offshoots of the huiguan, known as the “fighting tongs,” gained control of much of Chinese prostitution on the West Coast. Their reach stretched from Guangdong, the region in southern China where its agents bought, kidnapped, or contracted for girls and women, to brothels up and down the West Coast. Occasional police crackdowns on prostitution in the late 1860s tended to target the Chinese while ignoring white prostitutes and brothel keepers. Even so, the business thrived.

			
			Shockingly, auctions of Chinese women took place openly on the docks, in full view of policemen and the waterfront crowds. But as San Francisco began to shed its frontier coarseness and more women began to settle there, these human sales were moved to less public locations. One of these was called the Queen’s Room.

			This was a bitterly ironic name, because the Queen’s Room was far from royal and wasn’t even a room. Essentially an outdoor paddock for the women—or, in the now archaic term, a barracoon—it was used for the temporary confinement of slaves or prisoners. “The girls and women were critically examined after the fashion of African slave-dealers not many years ago,” wrote one contemporary observer.

			The barracks were in Chinatown. Slave traders would strip the women naked. Potential buyers would closely examine them, looking to see whether their hymens were intact, which the men considered a sign of virginity, and whether there were discharges from the vagina or any other signs of venereal disease.

			The youngest and those considered the most beautiful ended up as wives of merchants. Others were headed for “parlor houses,” which were the city’s more luxurious brothels. The oldest or least attractive girls and women might end up in the dark, dismal dens known as cribs. Many of these were off alleyways, and there they might service a dozen or more men each night.

			

			—

			THE CRUSH AT THE WHARF repeated itself in the fall of 1869. On October 20, the steamer America pulled alongside the dock. An unusually large crowd of men rushed down the hill from Chinatown to the wharf at First and Brannan Streets. They were drawn by the news that the ship had almost 250 Chinese women aboard.

			The men saw a group of Chinese women dressed in tunics and trousers, with checked cotton handkerchiefs on their heads as a sign of their servitude or prostitution. They’d reddened their lips and cheeks with rouge. Directed by a police captain, uniformed officers marched the Chinese women to a corner of the wharf, where the mob couldn’t reach them, guarding them so none of the women could escape. The officers then searched them before loading them onto horse-drawn railcars that took them to their destinations across the city.

			
			The continuing, unabashed involvement of police officers in the slave trade caught the attention of the newspapers. The Daily Examiner ran a searing editorial on its front page implying that the municipal police, and specifically the police captain in charge of the operation, had been bribed to keep the women safe from the crowds and to make sure they were delivered to Chinatown.

			It issued what was in effect an abolitionist cry: “No man, possessing the proud distinction of American citizenship can look upon this wholesale importation of Asiatic slaves, and for the basest purposes, in any other light than the most lurid and horrible.” Calling it a “new story of slavery on this continent,” the paper demanded an investigation by the police commissioners.

			But the rival San Francisco Chronicle, which was closer to the city’s administration and police force, focused instead on Chinese treatment of prostitutes who were ill and had lost their ability to attract customers. It published a shocking description in December 1869 of Chinese prostitutes who were left alone to die in dismal rooms in Chinatown called “hospitals.” Chinese custom obliged relatives to pay the fare for bodies to be shipped back to China for burial, but if no one was willing to pay for transportation back to China, the corpses were abandoned in San Francisco’s alleys and on its streets.

			Describing one of these human dumping grounds in Cooper Alley as “loathsome in the extreme,” the story noted the absence of furniture. Wooden shelves and rice mats on a dirty floor served as beds. The women were provided only with water, cooked rice, and a small oil lamp, until they died. The “doctors” tending them in these houses of horror “come for a corpse, and they never go away without it.”

			Outraged by these reports, California legislators in 1870 passed a law to ban the kidnapping and importation of Chinese, Japanese, and Mongolian women to the state for the purposes of prostitution. Under the new law, Asian women had to prove they were entering the United States of their own free will and offer evidence that they were persons of “correct habits and good character.” If the correct paperwork was missing for the women when they landed, ship captains faced large fines.

			
			Nonetheless, trafficking continued behind a wall of secrecy. Prostitution wasn’t illegal, but slavery surely was. Lawmakers were unable to shut down the criminal organizations that operated and supplied women to the Queen’s Room. But a few private citizens began their own fight against the Chinese slave trade.
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			“The Cussedest Place for Women”

			On October 20, 1871, a Methodist missionary in Chinatown received a request to come to a police station near the docks. The captain held in his custody a drenched and shaken Chinese woman who’d refused to speak with anyone except a “Jesus man.”
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					The population of San Francisco’s Chinatown was mostly male in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, leading some to call it a “Bachelor Society.”

