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FIGURE 1. Justo Veytia y Valencia left Guadalajara to seek gold in California in February 1849. He kept a diary for the eighteen months of his adventures. This portrait was painted later in life, after his marriage in 1863. (Courtesy of Luis Jaime Veytia Orozco.)
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To the thousands of Latino ’49ers and their children, who created the foundations of the bilingual, bicultural civil society of los Latinos de Estados Unidos during the California Gold Rush and US Civil War.




Latinos en Estados Unidos,

Ya casi somos una nación …

Pues todos somos hermanos

En un distinto país.

—Celia Cruz
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Preface


David E. Hayes-Bautista

On February 1, 1848, almost all of the 10,000 non-indigenous people in Alta California were Spanish-speaking citizens of the Republic of Mexico who lived their daily lives under Mexican civil institutions in a regional variant of Mexican society, identity, and culture. They were Mexicans in all senses of the term. In 2022, approximately 15.5 million people living in California call themselves Latinos or Hispanics or Mexican Americans or Chicanos or Central Americans or some other “Spanish origin.”1 By and large, they carry out their lives in both English and Spanish. They are not Mexicans in terms of citizenship, being primarily United States citizens or otherwise under US jurisdiction. They are proud to consider themselves Latinos.2 What, when, why, and how did a regional variant of Mexican society, identity, and culture transform into the vibrant bilingual, bicultural civil society of los Latinos de Estados Unidos (US Latinos)?3

A sudden, forceful change in the mid-nineteenth century caused the transformation, which I like to call the Latino Big Bang. It wrenched Mexican citizens away from Mexico’s society and institutions and placed them under US rule. It also shoehorned them not very comfortably into a US civil society whose Euro-American majority increasingly defined themselves and their institutions in white supremacist, and specifically Anglo-Saxonist, terms. The Latino Big Bang flared up on January 24, 1848, when the discovery of gold ignited the California Gold Rush. It blazed out ten days later, on February 2, when the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo solidified the United States’ conquest of Alta California.

This Big Bang created two aftereffects. The first was a Latino population explosion prompted by the discovery of gold. Hoping for riches, Latinos from Mexico, Central America, and South America flocked to California, inflating the Latino population by a factor of ten during the first decade of the Gold Rush. The second was a Latino constitutional earthquake when the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo removed California from governance by the Mexican constitution, which had adopted racial equality in citizenship and the abolition of slavery, and placed it instead under the US constitution, which at the time enshrined principles of white supremacy in citizenship and the legal protection of slavery.

This book offers a rare window into this origin story of los Latinos de Estados Unidos in California. Justo Veytia, a Mexican ’49er, came from Guadalajara to California to seek his fortune in the gold fields. He kept a diary of his eighteen-month sojourn, and through its pages we can witness the earliest years of this important social and cultural transformation.


A Note on Terminology

The Spanish-speaking population in California rocketed from 10,000 to more than 100,000 during the decades of the Gold Rush and American Civil War. It was a fluid mixture of native-born Californios and recently arrived immigrants from Mexico, Latin America (including Brazil), the Caribbean, and Spain, plus their children born in the United States. Faced with this robust heterogeneity, Spanish-language newspapers experimented with an array of ethnic terms to describe their readership. Some terms seemed too specific of one group and exclusive of others: californios (Californians),4 nativos californios (native Californians),5 hijos del país (native sons or children of the land),6 mexicanos residentes en California (Mexicans living in California),7 sonorenses (literally, people from the Mexican state of Sonora, but often used generally to mean recent Mexican immigrants),8 or even cholos (a general despictive for lower-class Latinos).9 Soon they came up with broader terms, some of which are still used today: hispano-americanos (Hispanic Americans),10 españoles (Spanish speakers),11 hijos de las repúblicas hispano-americanas (children of the Hispanic American republics),12 and raza latina (Latino race).13

English-language newspapers, of course, had their own terms for Latinos. Some were more or less neutral, if not always accurate, such as applying the designation “Mexican” to any Latino, regardless of national origin,14 or the English version of sonorense, “Sonoranian” (variants “Sonorian” and “Sonoran”).15 Others were openly derogatory: “greaser,”16 “greaserita” (a female greaser),17 “mongrel,”18 and the like.

Given that Spanish-speaking newspapermen themselves struggled with this problem at the time, what terms should twenty-first-century scholars use to indicate collectively the people who made up this nineteenth-century population phenomenon?

The sudden acquisition of this exploding population in 1848 caught the 1850 census by surprise: while the census could provide instructions to the enumerators about how to carefully identify and enumerate Black and Indian populations, it had no ready-made category for the recently conquered mixed-race, Spanish-speaking populations in what are now California, Arizona, New Mexico, and Texas. While some members of these populations seemed clearly to be of African or Indian ancestry, others were not so easily identifiable, and this racial ambiguity caused problems for a census whose ethnic categories were based on the notion that people could be separated into races by a single drop of nonwhite blood. It would still do so during the 2020 census.

The debate about terminology continues in the twenty-first century: Latinx or Latine, Chicano, Nuyorican, Salvadoran American, and Chiricú (a portmanteau word combining Chicano, Puertorriqueño, and Cubano) are just a few modern terms. But in the interest of brevity and inclusivity, this book uses the terms Latino and Hispanic interchangeably, with a preference for Latino, to indicate members of a community whose daily life descends from three hundred years (approximately 1521–1821) of regional experiences of the Viceroyalties of New Spain (Mexico and Central America) and Peru (South America) and that currently exists under and participates in US institutions alongside the country’s dominant English-speaking civil society. This community includes the experiences of American Indigenous peoples and the descendants of Africans and Asians as well as the descendants of Iberians and other Europeans.

