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Lost in the Fog
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The fog was so thick on all sides that the sailors believed they would never safely reach land again. Surely, they thought, they had been swept out to sea in the terrible storms of the night before, and they were halfway to China already—unless, of course, they were about to smash into unseen rocks along the coast. The rough seas on this voyage had been the worst most of the men had ever seen, and many of them thought that their commander, Juan Rodríguez Cabrillo, was foolish to have taken this assignment, and that they were even more foolish for having joined the expedition.

Cabrillo was probably wondering the same things—and thinking himself crazy—as his ship floundered on the rough waters and he struggled to see through the fog. The Spanish rightly called this coast “the northern mystery.” Neither Cabrillo nor his men could see a thing beyond the floating wooden box they called a ship! This was certainly not how Cabrillo envisioned his journey of discovery. But nothing on the entire trip had been easy or had even gone as he expected.

Back in Mexico, Cabrillo had planned for a massive voyage that would include thirteen ships of various sizes and a thousand men—including a detachment of cavalry to explore inland from the coast of the mysterious lands to the north. After the plans were set, however, his superiors had decided that an expedition to explore the uncharted territory was simply not important enough to require that many ships and men. Cabrillo was left with two ships, the San Salvador and the Victoria, both badly constructed Spanish caravels. These small, lightweight boats were not what a voyage on rough, open seas required. The ragtag assortment of rogues and drifters that were hired on as crew completed the picture of disaster that lay ahead of Cabrillo, but still he persevered in his quest to discover what of value lay to the north.

The voyage that these men had undertaken, leaving from the port of Navidad, on the Mexican coast on June 27, was daunting, and the sailors’ skills were most definitely lacking, but their accomplishments had been nothing short of remarkable. In just a few months, they had traveled farther and seen more than any Europeans had yet imagined along the western coast of North America. Cabrillo claimed all of the land that he saw for Spain, stopping at various sites along the coast and declaring the will of his country with grand ceremony before his crew and the curious natives who sometimes gathered at the shore when the strange ships arrived. The local tribes thought the Spanish, with their pale skin, were ghosts and treated them with great kindness, offering them food and drink but little information about what lay to the north.

Although for the most part the expedition’s luck had held out so far, as they floundered in the frigid ocean waters, trying to see through the thick fog, adding to Cabrillo’s troubles was a painful broken arm. When the ships had first hit this terrible stormy weather at Point Concepcíon, they had to turn around and take shelter on an island they called San Miguel, in what is now known as Cuyler’s Harbor near San Diego. It was there that Cabrillo had slipped on the rocky shore and broken his arm, which was now bandaged and almost useless. His lust for adventure was strong, however, and he insisted they continue up the coast.

Juan Rodríguez Cabrillo, or João Rodríguez Cabrilho as he was known in his native Portuguese, was an adventurer at heart, having left his village as a young man to take on hazardous duty with the Portuguese navy. He was later drawn to the service of Spain by the stories of adventure and wealth to be had in the New World, where the Spanish had a stronger foothold than any other European nation.

The native empires that had once existed in what was called the New World, or even New Spain, were being exploited by the famous conquistadors interested in their own empire building. Hernando Cortés, one of these explorers, was in the process of trying to start his own kingdom on the backs of the natives. Cabrillo joined a force of soldiers lead by Pánfilo de Narváez, who intended to end Cortés’s dreams of such an empire. When Cortés defeated Narváez, Cabrillo was absorbed into Cortés’s army and navy, where he gained a reputation as a fine soldier and a good leader during a war to subdue an uprising in what is now Guatemala. Cortés was eventually defeated in a later war, but many of the men who had fought with him remained in New Spain.

After the battles in Guatemala, Cabrillo married the sister of a fellow conquistador and settled down to the life of a planter in the area of New Spain known as Mexico, but wanderlust still burned in him. Cabrillo was also still recognized as a fine soldier and a leader of great energy, so when Governor Alvarado of Mexico and his partner, Viceroy Mendoza, made plans to send an expedition north up the coast of what the Spanish thought was the Island of California, in hopes of gaining further wealth and holdings for Spain in the New World, they immediately thought of Cabrillo. Cabrillo just as readily accepted the challenge.