				
			
			The clergyman arrived and was taken to a woman named Jin Ho. Speaking Cantonese, she told the clergyman she had left her possessions behind at a brothel where she’d been forced to work and had run six or seven blocks down the dirt slopes of Jackson Street to the waterfront. Then she flung herself into the cold waters of San Francisco Bay, hoping to drown rather than return to a life of forced prostitution she had led.

			A man spotted her floundering in the water and pulled her up with a long boat hook. A policeman brought her to the station. She followed the bearded “Jesus man,” who was the Reverend Otis Gibson, to the nearby mission. Along the way, she begged him, “Don’t take me back to Jackson Street.”

			Eight weeks earlier, Gibson had helped organize the Woman’s Missionary Society of the Methodist Episcopal Church in San Francisco, which set aside some rooms in its Mission House in Chinatown for rescue. The society hoped to “elevate and save the souls of heathen women on this coast,” and Jin became the first woman to take refuge from her former slave owners in those third-floor rooms on Washington Street.

			Six months after agreeing to accept the missionaries’ help, Jin was so transformed that those who’d seen her at the police station in October didn’t recognize her. She stayed at the Mission Home for about a year, leaving to become a servant to a local Christian family. She was baptized and soon married a Chinese man who was a Congregationalist. She became known as the first Chinese woman rescued from prostitution by the efforts of Christian missionaries in San Francisco.

			
			Others heard about the house where Jin had gone, and more Chinese girls and women began seeking it out. The second woman to take shelter in the rooms was Sing Kum in December 1872. Unusually, she wrote her own story three years later, which was subsequently published by Gibson. Her father, whom she described as hardworking but poor, sold her when she was seven years old. She was sold three times after that and fell into the hands of an owner who whipped and mistreated her. A friend told her about the Mission House, and she ran to it one night. “I thank God that he led me to this place.”

			Both women ended up thanking God for their escapes, at least in the versions of their stories recorded by Christian missionaries.

			

			—

			IN THE SAME MONTH that Sing found safety at the Mission Home, a 240-foot-long steamer, the Nebraska, braved heavy rains and winds to reach the famously raucous seaport of San Francisco. The fifty-nine-hundred-mile sea journey from New Zealand took just over a month.

			Among the Nebraska’s first-class passengers was a thirty-eight-year-old Scottish woman named Isabella MacKenzie Cameron. With straight-backed dignity, Isabella descended the gangplank from the steamer to the wharf with most of her children—her teenage daughters Annie, Helen, and Catherine, twelve-year-old Jessie, and her eight-year-old son Allan. (Her namesake, Isabella, remained in Scotland to keep her grandparents company.)

			The steamer arrived on a blustery Christmas Eve in 1872 and made front-page news the next day. The Daily Alta noted that Mrs. Cameron had brought with her a sixth child, her youngest. Then just three and a half years old, her name was Donaldina, but the family called her Dolly.

			Isabella hoped to reunite her family. Her husband, a Scotsman named Allan Cameron, had gone ahead of the rest of the family to California, where opportunities for sheep farmers were said to be even better than those in New Zealand. He found a situation to his liking in the state’s vast and fertile San Joaquin valley. The plan was that his wife and children would follow him there.

			
			On November 21, Isabella and her progeny boarded the steamer in New Zealand, leaving the sheep ranch where they had lived and where Dolly was born on July 26, 1869. The ship stopped briefly in the city of Auckland, as scheduled, and then headed to Honolulu.

			In the sultry early days of their journey to the archipelago of Pacific islands, the steamer passed over coral reefs and skirted isolated tropical islands, with swaying groves of palms, banyan, and breadfruit trees on their shores. The younger Cameron children, who had lived much of their lives on a dusty sheep ranch in New Zealand, must have marveled at the rainbow-colored underwater worlds they glimpsed from the ship’s deck.

			Upon arriving at the Sandwich Islands (now known as Hawaii), the ship refueled with coal and picked up passengers. On December 16, the Nebraska was buffeted by gale-force headwinds for a solid week, accompanied by high seas. Even the luxury of a separate ladies’ drawing room couldn’t have made up for eight days and nights of being tossed about by the violent swells of the North Pacific.

			The Nebraska was uncomfortable: its fittings were old, its mattresses were lumpy, and when water splashed onto the upper deck, it would sometimes leak through the surface into the rooms below, making the matting on the saloon’s floor squish as passengers stepped on it. Worse, the bread served at meals crawled with tiny ants and weevils.