The English-language press of the California Gold Rush used a number of terms to refer to the English-speaking population moving into California from the United States: Anglo Saxons,19 Yankees,20 white persons,21 Americans,22 Caucasians,23 and even occasionally the rather pompous and inaccurate “Sons of the Pilgrims.”24 All these terms indicated the community descended from nearly 180 years (1607–1783) of regional experiences of colonies chartered by the British crown on the Atlantic coast of North America. As they arrived in California during the Gold Rush, these English speakers often still oriented themselves to that Atlantic coast. They left behind the “thickly settled states of the Atlantic” and journeyed west,25 where they were pleasantly surprised on occasion to find “the staid matron and quiet maid of our own Atlantic States.”26 Their memories of home could be jogged by any number of small events, such as riding in an overcrowded omnibus to Mission Dolores, which evoked “memories of omnibus riding in the cities of the Atlantic.”27 Once they had made their fortune or else “busted out,” they contemplated returning to “their homes in the Atlantic States.”28 Rather than try to distinguish between Celts, Anglo Saxons, Teutons, Franks, and Senegalese, however, this book refers to descendants of the British colonial experience on the Atlantic coast as Atlantic Americans, irrespective of race or ethnicity.
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Introduction


The Latino Big Bang in California and Justo Veytia, a Mexican ’49er

David E. Hayes-Bautista


The Latino Big Bang: Ten Fateful Days in 1848

On the morning of January 24, 1848, approximately 10,000 Spanish speakers residing in Alta California awoke and began going about their daily lives. The night before, they had been citizens of the Republic of Mexico, living their lives in a regional variant of Mexican society, language, and culture that had been developing in Alta California since 1769. But during the next ten days, what can be called the “Latino Big Bang” upended their existence, changing their way of life and even more so the lives of their children. By the end of this Latino Big Bang, they and their children were no longer citizens of the Republic of Mexico but were ambiguous, often second-class citizens of the United States. They and their children were no longer a small, agricultural population on the Mexican frontier; in the coming decades, their numbers would explode, and they would be catapulted into the mainstream of both Latin American and Atlantic American societies. They and their children would no longer live in a regional variant of Mexican society and culture but would become the first cohort of parents and children constructing a new form of daily life that endures into the twenty-first century: the bilingual, bicultural civil society of los Latinos de Estados Unidos (Latinos of the United States). Today, nearly 180 years after the Latino Big Bang, more than 15.5 million people living in California identify as Latinos—or Hispanics or Mexican Americans or Chicanos or Central Americans or some other “Spanish origin.”1 By and large, they carry out their lives in both English and Spanish. They are primarily US citizens or otherwise under US jurisdiction, but nonetheless they proudly consider themselves Latinos.2

This Latino Big Bang occurred during the ten days from January 24, 1848, when gold was discovered in California, to February 2, when the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo took effect and California became part of the United States. The near-simultaneity and scale of these two events in 1848—the discovery of gold on January 24 and the implementation of the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo on February 2—created a unique synergy. If gold had been discovered but California had stayed part of Mexico, the Gold Rush would have been a phenomenon of Mexican history, not US history. Had California become part of the United States without gold being discovered at the same time, it might have languished for decades as a distant, sparsely populated territory, exerting little influence either on the rest of the country or on Mexico and Latin America. But because the two events occurred so closely together, they jointly sparked the Latino Big Bang. This not only resulted in a Latino population explosion but also simultaneously subjected the rapidly expanding Latino population to a constitutional upheaval that seriously reduced many Latino residents’ political agency. Life for Latinos in California would never again be what it had been before.



Latino Population Explosion

On January 24, 1848, James Marshall saw something glitter in the tailrace of the mill he was building in the foothills of California’s Sierra Nevada. Reaching into the debris at the bottom of the tailrace, he scooped out flakes of gold. News of his find touched off the Gold Rush, and during the next decade “the world rushed in” to California.3 And although this fact generally is given little coverage in histories of the Gold Rush, a good part of that world rushing in to California spoke Spanish.

In fact, “gold fever” infected California, Mexico, and then Central and South America early in 1848, nearly a year before it reached Atlantic Americans in 1849. Within weeks of Marshall’s discovery, hundreds of Latinos living along the California coast journeyed inland, seeking gold. As 1848 went on, thousands more came, primarily from California, New Mexico, and northern Mexico. Tens of thousands poured in during the next decade from Mexico, Central America, South America, the Caribbean, Brazil, and Spain. The Latino population of California exploded, from approximately 10,000 in 1848 to around 100,000 by the beginning of the US Civil War. At over 1,000 percent growth in just over a decade, this truly was a population explosion.




Constitutional Earthquake

Mexico’s independence movement in the early nineteenth century was based on fundamental beliefs in racial equality in citizenship and the abolition of slavery. Nearly every other Latin American country also declared these principles of racial equality and abolition of slavery on achieving their independence from Spain. But just ten days after the discovery of gold in California, on February 2, 1848, the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo took effect, and Alta California became US territory. The mixed-race Latinos pouring into California now were subject to the jurisdiction of the Constitution of the United States, which was based on a racial narrative that protected slavery where it existed and allowed states to deny full citizenship to nonwhites.



The Latino Big Bang

The Latino population explosion and the constitutional earthquake were two effects of the forceful change that took place during an eyewink of time, simultaneously increasing the Latino population while diverting it from the orbit of the Mexican Republic’s racial narrative into that of the United States. A mere dozen years later, as the US Civil War began in 1861, this fundamental, cataclysmic change already had created a new normal for tens of thousands of Latinos in California, both immigrants and their US-born children, who in that space of time had successfully created a new, bilingual, bicultural civil society. The majority of them supported President Abraham Lincoln and the Union in the war against the slave states. A year later, they also supported democratically elected President Benito Juárez against the French, who invaded Mexico in 1862 to install a puppet emperor, Maximilian. Their support of freedom, equality, and democracy in both countries led to the creation of a new public holiday in the United States, the Cinco de Mayo.4 The society that began in those ten days in 1848 continues to inform the daily lives of nearly 16 million Latinos living in California in the third decade of the twenty-first century.5

Justo Veytia, a Mexican ’49er, left Guadalajara for California in 1849 to seek his fortune in the gold fields. He kept a diary of his eighteen-month sojourn, and through its pages we can see the earliest years of the social transformation caused by the Latino Big Bang.




Finding a Latino ’49er in a Mexico City Bookstore

In the summer of 2006, however, as I walked down the Calle Madero in the Historic Zone of Mexico City, I knew nothing about the Latino Big Bang, Latino ’49ers, Latino involvement in the US Civil War, or the origins of twenty-first-century Latino civil society in the United States. I was just going to one of my favorite bookstores. Yet the next hour introduced me to history I had never been aware of before.

