
  

  Author’s Notes


  FASCINATING TRUE TALES FROM OLD CALIFORNIA: CROOKED CON MEN, Eccentric Immigrants, and Fearless Females Who Shaped the Golden State contains a sampling of the lives of many of the most interesting people who were part of California’s colorful history. Selecting the stories to include in the book was difficult, as there are hundreds from which to choose. In the end, I decided to write a cross-section of stories that might be unfamiliar to many of my readers, like why ladybugs are considered lucky, California’s participation in the Civil War, the pirate attack in Monterey, the only woman who was hanged in California, and much more. Included are biographies about some of the state’s most amazing movers and shakers, like James Lick, Leland Stanford, and John Downey, all famous names to Californians. Some of the topics are fun and light, while others are heavy and serious. My goal was to include something for everyone to enjoy, and to teach, entertain, and surprise you. For most readers, many of these narratives will make you say, “Wow! I didn’t know that!”


  I wrote each of these chapters as a stand-alone story. That way, they don’t need to be read in any sort of order. The problem is that putting the book together in this way creates some duplication of information, such as the introductions for stories taking place during the gold rush. I’ve also included references in parentheses to other chapters in the book that are relevant to the chapter being read. That way, readers can find additional information on that topic. I hope this “cross-pollination” helps you get the biggest possible picture of the events I’m describing.


  Since so many people in these stories lived in the same place and at the same time, they would have either known each other or have been affected by each other’s actions. For example, the social elite, most of whom had become millionaires from the gold rush, probably attended the same balls and theater performances, dined at the same fine restaurants, went to the same churches, and shopped at the same stores. The more prominent men would have likely known each other through their membership in the Masons or other organizations. Their experiences, their children’s time at school, everything in their lives would have intersected and overlapped, especially in Northern California’s earliest days.


  I’ve included a timeline of many of the major events that occurred in California between 1542 and the early part of the twentieth century to help you reference and understand the complicated patchwork of history in the Golden State.


  As for me, I was born and raised in California. I studied history and anthropology in college, with a specialization in California history. And I worked as a research historian for the California University system, conducting oral history interviews and research grants relating to California history. Through the years, I’ve collected a vast library of old and new California history books, and I’ve spent years traveling around the state visiting most of the places I’ve written about in this book.


  I hope you enjoy reading these stories as much as I’ve loved researching and writing them. If you have any questions, please contact me at my website: colleenadairfliedner.com. While there, you can click on my blog to read more interesting stories on various historical topics.



  

  Brief California History Timeline


  SPANISH PERIOD (1769–1821)




	1542
	Cabrillo claims California for Spain.



	1741
	Russians establish a trading post in Sitka, Alaska.



	July 1769
	Father Junipero Serra dedicates the first mission in San Diego. Another twenty missions will be built north of San Diego between 1769 and 1823, ending with Mission San Francisco Solano.



	October 1769
	Gaspar de Portola leads an exploratory march from San Diego, north to what is now Monterey.



	June 1770
	Monterey is officially founded and serves as the first capital of Alta California under both Spanish and Mexican rule.



	June 1776
	Mission Dolores is built at San Francisco de Asis in honor of St. Francis of Assisi.



	Fall 1781
	Forty-four men, women, and children are the first settlers to arrive at the new pueblo of Los Angeles. Led by a detachment of seventeen Spanish soldiers, they consist of eleven married couples and twenty-two children. Most are of mixed race: mestizo, black, Indian, and Spanish.



	1785–1846
	The Spanish government awards large parcels of land to retiring soldiers as an incentive to keep them from leaving Alta California. After Mexico takes ownership of the territory, the government continues giving land grants to citizens of Mexico to encourage them to move to California to raise cattle and resume the process of settling the sparsely populated areas.







	1812
	The Russians establish Fort Ross near what is now Bodega Bay north of San Francisco. They grow food for the fur trappers and soldiers, including sending food by ship to their settlements in Alaska. The Russian American Fur Company hunts otters and sends their skins back to their home country. Spain sees the Russian settlement as a threat to its claim on California and deepens its need to populate the region to keep it as a Spanish colony.