			A toddler, Dolly slept on poor bedding with the cockroaches skittering nearby. She might not even have felt the heaving swells as she was held in her mother’s arms. The adventure of spending more than a month in snug quarters with her mother and siblings perhaps made up for the slow passage across the rough seas.

			

			—

			DOLLY’S FIRST GLIMPSE of San Francisco, on December 24, was cloaked in gray. It had been raining most of the day, making the streets muddy and difficult to traverse by foot. The wharves, usually lively with the sounds of longshoremen at work and crowds waiting to greet the arriving passengers, were dampened by the fog and foul weather.

			
			“Ladies who persisted in going out yesterday presented a bedraggled appearance,” the newspaper reported, “and doubtless, wished they had stayed home.”

			San Francisco’s wharves were almost deserted, in part because of the weather but also because of the approaching holiday. “The rain was coming down nearly all day, and the result was that not a particle of work was done on any of the wharves. All the longshoremen were either at home or at their favorite resorts, enjoying a day’s forced idleness,” wrote a reporter for the Daily Alta who’d braved the foul weather to meet the incoming steamer.

			The Camerons spent their first night in the American Exchange Hotel on Sansome Street, which offered moderate prices for families. After disembarking, Mrs. Cameron and the six children made their way there, perhaps in the horse-drawn carriage it provided for free to guests. Rattling over the rain-slicked streets—some of which had recently been paved with cobblestones—the carriage took them from the wharf through a rapidly expanding port city where nearly every street that year was in a state of repair, regrading, or paving. Construction in San Francisco had been constant since an earthquake struck in 1868, cracking apart pavement and toppling masonry.

			They passed stately new buildings, darkened by the coal burned for heat throughout the city. At dusk, gas lamps cast their glow on the wet cobblestones and newly built sidewalks. Holiday shoppers thronged the streets, and shops laid out their glittering wares. A display of diamonds in the booming city had sparkled so brightly in one shopwindow, one newspaper reported in those years, that they “practically blinded the eye.”

			From the outside, the American Exchange Hotel looked respectable enough: it was a five-story brick building located across from Wells Fargo & Co.’s busy express office. But, in fact, it had declined since the tapering off of the gold rush in the mid-1850s, when it had hosted elaborate banquets offering terrapin and oyster soup, moving on to mutton saddle with cranberry sauce and plover, and ending with pineapple, ladyfingers, and jelly tarts.

			In the intervening decades, it had become one of the city’s many boardinghouses for seafarers and travelers from rural parts of the state. And like most boardinghouses in the city at the time, it was probably home to at least a few prostitutes. By the early 1870s, the hotel had slashed its prices for room and board to $1.50 a night, half the nightly fare at the city’s best hotels at the time. The American Exchange Hotel might not have been the jolliest of places for the Cameron family to spend Christmas Eve.

			

			—

			
			IN THE EARLY 1870S, the city had far more men on its streets than women, and it retained its rough, frontier-town rowdiness. One easterner described it around that time as “a town of men and taverns and board houses and billiard-saloons….It is the cussedest place for women.”

			During their short stay in San Francisco, Dolly and the younger Cameron children pressed their noses up to the glass in their family’s hotel room and gazed down on Chinese men going to work at a nearby cigar factory as the sweet, earthy scent of cured tobacco leaves floated into their window. The factory was still operating on Christmas morning, irrespective of the holiday celebrated by Dolly’s family—sturdy Scottish Presbyterians that they were.

			Dolly accompanied her mother down Kearny, a street that led through Chinatown a few blocks from the hotel. As they walked, three-year-old Dolly noticed that Isabella was attracting a great deal of male attention. Why are those men always turning and looking back? she later remembered wondering.

			Her mother, who’d attended a finishing school in Edinburgh and had learned to hold her chin high and carry herself with dignity, laughed and explained to her daughter that because there were so few women on the city’s streets, the men were curious.

			As a young child, Dolly wouldn’t have known that her mother was the focus of their keen interest because she was an unaccompanied female. Mrs. Cameron, in her modest Victorian shirtwaist that reached up to her neck, clearly wasn’t a prostitute—because women in that trade reddened their cheeks and wore dresses with plunging necklines. “I realized then it was because she was very beautiful,” Dolly recalled many decades later.