The heavy door closed behind me, cutting off the noise of Mexico City. Don Enrique Flores Castillo, the owner of Librería Madero,6 knew how much I enjoy discovery, so he let me go into the back of the shop, where his staff catalog new arrivals. As I ran my hand over a shelf of recently acquired books, it came to rest on a small, paper-bound book squeezed between taller companions, without any title on its spine. Its front cover read Justo Veytia. Viaje a la Alta California, 1849–1850 (Justo Veytia. Voyage to Alta California, 1849–1850).

It was a facsimile publication of a manuscript, and I was struck by the beautiful penmanship. The first page of text read, in Spanish, “The Year 1849. February 9. Today I begin my diary, or the story of the events that occur on this journey I am going to make to Alta California.” It was someone’s diary of his experiences in the California Gold Rush. As a native Californian, I had heard about the Gold Rush all my life. I attended high school in a small town on the edge of the “Gold Country” in northern California. Throughout my adolescence, I heard tales of “argonauts” sailing around the Horn and ’49ers trekking across the plains. But back then I had not heard there were any Spanish-speaking prospectors.

Skimming through the diary, I gathered that early in 1849, the writer, Justo Veytia, together with a group of friends and kinsmen, had traveled from Guadalajara to California. He recounted his journey to the Pacific coast through towns familiar to me from the times I have driven roughly the same route: Tequila, Tepic, and San Blas. There he boarded a Peruvian ship, the Volante, for San Francisco. From San Francisco, he went down the Peninsula in an ox cart to San José; across the Livermore Valley and through the Altamont Pass to French Camp, Stockton, and Sacramento; then north along the Sierra Nevada foothills to the Gold Country: Stanislaus, Agua Fría, and Los Melones. Later, he went back to the coast and south again, finding work with the José Arana family on their ranch in Santa Cruz.

I knew every one of the towns he mentioned. I had taken the SAT in Sacramento, tried to learn to surf in the waters off Arana Gulch State Park in Santa Cruz, parked my motorcycle in San Francisco to attend classes at the University of California Medical Center, joined my in-laws on weekends at their house in San José. This Mexican ’49er evidently had traveled very similar routes. It seemed Latinos, or at least one Latino, had taken part in the Gold Rush after all.

[image: A handwritten manuscript page in Spanish dated 1849 begins with February 9. The cursive text describes the start of a diary recounting a journey to Alta California, expressing enthusiasm and anticipation for travel and discovery.]
FIGURE 2. The first page of his daughter’s fair copy of Justo Veytia’s diary: “February 9. Today I begin my diary, or the story of the events that occur on this journey I am going to make to Alta California, on which I truly do set forth filled with enthusiasm and confident that I will have happy success. My heart swells upon thinking that I am going to cross the sea; that I am going to learn about faraway lands, strange peoples, and different customs.” (Courtesy of Luis Jaime Veytia Orozco.) Source: Justo Veytia. Viaje a la Alta California, 1849–1850. Publicado por su nieto Salvador Veytia y Veytia, con una introducción por el Ing. Ricardo Lancaster-Jones, facs. ed. (Guadalajara: privately printed, 1975), fol. 1r.




Latinos in California: Decline, Disengagement, and Disappearance?

In 1987, I published a book based on Latino demographic projections, predicting that by the year 2030 Latinos would comprise nearly half of California’s population.7 I was unprepared for the furious negative reactions to my demographic findings and conclusions. I received many rude comments—based on then-current perceptions of Latinos as mostly illegal immigrant gang members living on welfare—which insisted that California would be ruined beyond redemption by any Latino population growth, much less a Latino plurality. I sought to correct those false perceptions of Latinos in my 2004 book, La Nueva California: Latinos in the Golden State.8 Using US Census data from 1940 through 2000, I showed that Latino daily behavior has always been very different from those too-common public perceptions. During the sixty years studied, Latino males in California consistently had the highest participation in the labor force. Latinos used welfare less, had stronger families, and established more businesses than any other ethnic group. In general, Latinos had fewer heart attacks, less cancer, and fewer strokes; and they lived nearly three years longer, on average, than any other ethnic group in the state, including non-Hispanic whites. Those whose perceptions of Latinos were formed primarily by English-language news broadcasts and talk radio apparently had no idea of any of this.

I chose to study behavioral patterns for the period 1940–2000 mostly because US Census data were available in digital form for those years, and I could analyze them using the SAS data analysis program. No data from censuses prior to 1940 were then available in electronic form; the data were locked up in microfilms of the original handwritten pages. As I finished the manuscript of La Nueva California, however, I began to wonder what Latino social life and behavior had been like before 1940, and if these unexpectedly strong social and health behaviors had been part of their daily life then, too.

Born, raised, and educated in California, I was taught in fourth grade (in 1954) the traditional narrative of Spanish speakers’ part in the state’s history. It went like this: A long time ago, Father Junipero Serra and missionaries from Spain built the missions and Christianized the Indian population. Then gold was discovered, and “the world rushed in” to California. I don’t remember hearing in school about the Spanish-speaking population again after that.

My academic life from 1970 to about 2000 was spent exclusively in the world of health care, so I never had reason to question that fourth-grade historical narrative. While I was writing La Nueva California, however, curiosity awoke in me, and I could not get out of my head the question of what Latino life—work, welfare, families, businesses, and health—had been like in California prior to 1940. Eventually, I realized that while I knew when the Spanish missionaries had arrived, I had no idea when the Mexican population came to California, so I had no date post quem to anchor future research into the origins of the Latino behaviors I had documented. In short, I did not know the origin story of Latinos in California.

I needed to educate myself. I pulled out the California history books I had acquired since my undergraduate days at UC Berkeley and re-read them, this time with an eye to methodologies and sources. The books all agreed that when the United States took possession of California in 1848, some 7,000 to 10,000 Spanish-speaking persons called the newly acquired territory home. In an article published in 1940, Doris Marion Wright called this population, at the starting point of California’s history as part of the United States, “almost unbelievably small”—although it was some 65 times larger than the 104 souls who founded Jamestown, which some historians treat as the starting point of the United States. Wright estimated that between 4,000 and 6,000 people came from Sonora, Mexico, to California’s gold fields between 1848 and 1854, and worked there for some time. She assumed, though, that most of them then returned to Mexico and that, from that point on, immigration from Mexico “practically ceased” and “was no longer of any importance.”9 These numbers have been cited by subsequent historians, such as Richard L. Nostrand, who posited an even more rapid disappearance, suggesting that nearly all Mexican miners were gone by the summer of 1850, to avoid the Foreign Miners’ Tax.10