  MEXICAN PERIOD (1821–1846)




	1821
	Mexico’s independence from Spain includes taking over Alta California. Missions are secularized, and the mission system slowly disintegrates over the next decade.



	1824
	The Mexican Colony Law is passed by the Mexican government, establishing new rules for gifting large parcels of land in Alta California.



	1828
	More than thirty land grants have already been awarded to Spanish soldiers under Spanish colonial rules. The Mexican Colony Law breaks up the enormous parcels of land that had formerly been granted to the twenty-one missions and allows Mexican citizens, most of whom are relatives or friends of Mexican officials, to petition for the newly available acreage. The original promise Mexico had made was that the land would be returned to the Indigenous tribes who had occupied those areas for generations. That promise was broken, and the Indians who had survived diseases introduced by the European and American settlers were subjugated to working as servants or laborers, while others were forced to live on reservations.







	1834
	Mexicans living in California demand that the vast amount of property given to the missions when they were established—literally owned by the Catholic Church—be taken back by the Mexican government. This results in the “Decree of Confiscation,” which allows Mexican residents to purchase the newly available lands at cheap prices.



	1839
	The first land grant given to a non-Mexican is awarded to John Sutter. Sutter’s Fort was near what would become the town of Sacramento. Its original name was “New Helvetia,” after Sutter’s homeland in Switzerland. Sutter grows crops that are sold to immigrants arriving via wagon trains along the California Trail.



	1841
	John Sutter purchases Fort Ross from the Russians. They abandon the settlement after they have decimated the otter population and their fur trade is ruined.



	May 1841
	The first overland wagon train of Americans bound for California leaves from Kansas City. Led by the famous John Bidwell, part of the group splits off, heading for Oregon. The rest of the settlers barely survive crossing the eastern Sierra Nevada Mountains.



	1842
	Gold is found in what is now called Placerita Canyon southwest of the Antelope Valley by Francisco Lopez. While searching for lost cattle in the canyon, he stops to eat lunch by a stream, pulls up a few wild onions, and discovers the shiny flakes on the plant’s roots.



	1845
	As fears of a war with Mexico grow after numerous conflicts in Texas, United States naval ships (the Pacific Squadron) are sent around Cape Horn to patrol California’s waters. They are ordered to secure all ports along the coast in the event of war with Mexico.







	May 1846
	Mexico officially goes to war with the United States.



	July 1846
	A small group of American settlers, happy to be out from under the control of Mexican officials, declare their own independence from Mexico. Calling themselves “Los Osos,” they raise the “Bear Flag of the California Republic” in Sonoma. Their victory is short-lived when John Fremont and his troops arrive and claim California for the United States. The flag adopted for California’s eventual statehood, however, includes much of the Bear Flag’s design.



	August 1846
	General John Fremont leads troops into Los Angeles in a parade-like display, complete with a band playing. At that time, Los Angeles is the largest town in Alta California. Mexican generals, including Andres Pico, lead campaigns to reclaim Los Angeles at the Battle of San Pasqual north of San Diego, the Battle of Dominguez Rancho, and the Battle of Rio San Gabriel. Fremont temporarily leaves Los Angeles because his troops are outnumbered.



	1846
	Yerba Buena (San Francisco’s original name) is claimed by the U.S. Navy. The American flag is flown in the town’s main plaza.



	January 13, 1847
	Mexican officials in California (Californios) sign the Treaty of Cahuenga ending the war in Alta California.



	1847
	The name Yerba Buena is changed to San Francisco.



	January 1848
	John Marshall discovers gold on the American River.



	February 1848
	The Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo formally ends the war with Mexico in all affected areas: Texas, New Mexico, and the northern portion of California (Alta). Baja California remains under Mexican rule.



	January 1849
	Shiploads of prospectors from Chile, including Vicente Pérez Rosales, who come to search for gold are among the earliest miners in the goldfields.