			
			If Mrs. Cameron was a novel sight to the Chinese men, the Chinese men were an unusual sight to the Cameron children, who’d grown up on sheep ranches in Scotland and New Zealand. The men shaved their foreheads and wore their hair plaited in a single long braid. The workers wore dark caps, loose cotton black pants, and jackets, while merchants wore more formal robes known as changshan. The scene of the Chinese men huddled under their umbrellas on their way to work that rainy Christmas day fascinated Dolly.

			What she glimpsed in the streets reflected the mass migration of the Chinese to dai fou, or what they also called Gum Saan (“Gold Mountain”). By the time the Camerons arrived in San Francisco in 1872, there were more than twelve thousand Chinese people living in the city, mostly squeezed into the eight-square-block area bordered by Sacramento, Stockton, Kearny, and Pacific Streets. Chinatown’s crowded conditions and poor sanitation had started to draw the attention of the city’s top health official, who reported that year that the death rate among San Francisco’s Chinese residents was nearly double that of the rest of the city.

			When the transcontinental railroad was completed in 1869, many Chinese returned to San Francisco. They found work as cigar makers, in laundries and shoe factories, and as servants to wealthy San Franciscans. The nation’s economy slumped in those postbellum years, and jobs in the city were scarce, so some frustrated whites turned against the city’s newest immigrant group, the Chinese. The result was a surge in violence toward Chinatown’s residents.

			Dolly’s family brushed up against one small sign of the city’s mounting resentment during their short stay. The American Exchange Hotel proudly advertised its policy of employing only “free white labor.” That meant that although Chinese men worked throughout the neighborhood, the American Exchange refused to hire them.
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			Reveille Cry

			A spirited rivalry arose between missionaries to win over “heathen souls.” Presbyterians, who two decades earlier had established the first Christian congregation for Asians in America on Chinatown’s Stockton Street, were paying close attention to what the Methodists were doing in terms of proselytizing among the Chinese a few blocks away.

			The leaders of the two Christian denominations wrote letters to their home offices, tallying up how many Chinese they’d each baptized. “Our hearts too are cheered by the application of 12 for baptism,” wrote one Presbyterian missionary to his supervisor in Philadelphia in 1873. For both groups, San Francisco’s Chinese “slave girls” became a new target for conversion.

			Otis Gibson, the Methodist minister who had helped Jin Ho, became an outspoken advocate for the Chinese. Although a gifted linguist who’d spent a decade in a Mandarin-speaking town near Shanghai before moving to San Francisco in 1868, he nonetheless required several years to teach himself Cantonese and thus directly minister to California’s Chinese immigrants, who mostly came from Guangdong, a province in southern China. As one of the few white defenders of the Chinese, Gibson rose to prominence in the 1870s by founding Sunday schools across the state in hope of converting the Chinese to Christianity.

			He learned of the horrifying deaths of eighteen Chinese men in what was then the sleepy pueblo of Los Angeles—a shocking preamble to the waves of anti-Chinese violence that would soon reach San Francisco.

			
			Gibson turned his skills as a writer and impassioned orator to defending the Chinese. Politicians, editors, and clergymen continued to blame Chinese immigrants for spreading disease and corruption. In March 1873, Gibson delivered a fiery defense of the Chinese in San Francisco’s Platt’s Hall. He decried what he saw every day in his work, including sex trafficking. “Chinese women are brought here as slaves, and for vilest purposes, and are daily bought and sold in this city.” He denounced what he called an “abominable traffic” and “festering sore.”
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					Sacramento Street in San Francisco’s Chinatown, 1866.

				
			
			Thundering his outrage over San Francisco officials’ complicity in the city’s slave trade, his critique of societal hypocrisy echoed the arguments made by abolitionists in the years leading up to the Civil War. And like the abolitionists in Britain who brought about the end of slavery in that country decades before it ended in the United States, many American antislavery activists were motivated by their religious beliefs. For the renegade Gibson, a father of two, the enslavement of Chinese women outraged both his conscience and his sense of justice.

			

			—

			BY MARCH 25, 1873, the fog that had blanketed San Francisco off and on for months lifted. The skies were clear and the westerly winds gentle. A group of women made their way past Union Square’s formal paths and palms to a meeting at the Calvary Presbyterian Church.

			Located in a fashionable residential district about six blocks from Chinatown, Calvary Presbyterian had a reputation for civic activism. The church’s first pastor, the Reverend William Anderson Scott, spoke out against local vigilante groups at the start of the Civil War and had included the Confederate president, Jefferson Davis, the Union’s nemesis, in his public prayers. Both instances had provoked the pastor’s local critics to hang him in effigy.