But what happened to the “unbelievably small” number of Spanish speakers who remained in California? The title of Leonard Pitt’s seminal 1966 work The Decline of the Californios summarizes the prevailing historical narrative. Pitt focuses on the swift, painful downward spiral of the land-owning Latino elite, who under US rule rapidly lost their lands, power, and influence.11 Julian Samora and Patricia Vandel Simon also chronicled the sad fate of the formerly high-living rancheros, as they were “left to drift, aimless and poverty stricken.”12 Their disappearance was thought to have been so sudden and so complete that Leo Grebler, Joan W. Moore, and Ralph C. Guzman in 1970 termed the period between 1850 and 1900 the “extreme in demographic discontinuity between the Mexican and Anglo periods.”13 Arthur F. Corwin disparaged any attempt to show continuity in the Latino population in California between 1850 and 1910 as a “Brown Beret view of southwestern history.”14

The prevailing opinion of historians of California, then, posited a steep decline in Latino numbers and influence during the Gold Rush, disengagement from larger Atlantic American society, and a disappearance that left virtually no trace. I call this the narrative of decline, disengagement, and disappearance. That was the narrative I learned in 1954, and it is still the prevailing school of thought about Latinos in nineteenth-century California.



Previous Hints of the Latino Big Bang

In 2001, my wife, Teodocia María, and I bought a weekend house in the small coast town of Lompoc in northern Santa Barbara County. I was familiar with California’s central coast, for my family had moved from my hometown of Los Angeles to San Luis Obispo, just north of Lompoc, in 1953. As a child, I often clambered over the newly restored outbuildings of Mission La Purísima, and I read my father’s copy of Richard Henry Dana’s Two Years Before the Mast (1840), which describes vast ranchos in that area, populated by equally vast herds of cattle and worked by Spanish-speaking vaqueros (cowboys).15 I grew up hearing about Santa Barbara’s annual Old Spanish Days fiesta, celebrating life in mission days, before California became a US state in 1850.16 While an undergraduate at UC Berkeley in the 1960s, I bought a book written and illustrated by the Uruguayan artist Jo Mora, Californios. The Saga of the Hard-Riding Vaqueros, America’s First Cowboys, which was based on his experiences with Spanish-speaking cowboys in the Lompoc Valley in 1903.17 Thanks to these youthful impressions, I had always assumed Spanish-speaking vaqueros were still working cattle on the ranchos around Lompoc until the early twentieth century.

Lompoc was established in 1874 by a group of Atlantic American temperance settlers, who purchased portions of Rancho La Purísima and Rancho Lompoc to found an alcohol-free community. Despite their efforts to escape demon rum, however, Lompoc became a wet town in 1888, and bars have been a lively part of its life since then. One weekend shortly after we moved into our weekend house in 2001, the Lompoc Museum announced a new exhibition: a photographic history of the town. At the time, 43 percent of the town’s population was Latino—by the 2020 census, it would be 60.4 percent18—so I went to the exhibit expecting to see a history full of Latino faces in coastal California. Yet as I leafed through old photographs of grim-faced temperance settlers, their children, and their grandchildren, I was struck by the absence of Latinos. It didn’t make sense. Certainly in 1874, and thereafter, the many cattle ranches around Lompoc were still operating. They would have needed scores, maybe hundreds, of vaqueros. Many of these presumably Spanish-speaking vaqueros would have had wives and children with them. Nonetheless, Latinos were completely absent from the museum’s photographic history of Lompoc. Had all Latinos suddenly disappeared from the Lompoc Valley? If so, when had this happened? How could I reconcile the discrepancy between the total absence of Latinos in the Lompoc Museum’s exhibition and Jo Mora’s description of vibrant Spanish-speaking vaquero life in the same area in the early 1900s?

Reading that afternoon’s issue of the local newspaper, I glanced at the masthead and saw that the Lompoc Record had been in publication since 1875. It might prove a source of clues about what had happened to the area’s Latinos. So on another weekend, I visited the Lompoc Library and mounted volume 1, number 1 of the Lompoc Record on the microfilm reader—and suddenly began to read a history of Latinos in the Lompoc area from 1875 to 1889.

Don Estévan Quintán was congratulated in 1875 for erecting a two-story brick building for commercial use and a residence for himself in neighboring San Luis Obispo.19 Edward Ruiz and Aloysia Valenzuela were married, as were Joseph Pico and Lugarda Calderón, by Father McNally on March 27, 1876.20 Pedro Barreras, a native of Mexico and vaquero on the Rancho San Julián, died at age thirty-five in Lompoc in 1880.21 Mr. A. Zapata opened up a hairdressing business inside Mrs. Webb’s store.22 In 1887, Dr. Ramón de la Cuesta died at his ranch in the neighboring Santa Ynez Valley; his obituary mentioned that he had been a ’49er and had lived in northern Santa Barbara County since 1854.23 In 1889, homesteader A. C. Bradford published his claim to his land, which was being contested by a Mr. Pleasant; Bradford cited as witnesses to his continuous residence and cultivation of the land four Latino neighbors from Santa Ynez: Francisco Corrales, Joaquin de la Cuesta, Vicente Carrillo, and Jesús Figueroa.24 So not all Latinos had disappeared. At least a few had remained, mentioned in the Lompoc Record. But were there more than a handful? How could I find out about Latinos whom the local paper might have failed to notice?

I usually read two newspapers every morning, the English-language Los Angeles Times and the Spanish-language La Opinión, both published in Los Angeles. In general, Latinos appear infrequently in the pages of the Los Angeles Times; when they do, they are often depicted as criminals, gangbangers, undocumented immigrants, or single mothers living on welfare. But La Opinión reveals a parallel universe: Latino students are accepted into UCLA or Harvard, Latino businesses spring up and grow, community organizations offer services, musicians announce tours, Latino legislators debate the future of California. When appropriate, La Opinión does run gang and crime stories similar to those in the Times—but if I only read the Times, such stories would be nearly all I saw about Latinos. La Opinión gives a fuller, deeper picture. So it occurred to me that a similar bias in reporting probably characterized English-language papers during California’s Gold Rush. Nonetheless, given that I had been able to find at least a few mentions of Latinos in the English-language Lompoc Record, perhaps I might find more in nineteenth-century Spanish-language papers—if there were any.