Now Cabrillo was on the deck of a floundering ship, his arm broken, and his men in despair, but he was still determined to undertake and complete this great expedition.

In reality, when Cabrillo’s men began to fear for their lives, the ships had already rounded Point Concepcíon for the second time. This time, they were not forced by the weather to turn around, but pressed on. By November 6, 1543, they had already passed the fog-shrouded bays now called Monterey and San Francisco, and on November 14, one of the ships spotted land. Before them, they could see the land on the California coast that would one day become the site of Fort Ross, about seventy-five miles north of what is now San Francisco.

Although land was finally in sight, the Spanish crews could not navigate the rough winter waters of the Pacific this far north well enough to reach the coast. After all of their effort, they had to turn around! Eventually, they drifted south to a calmer break in the coast at what is now called Drake’s Bay, still north of San Francisco.

These men were the first Europeans to see the coast of northern California—but see it was all they could do. The stormy waters of the winter ocean were too difficult for them to navigate, and they were forced to turn south once again without touching down on land. They returned to the island of San Miguel, planning to spend the winter there and then return for a second try at landing on the coast they had just been so near. While they rested there, Cabrillo’s injured arm became gangrenous, and he died. He was buried in an unmarked grave on the island.

Cabrillo’s second-in-command, Bartolomé Ferrelo (a.k.a. Ferrer) took over the leadership of the expedition and led the ships up the coast once again. This time, the party, having left San Miguel Island on February 8, managed to make it much farther up the coast, reaching the Rogue River in present-day Oregon by March 1, 1543.

By this time, though, the men on the boats had had enough, and they forced Ferrelo to issue the command to return home to Mexico. The new captain and the wearied crew, who had now become experienced sailors, sailed back into the port of Navidad after being away for nine-and-a-half months.

In the records of the expedition, Cabrillo, Ferrelo, and their men had named at least seventy sites in northern California and reported on the general nature of the northern California coast, opening the way for possible future expeditions. However, the Spanish officials labeled the expedition unimportant because no material wealth was gained, nor did it look like any was possible. Interest in the expedition, or in any further explorations, soon faded. Much later, the Spanish would learn that the explorers had passed one of the greatest natural harbors in the world at San Francisco, and that gold lurked in the hills just off the coast—making Cabrillo’s voyage of discovery one of the greatest that never came to full fruition.





1600S
 
A Secret Society


[image: chpt_fig_002.jpg]




The children were very excited; after days of being cooped up in the musty lodge during the rains, the meeting of the secret society had finally been called. They wouldn’t be allowed to go to the meeting of the society, or kuksu, but they would see their father and older brother painted white to look like spirits, and afterward their brother might bring another story to tell them from the wise man who held the meetings. If they were very lucky, they might even see all of the men in their white paint headed into the special earth-covered lodge where the celebration would be held. The men in the kuksu always looked so ghostly in the winter light, especially with the rain partially blocking the view. The children’s excitement grew at the thought of seeing the leader in his feather headdress and robe.

Many of the Native American tribes of California had these secret societies, especially those in the group known as the Penutian Family. Once a year, a very important man in the Wintun tribe called a meeting of the kuksu, usually in winter during the rainy season. He gathered both old and young men to the meetings, where they would beat drums while he sang and danced and told stories about how the world came to be and how the Wintun were created. Telling these stories and chanting and singing was the Wintun way to pray for the well-being of their people.

The Wintun believed that animals had made the world in the beginning. They had great respect for Eagle, whom they thought was the chief world-maker, Coyote, who they called the sly one or the evil one, and who was a trickster, and all of the other animals were respected, as well. Bears were particularly important in the creation stories told by the Wintuns and other California Native Americans. They believed that Bear, who walked on hind legs like humans, was the brother of the tribes.

The Wintun were, in fact, reverent toward everything in the earth around them, not just the animals that they believed were creators of the world and of the Wintun people. They believed that the trees and the mountains had spirits, just as people did, and they were very mindful of those spirits in all of their actions.

On the night of the kuksu, when the men returned to their homes, the children—still wide-awake from the excitement—begged their older brother for a story from the wise man. The kuksu had been his first, and he was still excited, too. He wanted to tell them the story quickly so that he could remember it in the future and so that he could practice his storytelling skills. He sat with them by the warm, bright fire and told them the old tale of how the frog lost its tail.