			Equally outspoken pastors came and went over the following decade. Calvary Presbyterian and other churches became fertile ground for the first shoots of a new social movement. This time the cause was sex slavery. The churchwomen were gathering to hear a missionary named Emily Gulick talk about human bondage and the plight of Chinese girls who were not valued by their parents as much as boys and were sometimes sold into prostitution.

			
			A decade earlier, Gulick had been working as a missionary in Hong Kong when she met and married her husband, John Gulick, a member of a prominent missionary family from Hawaii. On their return to China after a yearlong leave in London, stormy weather in 1873 forced them to lay over in San Francisco. Gulick used the unexpected stop to share her stories from China.

			When the small, dark-haired Emily Gulick rose to speak in the lecture hall, she looked out onto a crowd made up mostly of women in ankle-length gowns and shawls. As soon as she finished, most of her audience hurried for the exits, perhaps unsettled by her talk and discomfited by a subject that many Protestant churches did not discuss. They “silently stole away,” wrote one of the eight women in the audience who stayed, quoting a popular poem by Henry Wadsworth Longfellow.

			But Gulick’s descriptions of conditions in China, which included famine and the sale of daughters by impoverished parents, so moved the few women who remained that they decided to form the Woman’s Foreign Missionary Society, to support an orphanage and school in Shanghai.

			These San Francisco women were not alone in their desire to connect with the Chinese. They were part of a swelling of Christian evangelism known as the Second Great Awakening. For Victorian-era women who did not have the right to vote and possessed almost no political or economic power outside the home, this movement held special appeal. It was one of the few areas where they could wield influence.

			Women’s missionary societies sprouted up throughout America, offering their members ways to expand their experience and address social problems in their communities. Devout women pushed for temperance in the consumption of alcohol. They also campaigned against prostitution and made headlines by bursting into brothels to hold prayer meetings.

			San Francisco was a broad target for reformers of all types. Newly arrived Christian women saw an opportunity to help civilize the most vice-ridden city in the West by appealing to what the writer Bret Harte satirically called the “heathen Chinee”—both to stop this immigrant group from being abused and to find potential converts to Christianity.

			

			—

			
			THE WIVES OF PRESBYTERIAN MISSIONARIES, working alongside their husbands, began organizing to open a second rescue home for Chinese women in San Francisco. Among them was Samantha Condit, the new bride of one of two Presbyterian missionaries assigned to Chinatown. She and her husband lived in a dilapidated Mission House located in Chinatown, an area most privileged San Franciscans did their best to avoid.

			Defying convention, Condit sought out Chinese women on the street and in the schoolroom and offered them sewing classes. She also invited them into her home before accompanying them to a church service. “They were first entertained socially in our house then a service held for them in the chapel,” wrote her husband to his supervisor. “The bitterness not shown here against the Chinese is I believe working for good.” By reaching out to Chinese prostitutes, Condit took on a social problem that many of her contemporaries thought was hopeless, distasteful, and potentially a liability to one’s own social standing.

			Gibson called the effort to help Chinese women, who were the most scorned and powerless people in the city, “a Herculean and almost hopeless task.” Few San Franciscans were sympathetic to the plight of the Chinese, although many of the city’s wealthier families employed Chinese servants. “So Christianity gathered up her skirts and passed by the women’s plight,” as Gibson wrote.

			Wives of current or former missionaries were the exception. One of the women who attended that first meeting in March 1873 was Caroline Hubbell Cole, a wealthy woman from Sacramento who had once lived in China with her missionary husband. A passionate advocate for girls’ education who had started a school for girls in Ningbo, in the eastern Chinese province of Zhejiang, Cole was deeply affected by an article in the influential California magazine The Overland Monthly on the plight of Chinese girls in San Francisco. She moved to the city in the late 1860s with her son and adopted Chinese daughter and began teaching the girls under the auspices of the Presbyterian Mission.

			
			After visiting some of her Chinese students in the tenements where they lived, Cole reported to Gibson and others that there were probably other young Chinese women who would escape their circumstances if only they knew where to go.

			About two weeks after the gathering at Calvary Presbyterian, Samantha Condit, Emily Gulick, and Caroline Cole met at the modest Presbyterian Mission House on Stockton Street, where they established a California branch of the Woman’s Foreign Missionary Society. It was an offshoot of a Presbyterian women’s organization headquartered in Philadelphia that had begun three years earlier to support missionaries in foreign countries.

			But doubts about their decision to support a project in distant Shanghai soon crept in. And after becoming more aware of the plight of Chinese girls in San Francisco, they began questioning whether they’d chosen the right group to try to help.