As it turned out, there were. I began collecting Spanish-language newspapers on microfilm, starting with La Estrella de Los Angeles, first published in 1851. It began as a single page in the English-language Los Angeles Star and soon grew to occupy two of the Star’s four pages. Other Los Angeles Spanish-language papers were El Clamor Público (1855–1859), El Amigo del Pueblo (1860–1862), La Crónica (1872–1892), La Voz de la Justicia (1876), El Joven (1877–1878), El Aguacero (1878), El Éco de la Patria (1878), and La Reforma (1878). In San Francisco, El Éco del Pacífico began in 1852 as an offshoot of the French-language L’Écho du Pacifique. It soon was joined by other Spanish-language papers, including La Crónica (1854–1855), La Voz de Méjico (1862–1866), El Nuevo Mundo (1864–1869), La Voz de Chile y de las Repúblicas Hispano-americanas (1867–1869), La Voz del Nuevo Mundo (1868–1884), El Republicano (1868–1869), La Prensa Mexicana (1868), El Tiempo (1869), La Sociedad (1869–1877), and El Progreso (1871).25 While each editor had his opinion (in those days, nearly all newspaper editors and reporters were male), these newspapers did provide other points of view—pieces by self-appointed correspondents and letters to the editor—as well as legal announcements; advertisements; mentions of weddings, serenades, theater performances; and other snippets of Latino daily life.

I also combed California’s English-language paper of record, the San Francisco Alta California, for mentions of Latinos, as advertisers, ship passengers, miners, defendants or witnesses in court, and so on. It soon became apparent that the disparity in how today’s English-language papers and Spanish-language papers depict Latinos already existed in the mid-nineteenth century. The Spanish-language papers not only reported on many aspects of Latino life rarely mentioned in the English-language press, but they also showed an awareness of negative depictions of Latinos in the latter, and often explicitly reacted to them.

I also learned that a few Spanish-speaking miners wrote firsthand accounts of the Gold Rush around the same time Justo Veytia did. These included the Argentine Ramón Gil Navarro, the Chilean Vicente Pérez Rosales,26 the Californios José María Amador and former California governor Juan Alvarado,27 and Antonio F. Coronel, who originally arrived from Mexico in 1834, while California was still part of that country.28

As an undergraduate majoring in engineering in the 1960s, mainly I had learned quantitative skills. I then undertook graduate studies at the University of California Medical Center, San Francisco, in the early 1970s, specifically to learn qualitative research methods under Anselm Strauss and Barney Glaser, developers of a methodology known as “grounded theory.”29 I now use their methods, as modified by Kathy Charmaz into “constructivist grounded theory.”30 This approach consists of carefully reading source material, such as transcripts of interviews or focus groups, then breaking down the reported experience, as perceived and constructed by the participants, into component elements, in a process called “coding.” I have used this methodology to see the Gold Rush and US Civil War through the eyes of contemporary Latinos, using nineteenth-century Spanish-language newspapers and memoirs as sources.

In “Mexicans in the California Mines, 1848–1853,” Richard Henry Morefield used English-language newspapers as his main source. As a result, his article subscribes to the traditional narrative of decline, disengagement, and disappearance: a few Californios and Mexicans went to the mines in 1848, whence most were expelled in 1849. Those who remained were heavily taxed by the Foreign Miners’ Tax in 1850 and, therefore, after a short period working as hired hands, left California by 1853, never to return.31

Yet Spanish-language sources tell a very different story about the Gold Rush: while Californios, Mexicans, and other Latinos sometimes were indeed hired hands working for others, they also discovered veins of ore; owned claims, even whole mines and mining districts; introduced mining techniques; and invested in mines. Mexican prospectors arrived in the Gold Country just weeks after James W. Marshall’s discovery at Sutter’s Mill, and they worked mines throughout the Gold Rush in California and the subsequent Comstock silver rush in Nevada, well into the Reconstruction Era (1849–1877).

Early in 1848, a Mexican from Sonora, known to twenty-first-century readers only by his nickname El Chino,32 accompanied Antonio F. Coronel on his first trip to the Gold Country. El Chino brought from Mexico a reputation as a “famous prospector,” and soon after arriving found a river-bank gold deposit that was so rich he simply scooped up gold with a hollowed-out cow’s horn.33 In 1849, Ramón Gil Navarro wrote that Latino miners, especially those from the Mexican state of Sonora, had a knack for finding claims from which “gold seemed to flow out in a stream.”34 An 1863 advertisement for the Copperage Mining Company touted one Lucas Palma as the descubridor (discoverer) of the mines of San José, Portales, Bella Vista, and Portezuelo.35 That same year, Jesús Alcaraz discovered deposits of gold and silver along the Salinas River in Monterey County, where he staked a claim and opened a mine that was called la mina de Zaragoza, probably in honor of the recently deceased hero of the first battle of Puebla, Ignacio Zaragoza.36 At Lone Pine, in the eastern Sierra Nevada, Pablo Flores and Blas Méndez established an entire mining district in 1866, later known as the “Mexican district.”37 In 1872, a letter in La Crónica related that three Latin-Yanquí brothers—Eduardo, Guillermo, and José Breck—and two unnamed friends had left Santa Barbara for the Najalayegua River, fifteen miles away, where they discovered a mercury mine and staked a claim. The article noted that the Breck brothers’ father, William, was born in Boston in 1800 and came to Santa Barbara in 1837, where he married their mother, Francisca Antonia Ortega.38

English-language accounts of Latinos in the mines tended to be less detailed, generally referring to Latino miners anonymously, and often collectively, as “Mexicans,” as in an 1849 Alta California account of a discovery in Tuolumne County: “Three Mexicans, however, near Wood’s Camp, 11/2 miles below, took out yesterday—(keep your hat) $2,200!!!” (emphasis in original).39 A year later, the same newspaper reported that a thirteen-pound lump of gold was found “in the town of Sonora, by a Mexican.”40