	Spring 1849
	The first wagons with Americans arrive for the gold rush. An estimated twenty-five thousand men, women, and children make the overland trip to California during the early years after the discovery of gold.



	August 1849
	The first shiploads of gold-seeking hopefuls from America arrive in San Francisco and head for the Mother Lode country in the Sierra Nevada Mountains.



	September 1849
	A constitution is drafted in Monterey that sets up a state government, even though statehood hasn’t yet been granted by Washington, DC.



	September 1850
	California’s statehood is official. San Jose is chosen as the new state capital. A provisional state government is set up with Peter Hardeman Burnett as the first American governor.



	1850
	Sacramento, which means “sacrament” in Spanish, is incorporated, making it the oldest incorporated city in California. Because of its proximity to the gold-fields, Sacramento becomes a trading and shipping center with a burgeoning population of merchants and their families. It doesn’t become the state capital until 1854.



	1850–1860
	Calling for the extermination of California’s Indigenous people, Governor Burnett authorizes groups of private citizens to participate in the killing of Native Americans. The state spends more than $1 million to fund this wholesale bloodbath. The survivors of the more than one hundred tribes are sent to newly created reservations or to work as laborers on ranches.



	March 1851
	The California Land Act is passed, requiring owners of the vast acreage granted to them under Spanish or Mexican rule to prove legal ownership.



	June 1851
	A Committee of Vigilance is formed in San Francisco to address violent crimes many residents feel are being ignored by the local government.







	1852
	The first Wells, Fargo & Company office opens in San Francisco, providing banking and express services.



	1853
	Levi Strauss arrives in San Francisco from Bavaria, opening a dry goods store. He will eventually create his famous canvas pants with rivets on the pockets for miners.



	1854
	The American government sets up the San Francisco Mint.



	1853–1854
	Mare Island Naval Yard is established on San Pablo Bay to support the Pacific Naval Squadron. Commander David Farragut and his family arrive and establish their residence on the island.



	January 1855
	Panama’s new railroad running between the Atlantic and Pacific Oceans is completed, making it much easier for people to get to California.



	February 1855
	To service the miners in the gold diggings, one of the first railroads in California is constructed between Folsom and Sacramento.



	May 1856
	A Second Committee of Vigilance is formed in San Francisco, because many people believe there is too much political corruption.



	1859
	Alcatraz Island Prison is built to incarcerate criminals convicted of serious crimes. During the Civil War, Confederate insurrectionists are also held there.



	1861
	The Civil War breaks out in South Carolina.



	1862
	The Great California Drought means the final end of the grand old ranchos.



	1865
	The Civil War ends.



	1868
	An earthquake hits, doing substantial damage. It is centered in the East Bay.



	1869
	John Downey and Phineas Banning establish the first railroad in Southern California between the harbor at Wilmington (formerly known as New San Pedro) and Los Angeles.







	1869
	The completion of the transcontinental railroad connects Northern California with the rest of the United States. It brings even more immigrants to California.



	1870
	Golden Gate Park opens in San Francisco.



	1870
	The total number of all the Native American people in California is estimated to be around 150,000 at the beginning of the gold rush. By 1870, those numbers drop to around 30,000.



	1870
	Flecks of gold are found in a creek in San Diego County near the small town of Julian.



	1871
	A racially charged attack in Los Angeles’ Chinatown results in the hanging of between seventeen and twenty Chinese men.



	1876
	The Southern Pacific Railroad linking Northern and Southern California is completed.



	1877
	Violent attacks on Chinese immigrants in San Francisco leave four Chinese men dead, and a great deal of property in Chinatown is damaged or destroyed.



	1880
	Scottish writer Robert Louis Stevenson arrives in Monterey, California.



	May 1882
	The Chinese Exclusion Act prohibits Chinese citizens to continue immigrating to California.



	1883
	Maria Downey, wife of John Downey, is among those killed in a terrible train wreck in the Tehachapi portion of the Southern Pacific Railroad’s tracks.