			At a meeting on a bleak day in December 1873, they decided to pray about it after singing “My Faith Looks Up to Thee.”

			
				While life’s dark maze I tread

				And griefs around me spread,

				Be Thou my Guide.

			

			One latecomer to the prayer meeting gave voice to their thoughts. She motioned that the group change its focus from distant China. “I move that we work for the Chinese here, and that all our efforts be directed to the establishment of a Chinese home in San Francisco,” she said. Her fellow Presbyterians passed the motion. Following the lead of the Methodists, the Woman’s Foreign Missionary Society shifted its focus to Chinese girls and women in San Francisco.

			“A Home is the reveille cry for our Society,” wrote Condit, acting as the young group’s secretary, in the organization’s first annual report. “This Home is designed to be a refuge for Chinese women who may desire to lead lives of respectability and usefulness. It is also expected to furnish protection for such as may be rescued from a life of sin.”

			
			By directing their efforts toward Chinese women who were their neighbors in San Francisco, these churchwomen were at the cusp of a new movement. Until then, most missionaries went to foreign countries to try to win converts to Christianity, sometimes using cruel and insensitive methods such as forbidding potential converts to speak in their own language and teaching the inferiority of native culture. The idea of aiding recent immigrants in their own cities was just starting to take hold among women’s groups in an early expression of feminism, or what they described as “woman’s work for women.”
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			“No Ordinary Person”

			One of San Francisco’s most infamous residents of the 1870s was known by several different names, including Achoy, Atoy, or Ah Toy. She was one of a handful of Chinese prostitutes who chose her profession and, for more than two decades, successfully navigated her way through San Francisco’s corrupt legal system without the help of missionaries. She was renowned for her tall stature, willow-green pantaloons, and tiny bound feet, the mark of an upper-class Chinese woman.
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					A prostitute in San Francisco’s Chinatown, standing in the doorway of a brothel.

				
			
			Ah Toy had arrived in San Francisco from Hong Kong just after the 1848 gold rush. She was twenty-one. And like the vast majority of French, Mexican, Peruvian, and Chinese women who had made their way to the frontier city as prostitutes at that time, she was there in the hope of wrangling her share of the new wealth dug up by lucky miners. She began by working as a loungei, a vulgar Chinese term that means “woman always holding her legs up.” She plied her trade in a small lean-to in an alley off Clay Street, near what would become the heart of Chinatown. She was one of the few Chinese women in the city then, and men would gather outside her tiny shack.

			Almost as soon as she arrived, she sought justice through the legal system. In 1849, she appeared in court to lodge a complaint against two of her customers for cheating her out of one ounce of gold dust (worth about $16 at the time, or about $485 in today’s dollars). Ah Toy was offering a sort of peep show, where the men could look at her naked body and see for themselves if the rumors were true that Chinese women were anatomically different from white women. Some miners arriving in San Francisco on boats from Sacramento were so eager to glimpse the Chinese beauty that they’d run from the wharves to Clay Street “to gaze upon the countenance of the charming Ah Toy.” More than a few of those same eager men dropped brass fittings into her bowl instead of gold dust, in an attempt to cheat her. Ah Toy had two of them arrested and brought her complaint before a judge.

			
			Her appearance in court caused almost as much of a stir as her allegations. She stood before the judge wearing an apricot satin jacket, chartreuse pantaloons, and colorful socks covering her tiny feet. She’d arranged her dark hair in a discreet bun and patted her skin with rice powder, making it exceptionally white. When the judge asked her to detail her charges, she left the courtroom briefly and returned with a porcelain bowl filled to the brim with brass shavings. Her evidence provoked laughter, until she started pointing at other men in the courtroom who she claimed had also cheated her. The judge ruled against her.

			Such legal action brought her scorn. The Annals of San Francisco, a history of the city first published in 1855, stated that within a few years of her arrival “every body knew that famous or infamous character, who was alternately the laughing-stock and the plague of the place.”

			In 1851, a man claiming to be her husband in Hong Kong attempted to have her sent back to China. An affidavit in the case stated that “Atoy” had “immigrated to this country for the purpose of bettering her condition; and that she is anxious to make California her permanent home, and not to return to China.” This time the judge, who also heard testimony of death threats against her, ruled in her favor, requiring her adversaries to post hefty bonds.

			Not long after the threats to her life and attempted deportation, Ah Toy showed up in court again—“blooming with youth, beauty and rouge” and “wearing a daring bonnet and orange-colored shawl”—this time claiming that three men had stolen a diamond brooch worth $300 from her.