Latino ownership of mines and claims was widespread. In the summer of 1848, Antonio F. Coronel joined a party of thirty Latinos from Los Angeles composed of Californios, New Mexicans, and sonorenses,41 who became some of the first prospectors in the gold fields. On arriving in the Stanislaus River area, they staked claims and began to work. Coronel said that one of them, a Californio from Santa Barbara called Valdés Chapanango, found so much gold on his first day there that he sold his claim to Lorenzo Soto from San Diego. After working the claim for a week and extracting fifty-two pounds of gold, Soto felt satisfied, and in turn sold the claim to some members of the Machado family from San Diego.42 In 1863, a piece in La Voz de Méjico mentioned twenty or so mines on the Rancho Alisal in Monterey County, adding, “Me aseguran que … todas son propiedad de mejicanos, chilenos o hijos del pais” (They assure me that … all are the property of Mexicans, Chileans, or native sons).43

In 1851, “the company of Mexicans” that had claimed and worked the Carson Creek Vein were so successful that they hired “Townies” (i.e., Atlantic Americans) to undertake the hard labor.44 One “Señor Garrilla” [Carrillo?] from Los Angeles sold his property in that town and invested the proceeds in a quartz mine in the southern mines. He then “admitted an American as a partner with him,” who fraudulently sold the mine and absconded with the proceeds.45 A Peruvian from Arequipa, José María Arias, discovered and worked a claim, then in 1851 “sold his interest for $6,000.”46 In 1873, Ventura Beltrán and his wife, co-owners of a mine named Guadalupe in Lone Pine, sold an 800-foot stretch of the claim to French Canadian immigrant Victor Beaudry for $7,000.47

Since the discovery of the Zacatecas silver veins in 1546,48 the search for gold and silver drew miners north from Mexico City toward what one day would become the Southwest of the United States. The California Gold Rush was, in effect, another stop on this three-century northward movement of people looking for precious metals; and during it, Latinos brought mining technology and expertise developed in Mexico to California.

The batea was the staple of placer mining: a shallow bowl or pan—initially wooden, later made of metal—into which a miner placed small amounts of dirt. He (nearly all miners were male) then gently rinsed the dirt in running water, which carried off the lighter soil and, with luck, left the heavier gold flakes and nuggets at the bottom of the pan. The batea was so ubiquitous that even English-speakers used the Spanish word to refer to it. A correspondent from the Stanislaus Diggings, for instance, reported that he awoke one cold, windy morning in May to find “the water in my ‘batea’ skimmed over with ice!”49

Mexicans also brought the technique of “dry washing” to mines where water was not readily available. An Atlantic American correspondent described his first experience watching an unnamed Mexican gradually tip a batea-load of earth onto a spread-out serape, “allowing the wind to carry off the fine dust,” in a process similar to winnowing grain. The miner broke up clods of dirt with his hands and repeated the winnowing over and over, until he had a handful of dust remaining, which he then winnowed with his own breath, “leaving between three or four bills worth of gold.”50

Mexican miners also brought the arrastra to California. A mule tethered to a central pole repeatedly dragged a heavy stone, or sometimes a heavy stone wheel, in a circle over gold-bearing quartz ore to crush it. This technique came to be used by Atlantic American miners as well, along with the Spanish term for it. In 1853, T. Dodge, one of the owners of new diggings near Curtisville, “employed no machinery than the rude Mexican arrastra.”51 By 1860, one Mr. Caldwell near Visalia owned and operated a number of arrastras to which miners brought their quartz ore for crushing.52

But not all Latinos participated personally “in the diggings”; some were investors. For instance, Antonio María Suñol, former mayor of San José, bought shares in the Guadalupe Mining Company in Santa Clara County. When J. D. Hoppe, president of the company, advertised in 1851 that all the stock would be sold, Suñol protested that his shares were not to be made available for sale to anyone.53 In 1862, two new mines were discovered by Latinos in the Alisal district of Monterey County. The editor of La Voz de Méjico thought these mines would prove productive, because nearly all shares in them were held by paisanos (“fellow countrymen,” i.e., Mexicans or those of Mexican descent).54

Many Latinos provided labor in mines owned by others. Some Latinos arriving by ship from Mexico and Central and South America in the summer of 1849 were recruited by Alexander Forbes to work in the New Almaden mercury mines south of San José. His advertisement offered un trabajo productivo y tranquilo (a productive and peaceful job) for Hispano-Americanos de buena conducta (Hispanic Americans of good conduct).55 The job, however, was not always as uneventful as this sounds. In 1856, Anastacio Vargas, “a Mexican laborer” at the New Almaden mines, was descending a deep shaft in a bucket lowered by a horse-powered winch, when one of the horses shied, dislodging Vargas from the bucket. He fell “more than 100 feet on a mass of rocks at the bottom. He was killed instantly.”56 An 1859 accident at a mine in San Gabriel broke the legs of a Mexican named Santana, who was carried out on a litter by “his countrymen.”57 At the New Almaden mine in 1865, more than 600 Latino miners—todos los de raza española (all those of the Spanish-speaking race)—signed a protest at being ordered to buy all their goods only at the tienda de raya (company store) recently established by the mine’s owners.58



The US Census: A Quantitative Record of the Latino Big Bang

Qualitative sources, especially Spanish-language newspapers, provide many anecdotes of Latinos in California during the Gold Rush, US Civil War, and Reconstruction. But these stories only give glimpses of Latino presence. I was not sure if the experiences of individual Latinos in newspaper accounts could be used to say anything accurate and useful about local Latino communities, much less Latino society as a whole, during this period. How many Latinos lived in California then? What were the population trends among them—was their population shrinking or growing? Were Latinos assimilating into non-Latino culture? Where could I find quantitative data that might answer these questions?

Throughout my academic career I have used census data as a foundation of my research. I also am aware of the difficulties the US Census has had since 1930 in defining, identifying, and counting Latinos. Because of my familiarity with Census methodology—sampling, questionnaire design, data cleanup and management—I served on an advisory committee to the Census on its first attempt to intentionally include “Hispanics,” in the 1980 census, and made some critiques of their methodological decisions on terminology and operationalization.59 So in using Census data in my research, I am mindful of its strengths and weaknesses.