	1892
	The Chinese Exclusion Act is renewed and becomes “permanent” in 1902. The act is repealed in 1943, although only a limited number of Chinese are allowed to immigrate per year. This changes again in 1952 with the Immigration and Nationality Act, abolishing racial discrimination.



	1898
	Another earthquake in the Bay Area causes moderate damage.






  AFTER 1900




	1904
	Early versions of submarine performance tests are held in San Pablo Bay near Mare Island. They’re so dangerous that the men onboard must provide a will before the dives.



	April 1906
	A major earthquake and fire destroys much of San Francisco, killing thousands of people. Other nearby cities also experience damage.



	1909
	Fort Ross State Historic Park is established.



	1914
	The Panama Canal opens, making California and the Pacific region much more accessible.



	1915
	The Panama-Pacific International Exposition is held in San Francisco less than ten years after the city’s destruction in the 1906 earthquake.



	1915
	Charles Hatfield, nicknamed the “Rainmaker,” is hired to end San Diego’s terrible drought.



	July 1916
	As the nation prepares in case President Wilson decides to go to war against Germany and its allies, California’s own National Guard Machine Gun Company trains in San Rafael for the inevitable call to arms. These men had recently returned from guarding the Mexican border.



	April 1917
	The United States joins the Allied Forces in World War I.



	1917
	An explosion set off by a German spy at Mare Island kills six people and injures thirty-eight.







  

  Chapter 1


  What’s in a Name?


  CALIFORNIA. THE NAME EVOKES VISIONS OF BEAUTIFUL BEACHES, PERfect weather, soaring mountains, and a place where people can get a fresh start in life. California. Where people from all over the world can come to live the American dream.
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  Queen Calafia mural at the Mark Hopkins Hotel. PAINTING BY MAYNARD DIXON AND FRANK VON SLOUN (1926).


  While most states got their names from Spanish terms, Native American languages, or British royalty, the “Golden State” was named after a fictional woman warrior. According to the old Spanish records, the name, California, first appeared in the sixteenth century book Las Sergas de Esplandián. It’s a romantic tale about a race of Amazon warrior women who lived on a great island west of India called California. The dark-skinned women wore jewelry made of pure gold and precious stones, and they fed their male children to their pet griffins (mythological beasts).


  In his novel, Garci Rodriguez de Montalvo describes the women’s ruler, Queen Calafia, as a magnificent pagan huntress who leads her followers to Constantinople to defeat the Christians. They rode their griffins into battle and wielded golden weapons. But in the end, good won over evil. The Amazon women all converted to the true religion, an epic tale reflecting Spain’s defeat of the Muslims who had invaded the southern portion of their country.


  Linguists have theorized that the novel’s author simply made up the word Calafia, based on the Arabic word Khalif (or Khalifa, the feminine spelling of an Arabic ruler). Some historians have postulated that Hernán Cortés had read the famous novel, and after his defeat of the Aztec empire in 1521, he sent ships from his base in Acapulco on the west coast of Mexico to look for the bejeweled Amazon women in the region called California.


  When the Spanish sailors came ashore on the tip of what was eventually called Baja California, they believed the land was an island. There were dark-skinned Natives, though they weren’t the statuesque Amazon women described in Las Sergas de Esplandián. Still, the men believed they had located the island of riches called California. Under that assumption, the Spaniards searched for the gold and jewels that Rodriguez de Montalvo described in his popular novel. Perhaps his readers, and there were large numbers of them, believed the author had some sort of insight into the magical place, and that much of his book was based on fact. Of course, it wasn’t. And yet, even after the Spanish explorers didn’t find jewels and gold, the name California stuck . . . and at least part of the legend came true with the eventual discovery of gold all over the new territory.


  Although there are several versions of this story, we do know that the term California began to show up in documents written by Spanish explorers beginning in 1542, when Juan Rodriquez Cabrillo mentioned it in his journal. In reports written by an assistant to Hernán Cortés between 1550 and 1556, there were three references to a region called California that was actually much larger than today’s state of California.


  Whether it was a territory of Spain, Mexico, or America, Queen Calafia’s California has maintained its age-old moniker. The origin of the state’s enchanting name is just one more piece of California’s unique and colorful history.