			The reporter relayed the questioning of Ah Toy’s Chinese interpreter in the mocking, pidgin-English style of Bret Harte’s infamous “heathen Chinee” story:

			
				
				RECORDER: Do you know what it is to come into Court and testify?

				ANSWER: Yes, a man steal Atoy’s pin.

				RECORDER: Could you be punished for telling a lie?

				ANSWER: Yes, Atoy tell me three men come in, steal pin.

				COUNSEL: Do you know the difference between good and bad?

				ANSWER: Oh yes; some men good—some men bad—man stealy Atoy’s pin be very bad.

			

			The court then decided the interpreter didn’t understand English well enough to serve as Ah Toy’s translator, so it sent for another one. The reporter noted that “Miss Atoy appeared to be highly incensed at this conclusion….[Her] voice rose to so high a pitch that even the clerk, who is usually very cool under such circumstances, was considerably frightened.”

			Ah Toy went on a tirade that expanded to include what she considered “the corruption in the legal profession generally.” The judge didn’t appear to take offense. The new interpreter arrived and swore to tell the truth. The trial lasted for several days, and ultimately Ah Toy recovered her pin after the thieves offered to sell it to a jeweler.

			She continued to appear in courtrooms both as a defendant and as a plaintiff. By one tally, she showed up in court at least fifty times during her first three years in San Francisco. Clearly, she was a feisty and self-assured businesswoman. Yet her time in the city also involved a great deal of suffering. She had been publicly mocked, stolen from, and treated as if she were not human. Her emotional pain from these experiences was so deep that within six years of arriving, she attempted suicide.

			She survived that episode and, within a few years, was able to parlay her earnings into the capital necessary to start her own brothel. The Annals of San Francisco attributed the rise in the number of Chinese prostitutes in the city to Ah Toy’s influence, decrying these women as “the most indecent and shameless part of the population” and condemning the main street of Chinatown, then called Dupont Street and later renamed Grant Avenue, as “thickly peopled with these vile creatures.” Eventually, she became both a madam and an importer of Chinese prostitutes, shrewdly taking as a lover a man named John A. Clark who headed a special police patrol charged with investigating brothels.

			
			She joined eighteen other women who were counted as brothel owners in San Francisco and was part of a thriving form of enterprise in the city that employed thousands of women of all ethnicities. The census for 1870 included prostitution as an occupation; it was not only legal but one of the few kinds of work, alongside being teachers, laundresses, and seamstresses, open to women at that time.

			Ah Toy’s public life as a madam came to an end just as a campaign against what would be called “yellow slavery” was in its infancy. Less than two years before the church ladies gathered in March 1873, determined to try to rescue Chinese women from forced prostitution, Ah Toy retired from the business. According to a two-sentence newspaper item in October 1871, Ah Toy married a man named One Ho in San Jose. Far from Clay Street, she lived a long life, dying in 1928, just before her hundredth birthday.

			

			—

			IN THE SPRING OF 1873, as the Presbyterian churchwomen were forming their missionary society, the Cameron family had reunited and was living about 150 miles southeast of San Francisco, on a ranch in the San Joaquin valley. Allan Cameron, Dolly’s father, had grown up in a Scottish sheep-farming family and had joined a wave of Scots who left the country in the nineteenth century to seek opportunities elsewhere. In Allan’s case, he had first immigrated to New Zealand before moving to the United States.

			By his late twenties, Allan Cameron was enough of a catch to attract the beautiful Isabella MacKenzie, a member of an ancient clan of Highland Scots who lived near Inverness. Family lore has it that the young Allan used to visit the Royal Hotel in the town of Dingwall, which the MacKenzie family had long owned. There he met Isabella as a child, twenty-one years younger than he was. Allan used to tease Isabella that he would marry her when she grew up. He kept his promise.

			Allan and Isabella married in the summer of 1853, when she was eighteen and he forty. When Isabella tied herself to Allan, he was a wealthy man who owned Dreim Farm, a sheep ranch that was part of a Highfield estate north of Inverness in the parish of Urray. By the early 1860s, the couple had four children.

			A financial crisis struck the family after Allan, along with other members of the Cameron clan, invested in a business that failed. In response to these hard times, Allan boarded a schooner in Glasgow and sailed to New Zealand, where he worked as the manager of a large sheep station near Clydevale, about thirty miles inland from Molyneux Bay. The rest of the family soon joined him. In 1869, when Dolly was born, she was the only member of her immediate family not born in Scotland.