Many US readers may remember, during the first months of the COVID-19 pandemic in 2020, receiving a short questionnaire from the US Census Bureau. The Census estimated that the average household could fill out this short form in ten minutes or less. Respondents had the option to fill out the actual form and return it by mail, dictate their responses over the telephone, or fill it out online. The form asked to know four apparently simple things about each person in the household: name, age, gender, and ethnicity-race. These data are used to draw the boundaries of congressional districts, among other purposes; and, except for the names of individuals, they are widely available to anyone.60

In addition to the short form sent to every household, the Census selects roughly one out of every hundred respondents to fill out a long form, which asks many more questions about income, education, employment, birthplace, home ownership, and so forth. These detailed data are called microdata and can be used to study specific demographic topics, such as how many Latina female physicians there are, how much they earn on average, and how many children they tend to have. For purposes of such quantitative study, this microdata must be extracted from the national data set by the use of software such as SAS or SPSS, which generally means that only those with programming skills have practical access to them. I have been mining these microdata for decades to learn more about the dynamics of the Latino population, both in California and in the United States as a whole.

As mentioned, in 2004 I published a book using this microdata to examine Latinos’ patterns of work and family between 1940 and 2000. I began with 1940 largely because, at the time, that was the earliest year for which US Census data had been adapted from the original paper questionnaires to a digitized format (via old-school punch cards).

As I began to understand Latino life in California qualitatively through the pages of the newspapers in both Spanish and English, I realized that I could get quantitative data about how many Latinos there were in northern Santa Barbara County by consulting microfilmed original census returns from 1850 to 1870. The Census Bureau had microfilmed the original returns for California from 1850 onward and made them available for public inspection at a repository in Laguna Niguel, in Orange County.61

At the repository, I checked out the 1870 census microfilm roll that contained Santa Barbara County, mounted it in the microfilm reader, located the communities around Lompoc, and nearly fell out of my chair. Family after family, household after household, all with Hispanic names, popped up on the screen. Hispanic names populated these returns, organized into families and other kinds of household, with ages, places of birth, and even occupation. Many males’ occupation was designated as “buccaro,” which I realized was an English-speaking enumerator’s way of writing vaquero phonetically. I had indeed discovered a data source to quantify the Latino population in Gold Rush and Civil War California.




Creating a Digital Data Set

In order to attempt any analysis, the data first had to be transferred from microfilm images of handwritten registers to a digital format. This meant that the research team at the UCLA Center for the Study of Latino Health and Culture (CESLAC) had to manually extract the data about Latinos and enter them into a computer program. The original census data, say for 1850, were organized by household, with the head of household listed first, usually followed by their partner (if any), then children (if any), then unrelated individuals, such as servants or boarders, who resided in the household. We extracted all data from any household that had at least one Latino living in it. If there were no Latinos in a household, we did not extract the data.

This, of course, prompted the first necessary question: Whom should we consider to be Latino? As the “Hispanic” identifier was not used until the 1980 census, how would we know who was Hispanic in the 1850 census? Before the 1980 census, Latinos were identified and postcoded after each decennial census was complete, by using three personal variables to identify them: Spanish surname, birthplace in a Hispanic country, or being Spanish speaking. The Census had developed a list of some 25,277 Spanish surnames, such as García, Rodríguez, Martínez, and so on, so we used essentially the same list.62 We also used birthplace. With very few exceptions, someone born in Mexico or another Latin American country, but living in California at the time of the census, was coded as Latino. We also coded anyone born in California prior to 1850 as Latino, irrespective of surname, as they would have been born while it was still part of Mexico. Individuals born in California after 1850 would need to possess at least two variables to be counted as Latino: a Spanish surname and California birth.

We also modified this algorithm a bit. We included more Basque and Catalan surnames than the original US Census had, as these Iberian regions supplied a significant number of surnames common among California Latinos (e.g., Yorba, Serra).63 Given the California tradition of blended Latin-Yanqui families, we also tracked particular apparently non-Latino family surnames, such as Dana, Hill, Branch, Watson, and Carson, and checked genealogical sources to determine whether such individuals were Latin-Yanquí descendants or Atlantic Americans.64

We quickly discovered that a number of errors had entered the original handwritten data when the census returns were filled out. Nearly all the census enumerators were English speakers, not Spanish speakers, with the result that frequently they were not able to capture and spell Spanish names very well. For example, the first name Refugio might be rendered as Rufufu or Rufufewoh.65 Hispanic naming conventions were different from the familiar Atlantic American arrangement of first name, middle name, and last name. When faced with a multipart first name, such as María de Guadalupe, one nonplussed Atlantic American enumerator might write down only “Maria” as the individual’s first name, while another might put down “Guadalupe” (often misspelled “Guadeloupe”), and a third might abbreviate the name as “Maria G.” The Hispanic use of double surnames—paternal and maternal—also confused English speakers. Pablo de la Guerra y Noriega’s surnames so puzzled English-speaking transcribers of the debates at the 1849 California Constitutional Convention that he was designated erroneously as “Mr. Noriego” throughout more than 400 pages of transcript.

The CESLAC team first extracted names exactly as they were written in the original census returns, misspellings and all. When team members were able to decipher these, they wrote a corrected version of the name in an adjoining column on the spreadsheet: e.g., after first extracting “Noriego” into one column, they then added the corrected version “de la Guerra y Noriega” in another.

The CESLAC team extracted the country of birth for every Latino in the census, as well as for non-Latino members of their households. One complication they encountered was that, at certain points during the mid-nineteenth century, some twenty-first-century countries had not yet formed. Italy and Germany, for example, did not come into existence as nations until the late 1860s or early 1870s. As a result, when asked for their birthplace, immigrants from those areas naturally told the enumerator the small polity or city-state of their origin, for example, Hamburg or Hesse-Kassel, rather than a country that did not yet exist (Germany). The converse case was of persons hailing from component states of a nineteenth-century empire that had not yet attained their modern independence, for example, Croatia in the Austro-Hungarian Empire. In their case, the enumerator often would put down “Austrian Empire” for a Croatian immigrant’s birthplace. So after noting in one column the place of birth as originally recorded by the enumerator, the team then postcoded it in an adjoining column to conform with current national boundaries and designations.

Generation was also postcoded, using the following terminology:

C = Californio. Persons of any ethnic background who regularly lived in California’s regional variant of Mexican society before February 2, 1848. This included people born in California prior to 1848 and those who came to reside in California from another part of Mexico, Latin America, or Spain prior to 1848.

L1 = First-generation immigrants. Persons born in Mexico, another Latin American country, or Spain who came to live in California after February 2, 1848.

L2 = Second-generation US-born. Persons born in California after February 2, 1848, to either Californio or Latino first-generation immigrant parents.