  

  Chapter 2


  California’s Devilish Fleas


  DIARIES AND LETTERS FROM THE LATE 1700S THROUGH THE MID-1800s often made references to California’s “devilish” flea problem. Visitors wrote bitter accounts of their experiences, complaining that the fleas of California were as bad as “any of the plagues inflicted by Moses and Aaron” upon the Egyptians. The fleas, said one author, were the “punishments of purgatory,” and that he hoped he would never see or feel their prickly bites again.
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  Drawing of guests at a rancho trying to sleep (ca. 1858). COURTESY OF LOS ANGELES PUBLIC LIBRARY.


  And yet, the romantic myth of California’s ranchos persisted for decades. Tales of beautiful senoritas, dashing vaqueros (horsemen), colorful fiestas, and delicious, spicy foods continued to draw adventurous travelers to Old California. Were reports about the terrible swarms of fleas simply ignored?


  The first mention of “California’s scourge” was recorded in the diary of Father Juan Crespi in October 1769. Accompanying the first group of Spanish explorers heading north from San Diego, Crespi and the Portola party camped near an abandoned Native American village in the coastal portion of what is now San Mateo County. Curious about how the Indigenous people lived, several soldiers entered one of the “grass habitations.” In the dim light, it was hard to see that everything was covered with an undulating layer of fleas. Sensing that a meal had arrived, swarms of the insects began to jump on the poor soldiers. Turning on heel, the men ran from the village, their clothes and flesh crawling with the bloodsuckers.


  Naming the area (including much of today’s San Mateo County) “Las Pulgas” (the fleas), the expeditioners made a hasty retreat. Today, residents of the area are reminded of Old California’s terrible flea problem every time they drive on Alameda de las Pulgas, or Avenue of the Fleas, a busy road that connects many of the cities located within the original 35,240-acre Spanish land grant. The property and adobe house received the unfortunate name “Rancho de las Pulgas.”


  One adventurer who stayed at a famous rancho in San Bruno Valley (south of San Francisco) was surprised to learn that he would be sleeping with his hosts and their children on a “great leather bed.” He said of his experience that each night, they were all “devoured by fleas and badly protected from the evening coolness.” It was far from the wonderful experience he had hoped for.


  Another group of travelers left a scathing account of their experiences at another rancho. Although the food and entertainment were good, even the nicest buildings were teaming with fleas. The visitors were shocked to discover that scratching (even in the most intimate areas of one’s body) was not only socially acceptable but also expected . . . even in mixed company.


  The guest house was a small adobe with planks along the walls that served as beds. After entering the building, the men noticed that the floor seemed to be moving. A moment later, the bottoms of their pants were black, their flesh prickling with bites. Hopping up on the “beds” to escape, each man rubbed his lower legs with alcohol, killing enough fleas “to fill a large cemetery.” Their efforts were futile. The blankets, the walls, the ceiling—everywhere there was a never-ending supply of hungry fleas. The men sought refuge in a nearby clump of trees. Some slept on piles of boughs, while others climbed into the trees in an effort to catch a few winks. Still, there was no escaping the aggressive parasites, though there were apparently far fewer outside than inside the adobe buildings.


  Like the local Native Americans, the Spanish/Mexican population who settled in California had learned to live with the area’s flea infestation. Although no one could completely escape the nasty bites, the sun-bronzed skin of the local residents was reputedly far tougher than that of the fair-skinned newcomers. Californios are said to have pitied the “grin-gos,” for they knew that the fleas would be well fed on their tender flesh.


  Of course, the “scourge of California” wasn’t confined to the ranchos. The mountains of the Sierra Nevada were also breeding grounds for the tiny vampires. An English writer complained that, as soon as he entered his quarters in one of the mining camps, he was attacked by fleas “with a vigor that was perfectly astonishing.” He wrote that “unlike most common varieties of flea, the horrible California pests boldly faced their victims as they attacked.” He also remarked that the fleas traveled on the ground like “little herds of wild cattle.” One can only wonder if this was a slight exaggeration.