			
			Life in New Zealand brought certain deprivations. They’d left behind in Scotland a large group of aunts and cousins who had helped care for the older Cameron children, so Dolly’s care often fell to her siblings. Sister Jessie and brother Allan, charged with watching over the baby, sometimes grew bored with the job, especially given the more exciting adventures to be had. So they came up with an unorthodox solution to keep Dolly in one place.

			“There weren’t any roaming dangers in the way of people or animals or snakes—at least around the sheep station in New Zealand,” wrote Dolly’s niece, many years later, “so the children sometimes tied their baby sister with a long manuka rope [a kind of rope made from a native New Zealand plant] while they went about their business.”

			Not long after Dolly’s second birthday, her father headed to California alone to try his luck, taking with him a special breed of sheep from New Zealand. He hoped to restore his family’s financial stability by raising sheep that produced wool superior to the kind produced by California’s predominant herds. His success would depend on the quality of the pasturelands where his sheep would graze and his skill in shearing them and marketing their wool. The family joined him, hopes high.

			The ranch house where the Camerons lived at Berenda was stark, but the family found beauty in their surroundings. On clear days, they could see the peaks of the Sierra Nevada to the east, and antelope would sometimes graze in the fields nearby. In the spring, the children picked baby blue eyes and other wildflowers in the meadows. To make the hours pass more quickly in this isolated setting, they recited the works of Henry Wadsworth Longfellow, the American poet known for The Song of Hiawatha who was then at the height of his popularity.

			But life in California also presented new challenges. The Central Valley, which was stiflingly hot in the summer and miserably cold in the winter, was a world away from both the cool Scottish Highlands and the rainy Molyneux Bay. The Camerons’ ranch at Berenda was isolated, surrounded by hundreds of acres of open grassland. They had a single servant—a Chinese cook called Jim. When the younger Allan got an abscessed tooth, he had to ride his horse twenty miles to the nearest dentist, who yanked it out. He then turned back, nearly reaching home before fainting from the pain and falling off his horse. He eventually climbed back into his saddle and rode back to his family.

			
			More serious problems had begun almost as soon as Isabella and the children joined Allan on the sheep ranch. Not only was the United States struggling from a severe economic downturn in 1873, triggered by banking failures that led to a stock market collapse, but a drought had scorched California’s Central Valley for two years in a row, putting strain on ranchers like Cameron who relied on water and available grasses for their sheep. Sheep rustlers also targeted the herd managed by the Camerons. When Allan Cameron discovered the sheep were gone, he set off alone to follow the gang of men who’d stolen them.

			By the time he tracked them down, the rustlers had slit the throats of most of the sheep and thrown their carcasses into a stream, perhaps to dissuade the rancher from following them. This was during the winter months, a time when rains turned dry ravines into raging streams. Drenched in the pursuit, Allan developed a bad case of pneumonia from which he never fully recovered. He ended up selling his remaining sheep at a steep discount of fifty cents a head. The failure took a permanent toll on the health and spirits of the Cameron patriarch.

			Dolly’s mother also suffered. She’d long experienced debilitating migraines but faced a far more serious health crisis after her appendix burst while visiting the San Francisco Bay Area to arrange the wedding of her daughter Helen.

			Isabella had hoped to reverse the family’s slide in fortunes by arranging a good match. But Helen balked at her mother’s choice of a husband, the son of the wealthy Dutch consul who was more than twice her age. Amid this family drama, Isabella died suddenly, on May 23, 1874, in the city where she had landed with her children just seventeen months before. She was only forty, and Dolly had not yet celebrated her fifth birthday.

			
			The family’s grief was deep and lasting. Isabella’s death forced the two eldest daughters, Annie and Helen, then both in their late teens, to help raise their three younger siblings, as well as to keep house for their father, brother, and sisters. Helen never did marry the groom her late mother had chosen for her. The loss of Isabella left her girls vulnerable, because it was a Victorian mother’s job to guide her daughters into good marriages as they came of age. The five Cameron sisters in America were forced to rely on each other instead, knitting them even more closely together.

			The extended Cameron clan mourned. Isabella’s father in Scotland was bereft after Dolly’s oldest sister, Annie, wrote him with the news. “My dear Isabella was my first born,” wrote Dolly’s grandfather Donald MacKenzie from his home in Dingwall in a July 1874 letter two months after his daughter Isabella’s death.

			
				I loved her with more than ordinary parental affection. Perhaps too much so, and is now made to suffer for my idolatry; but your Mother was no ordinary person possessed of no ordinary talents and active courage to go through with her places, and
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