L3+ = Third-generation-plus US-born. Persons born in California after February 2, 1848, of Latino parents born in California or another US state, who also had Latino grandparents or even more distant ancestors born in Mexico, Latin America, or Spain. This included grandchildren and further descendants of Californios.

Technically, of course, Californio families were not immigrants. They never crossed the border; the border crossed them on February 2, 1848. After 1848, however, their experience was essentially similar to that of immigrants, that is, native Spanish speakers functioning in an increasingly English-speaking environment, under the jurisdiction of US national or state institutions.



How Big Was the Latino Big Bang?

San Luis Obispo County lies along the old Camino Real (now State Highway 101), roughly a third of the way between Los Angeles and San Francisco. During the Gold Rush, it was a refreshing stop on the journey to the gold fields after weeks traveling from northern Mexico through the scorching Sonora Desert. The coastal cool weather and green acres restored animals and humans alike to health before continuing their trek to the southern mines. In his memoir, Juan Francisco Dana remembered seeing “thousands” of gambusinos (prospectors) from northern Mexico travel past his father’s adobe house (today’s DANA Adobe & Cultural Center, California Historical Landmark No. 1033) on their way to the “gold diggings.”66

San Luis Obispo was ranching country, boasting neither gold fields to attract the adventurous nor the urban life of San Francisco, San José, or Los Angeles to lure the cosmopolitan. But after the adventurous had “busted out” of the Gold Country and the cosmopolitan had tired of city life, some of them undertook a secondary migration to this coastal county, so it too experienced a version of the effects of the Latino Big Bang.

Table 1 shows how the county’s Latino population changed during the first twenty years of California statehood. In 1850, two years after the discovery of gold, the Census enumerated the county’s Latino population at a mere 293 individuals. By 1860, the enumerated population had grown to 1,189, and by 1870 it reached 1,645. These census numbers translate into explosive growth in the first decade after statehood and robust growth thereafter: a 305.8 percent growth rate from 1850 to 1860, and 38.4 percent from 1860 to 1870.


Table 1. San Luis Obispo County Population Enumerated in US Censuses of 1850, 1860, and 1870.



	
Year


	
Population


	
Percent Change per Decade






	
1850


	
293


	
—





	
1860


	
1,189


	
305.8%





	
1870


	
1,645


	
38.4%





	
Source: UCLA CESLAC extractions from microfilmed US Censuses for San Luis Obispo County for 1850, 1860, and 1870.






For comparison, table 2 shows the growth of the total US population from 2000 to 2020. In the first decade, the US population grew from 281.4 million to





	


	


	






	


	


	





	


	


	





	


	


	





	









Census Undercounts









[image: A Spanish-language newspaper clipping from 1862 displays a patriotic donation list for the Ejército de Oriente in Mexico and a subscription list from San Luis Obispo for November. Names and donation amounts are recorded.]









	


	


	


	


	






	


	


	


	


	





	


	


	


	


	





	


	


	


	


	





	












	


	


	


	


	






	





	


	


	


	


	



	


	


	


	


	





	





	


	


	


	


	



	


	


	


	


	





	





	


	


	


	


	



	


	


	


	


	





	








[image: Start equation, start fraction, left parenthesis, adult males, right parenthesis, over, left parenthesis, under representation, right parenthesis, end fraction, multiplied by, left parenthesis, composition factor, right parenthesis, equals, estimated total, end equation.]

[image: Start equation, start fraction, 46, over, one-third, end fraction, multiplied by, 4.56, equals, 629 Latinos, end equation.]






	


	


	


	






	


	


	


	





	


	


	


	





	


	


	


	





	


	


	


	





	








[image: A line graph presents total Latino population estimates under various levels of male underrepresentation in San Luis Obispo County for 1850, 1860, and 1870. Data are approximately as follows: Population estimates increase across all categories. The one-fifth underrepresentation estimate shows the highest values, exceeding 3,000 by 1870. The one-fourth and one-third underrepresentation estimates follow similar upward trends but remain below 2,500 and 2,000, respectively. The one-half underrepresentation estimate and the census count are the lowest, with values close to 1,500 and 1,200 in 1870.]




[image: A line graph presents the estimated Latino population in California for 1848, 1860, and 1870 under various male underrepresentation fractions. Data are approximately as follows: Population estimates increase across all categories. The one-fifth underrepresentation estimate is the highest, exceeding 250,000 by 1870. The one-fourth and one-third underrepresentation estimates follow similar upward trends but remain below 200,000 and 150,000, respectively. The one-half underrepresentation estimate is the lowest, reaching close to 100,000 in 1870.]







The Myth of Latino Disappearance from California





[image: A pie chart presents Latino marriages categorized as endogamous and exogamous. Data are approximately as follows: Californio plus Californio marriages represent the largest share at 28%, followed by Mexican plus Mexican marriages at 26%. Atlantic-American marriages account for 16%, Californio plus Mexican marriages make up 11%, and Other Latino marriages comprise 10%. European marriages represent the smallest share at 9%.]




[image: A line graph presents Latino and Atlantic American births from 1850 to 1869. Data are approximately as follows: Latino births increase steadily from 253 in 1850 to 612 in 1869, peaking at 585 in 1860. Non-Latino births rise gradually from 1 in 1850 to 322 in 1869, with a notable spike to 201 in 1860.]






Constitutional Earthquake







The US Racial Binary





Who Gets to Vote?










Slavery and Negrophobia










Latinos Stand Their Constitutional Ground








The Latino Big Bang: Sudden, Forceful Change






Justo Veytia and the Latino Big Bang











Bilingual, Bicultural Latino Civil Society










Latino Civil Society and the US Civil War







Epilogue: The Experience of a Memory












[image: A portrait painting depicts Mercedes Reyes y Delgado de Veytia seated with a composed expression. She wears a traditional embroidered shawl draped over her shoulders, secured with a decorative clasp. Her dress features intricate lace and embroidery details. Her dark hair is neatly parted in the center and pulled back. She wears earrings and a ring on her left hand, which rests gently on her lap.]








[image: A portrait painting depicts Matilde Veytia y Reyes de Veytia seated with a dignified expression. Her white hair is neatly arranged, framing her face. She wears a richly textured dark shawl draped over her shoulders, adorned with intricate patterns. A beaded necklace hangs down her chest, complementing her earrings and a decorative clasp at her collar. Her left hand, adorned with rings, rests gently over her shawl.]







My Traveling Companions
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