  The cities didn’t fare much better. From Los Angeles to San Francisco, the complaints were the same. For instance, guests staying at the “finest” hotel just south of San Francisco slept on wooden planks covered with blankets that were virtually alive with fleas.


  Flea fever, often called “California’s epidemic evil,” was a common ailment that resulted from infected flea bites. A writer visiting from the East Coast who had contracted the malady said that flea fever “drove away sleep and tormented a man to madness.” His tender flesh was covered with oozing red lumps that itched and swelled into a solid mass as a result of hundreds of bites all over his body.


  Why was Old California so infested with fleas? Did the fleas come to the area by ship as some people have suggested? Reportedly, there were thousands of rats that jumped from ships docking in the port of San Francisco. And with the rats came millions of fleas. They spread like a prairie fire, living mainly on the blood of wildlife. As time passed and the ranchos’ cattle herds multiplied, so did the number of fleas. Though it can’t be scientifically proved, the fleas of Old California were supposedly a special variety, “having been weaned on the tough hides of the abundant cattle herds that were raised by the early rancheros.” Would that explain why California fleas were especially ravenous and oversized?


  Strangest of all, by about 1880, accounts of massive flea attacks all but vanished. When the ranchos and their enormous herds of cattle began to disappear in the 1860s, American farmers planted crops on the land where the cattle once grazed. Hunters killed the local wildlife for food—the same animals on which fleas once fed were served in pots of stew. Cities sprang up where there had once been forests and natural terrain, and the habitat of the flea slowly shrank.


  Of course, like every other state, California still has fleas. Thankfully for those of us who live here, they’re not as large and numerous as their infamous predecessors.


  THE CHAMPION JUMPING FLEA


  Miners were an especially grungy bunch, seldom washing their clothes or bathing. Life in the mountains was harsh. The days were long, and the work was grueling. Accommodations were barebones, to say the least. Wood shanties and lean-tos made of tree limbs or oiled cloth were often the only shelter the men had from the cold, pounding rain. The men often spent their nights drinking and gambling in makeshift saloons, where the proprietor simply traded whiskey for the prospector’s hard-earned gold. As if conditions weren’t miserable enough, the miners’ bodies were hosts to countless lice and fleas.


  Mark Twain once said, “Never let the truth get in the way of a good story.” That’s the likely case with this entertaining yarn. Tall tales were often told around campfires at night, a form of entertainment in the otherwise bleak mining camps. This one is about a California gold miner (we’ll call him Jed) and his large and rather famous flea (whom we’ll call Fred).


  As the story goes, Fred was one of many fleas that made their home among Jed’s thick chest hair. But Fred was no ordinary flea. The parasite was reportedly quite large and had the ability to jump great heights. Now, you’d think that Jed would have simply smashed the hungry insect. But he hadn’t done well with his prospecting and had come up with a brilliant idea. Traveling from camp to camp, he challenged the men to a flea-jumping contest—their best jumper versus Fred.


  The other fleas didn’t have a chance. Fred became famous for the height and distance he could leap, leaving Jed with far more money than he would have otherwise made panning for gold. The champion flea lived out his short life (six months to a year) in this symbiotic relationship—Fred lived and ate in comfort, while Jed made a small killing in the flea-jumping contests!



  

  Chapter 3


  California’s Pirate Attack: A Love Story


  [image: chpt_fig_003]


  Only known photo of Joseph Chapman and Guadalupe Ortega Chapman (1847).


  THE AIR WAS DAMP AND COLD THE AFTERNOON OF NOVEMBER 24, 1818, when the two ships dropped anchor in the bay of Monterey. They didn’t fly a flag with a skull and crossbones, and yet, Governor Sola and the Spanish citizens residing in the capital of Alta California had been warned that pirates were headed for the California coast. The ships were under the command of Hipolito (Hypolite) Bouchard, a Frenchman who sailed under the colors of Argentina. One of the ships sailed close to shore, as if to taunt the soldiers defending the presidio fortress. The other, larger frigate anchored farther out to sea, out of range for cannon balls to reach.