He began: “Just after the world was created, there was no fire, and the animals were cold. The animals asked Coyote, who was known for being clever, ‘Do you know where there is a fire?’ Coyote answered that he thought there was fire to the north, and all of the animals went along with him to look for it.

“Soon the animals came upon a lodge with two women standing in the door and smoke coming from the roof. Coyote said, ‘I will go by myself and get fire for you.’ The other animals hid behind a tree near the lodge and watched as Coyote went to the door.

“Then Coyote went to the women and said, ‘I am cold, and I am sleepy.’ And the women invited him in to sleep by their fire. Coyote went in and pretended to sleep, and the women lay down on their skin beds and slept, too. When he was sure they were peaceful, Coyote took a burning stick from the fire and tossed it through the doorway to Panther.

“In the commotion, the women woke up and saw that Panther had the fire, and they ran to try to get it back from him. In a panic, Panther tossed the burning stick to Frog, who was the closest animal to him, but also the slowest. The women were able to grab Frog by his tail as he tried desperately to hop quickly away, but Frog managed to throw the stick of fire into the stump of a tree and then leap into a pond.”

The brother ended the story, pleased that he had told it so well: “Unfortunately, Frog left his tail behind him on the bank of the pond with the women when he got away, but the fire was safe in the stump, and to this day there is fire inside any tree where whoever needs it can get it.”

The children were fascinated by the story their older brother told, and that night they dreamed of animals and other stories that they might hear in time. Someday the other boys in the family would be allowed to join in the kuksu, and they would hear the stories and prayers of the leader and dance and chant with all of the other members. The girls could look forward to hearing the stories passed on to them by their brothers, fathers, and husbands, and be grateful that the men were praying for the well-being of all the people. As for the older brother, he dreamed of the day when he might be the wise man of the village and wear the feather robe to weave the stories of his people.




A Potpourri of Northern California Facts



The name California first appeared in a Romantic novel, published in Seville, Spain, in about 1510. The book , Las Sergas de Esplandián, by Garcí Rodríguez Ordóñez de Montalvo described a fantastic, mythical island called California, and the Spanish adopted the name for the land to the north of their conquests in South America.

Between 1860 and 1960 the population of California nearly doubled every twenty years.

According to the official U.S. 2020 census, 39,538,223 people now live in California, which is the most populous state.

California comprises 158,693 square miles, spans ten degrees of latitude, and has 1,264 miles of coast. It is the third largest state, after Alaska and Texas.

California experiences about five thousand earthquakes every year, but most of them are so small that only seismologists know they occur.

The Sierra Nevada receives thirty to forty feet of snowfall in average years, and in peak years as much as sixty feet fall in the mountains.

There were between 150,000 and 300,000 Native Americans living in California when the Spanish first arrived. That’s four times the density of the population of any other aboriginal population in what is now the United States.

The Native Americans who were the first human inhabitants of California developed more than one hundred dialects in several different language families.

California’s state motto is “Eureka!” which means, “I have found it!”

At 14,496 feet, Mount Whitney is the tallest mountain in the contiguous forty-eight states.

Death Valley is the lowest point in the United States at an average 279.6 feet below sea level. The lowest point in Death Valley is Bad-water at 282 feet below sea level.

California’s capital is Sacramento.

California’s nickname is the “Golden State,” a reminder of the 1848 discovery of gold in the state. Other “gold” California icons are the golden poppy and California’s state fish, the golden trout.

California’s state bird is the California valley quail.

The state tree is the California Redwood.

California is first in the United States in total farm income. Crops raised in the state make up more than 10 percent of the total farm income of the United States.

From 1848 to 1857, California gold fields produced $370,000,000 or an average of $41,000,000 per year.

In the mid-1870s, California had about the same size population as the state of Connecticut, but the residents spent nearly six times as much as Connecticut did on public schools. Today, the state still spends more on education than any other state.

California’s professional sports teams have won multiple major championships in basketball, football, and baseball, but it wasn’t until 2012 that a California team (the Los Angeles Kings) finally won hockey’s Stanley Cup. The Kings won the championship a second time in 2014.
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