  Pirates on the West Coast? Impossible, or so the Spanish leaders had thought. It was the galleons filled with gold and silver taken from the natives of Central and South America that had been the targets for pirates in the Atlantic as they sailed from the Americas to Spain. And yet, this barely civilized place, this remote seashore along the western territory that still belonged to the Spanish had little to offer in the way of treasure. What, then, were these pirates after?


  Spain was now the enemy of Argentina, which had declared its independence from its mother country. Spain’s political power and ability to colonize the world was waning, and its treasury was emptier than it had been in more than a century. Was this soon-to-occur invasion by these insurrectionists merely a show of might by Argentina’s privateers? Was it a way to harass the Spanish-owned region by sacking its provisional government seat?


  As soon as the sails had been spotted on the horizon, the lookouts on Point Pinos sent Governor Sola the news. He evacuated Monterey, leaving a handful of soldiers there to guard the presidio. The few valuable items in town, such as the holy objects in the San Carlos Cathedral, were carted away, far out of reach of the marauders.


  Monterey was a town of around three hundred men, women, and children. As was customary for the Spanish when they occupied regions, a presidio or fort had been built to protect the port. Yet, most of the soldiers were gone—off to protect the missions, roadways, and small settlements from bandits and hostile Indigenous people. Those who were left behind guarding Monterey, its presidio, custom house, and church numbered around sixty-five. That wasn’t enough to ward off an attack.


  As was his usual—or his unusual—habit, Bouchard sent a note ashore to the governor asking him to allow him and his men to occupy the town. He knew he outnumbered the Spanish soldiers and preferred that no blood be spilled. That’s how Bouchard earned the nickname “the gentleman captain.”


  The governor ignored the pirate captain’s offer, knowing most of the citizens had evacuated the town. He gathered the important documents from his office and slipped away to hide at a friend’s rancho miles from Monterey.


  The battle began at sunrise the next morning, November 25, when the commander of the smaller ship, the Santa Rosa, began to fire at the buildings in the Royal Presidio. Defenders returned cannon fire, killing five of the sailors on the Santa Rosa. In fact, so much damage had been sustained that the remaining crew abandoned the ship, rowing the launches out to Bouchard’s ship, the Argentina.


  By now, the weather had turned foul, and ice-cold rain showered down on the sailors. Hoisting the anchor and unfurling the sails, Bouchard headed west through the storm for a few miles until he found a safe place to land his crew. Between 350 and 400 men—a conglomerate of Argentinians, Kanakas (Hawaiians), Africans, and even a few Americans—made up the invading force. They brought two cannons ashore and traveled through the mud and cold back to Monterey.


  Bouchard and his men not only captured the presidio but also burned most of the town. Just a few buildings were left standing, among them San Carlos Cathedral (Bouchard ordered that no one destroy the holy place, or they would be executed) and the customs house where all of the trade goods were loaded and unloaded from merchant ships.


  Sailing down the coast to Santa Barbara, Bouchard decided to stop at a small bay next to the Rancho Nuestra Senor del Refugio. Some historians have speculated that the captain saw lights on shore and believed it was Santa Barbara, his next target for pillaging. He sent men ashore, hoping to find more booty than had been gathered in Monterey. What he didn’t realize was that he had landed his crew members on Refugio Beach, part of the vast Refugio Rancho, which belonged to the well-known Ortega family.


  Another fact that Bouchard didn’t know was that the Ortegas had been warned about the approaching pirates by a courier from Monterey, and that they had also evacuated everyone but their vaqueros (cowboys). The pirates burned most of the buildings in retribution for the fact that all of the livestock, including the cattle, had been moved. All the pirates could do was to steal as many food staples, like flour and beans, as they could find. They were also able to fill up their empty water barrels from a nearby stream.


  As they were heading back to the beach, the vaqueros, assisted by soldiers who had come to help the Ortegas, attacked. Two men, Joseph Chapman from Boston and an African man named Tom Fisher, were captured and dragged back to the rancho.


  Here’s where the story becomes more like a romance novel than true history. And yet, this is the story told to author and journalist Harry Carr, who published his book, Los Angeles, in 1935. Carr had interviewed countless people who had either lived California’s early history or had been born hearing stories from their relatives who had experienced the events that deeply shaped the state. This interview was with the granddaughter of Joseph J. Chapman. Her grandmother was Guadalupe Ortega. In addition, the famous historian Hubert Howe Bancroft conducted countless interviews with the men and women who lived in the mid-to-late 1800s to gather their recollections of their lives in Old California. He, too, tells this story in his papers, now located at the Bancroft Library in Berkeley, California.


  THE LOVE STORY


  Joseph Chapman was born in Boston, Massachusetts, and was trained by his father as a shipbuilder and carpenter. But he was a curious lad, who longed to experience adventure by going to sea. He sailed to the Sandwich Islands (Hawaii) on a cargo vessel but was shanghaied after a night of drinking in Honolulu. When he awoke, he was on one of the two ships commanded by Bouchard, a privateer employed by Argentina. He wasn’t mistreated and did what was asked of him, though he had never imagined his situation would become so dire that he had to participate in burning down a town.


  When he was ordered to go ashore with his shipmates to sack the Ortega Rancho at Refugio, he didn’t object. His life changed in an instant, however, when a group of mounted vaqueros appeared out of nowhere at Rancho Refugio. While wading into the water to climb into a launch boat, he heard a whizzing sound, followed by a tight, burning sensation around his neck. He was pulled backward into the surf, yanking at the braided leather lasso that was strangling him. Choking, breathing in salt water, he lost consciousness.


  Joseph came to on the ground. His hands and feet were bound, and he could see he was tied to the tail of a horse. Several vaqueros stood around him, laughing and shouting in Spanish. He would later learn that dragging a man behind a horse was a means of corporal punishment for thieves, and that he was minutes away from dying.


  Squinting in the bright sun, he saw a beautiful woman ride up on horseback. She had dark hair and piercing eyes, and her skin almost glowed in the sun. She stared down at him for a long moment, a smile tugging at her lips. Then she shouted something to the vaqueros and rode away. Joseph would later learn her name was Guadalupe Ortega, and that she had ordered him to be spared. She had told the men he had a strong build, and he would be a good asset for helping with construction projects at the Mission Santa Ines (Ynez).


  The Spanish speakers gave him the name “El Ingles,” meaning “The Englishman,” not realizing that he was from Boston and not England. He settled into his new life, and over time, the handsome, burly, blond-haired Bostonian became a novelty. A celebrity of sorts, in fact. His building skills became legendary, and he was sent to various missions to help with projects. One of his specialties was building grist mills, not only for the missions but also for places throughout the Southland, like San Marino.


  At least one of the documents about El Ingles relates that his first home was with one of the Lugo families. They treated him kindly, even though he was considered a criminal. Lugo took Joseph to Los Angeles for a while so that he could help with several restoration projects at the San Gabriel Mission. Also, the main church in Los Angeles needed new timbers in its ceiling. Joseph Chapman was a jack-of-all-trades, including, as the story goes, setting broken bones and providing medical aid in the early years before there were doctors in the pueblo.


  After Mexico broke away from Spain in 1821 and the mission system no longer existed, Joseph became a Mexican citizen and a free man. He decided he wanted to return to the Central Coast, to the area where he had been captured. Could it have had something to do with the pretty Ortega senorita who had saved his life?


  Guadalupe Ortega, daughter of the wealthy rancho owner Jose Francisco Ortega, apparently thought about Joseph as much as he had about her. As time passed, Chapman converted to the Catholic Church. He was baptized and was given the name Jose Juan Chapman. He attended Mass at Santa Ines Mission, where he and Guadalupe saw each other regularly. It wasn’t long before Joseph, now Jose, had become so well respected that he was allowed to court Guadalupe. Their love grew, and Guadalupe’s father not only gave his consent
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