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      This sketch of Joaquín Murrieta, featured in The Overland, November 1895, was supposedly drawn directly from his head preserved in alcohol. (Courtesy of the California State Library Rare Periodical Collection.)
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      Of Joaquín


      
        
      


      From Reminiscences of a Ranger by Major Horace Bell (1830—1918)


      
        
      


      “No one will deny the assertion that Joaquin in his organizations, and the successful ramifications of his various bands, his eluding capture, the secret intelligence conveyed from points remote from each other, manifested a degree of executive ability and genius that well fitted him for a more honorable position than that of chief of a band of robbers. In any country in America except the United States, the bold defiance of the power of the government, a half year’s successful resistance, a continuous conflict with the military and civil authorities and the armed populace—the writer repeats that in any other country in America other than the United States—the operations of Joaquin Murrieta would have been dignified by the title of revolution, and the leader with that of rebel chief. For there is little doubt in the writer’s mind that Joaquin’s aims were higher than that of mere revenge and pillage. Educated in the school of revolution in his own country, where the line of demarcation between rebel and robber, pillager and patriot, was dimly defined, it is easy to perceive that Joaquin felt himself to be more the champion of his countrymen than an outlaw and an enemy to the human race....”


      
        
      


      Note: Horace Bell rode with the southern Rangers during the hunt for Joaquín in 1853.
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      Prologue


      
        
      


      —From a wanted poster printed in the Calaveras Chronicle, Feb. 23, 1853: Description—"Said Joaquin is a Mexican by birth, 5 feet 10 inches in height, black hair, black eyes, and of good address...."


      
        
      


      —From the San Joaquin Republican, March 20, 1853: The Bandit Joaquin—"The career of this extraordinary villain is not yet brought to a close. Nobody knows what has become of him, although the evidences of his being somewhere are unmistakable...."


      
        
      


      —May 7, 1853: His Latest Movements—"There is no doubt that Joaquin passed south, through Monterey, and probably took the road for Loretto, in lower California. The real name of the bandit is Joaquin Murriati. He speaks English fluently, and in his foraging expeditions, has always a fresh horse at hand. He was heard to say that he would never kill a Spaniard. About ten days ago, he was seen at San Luis Obispo.... He is intimately acquainted with the country, and has with him a band of some fifteen men...."


      
        
      


      —May 21, 1853: "Captain Harry Love, who has been authorized by the legislature to raise a company for the capture of Joaquin and his gang, passed through this city yesterday. An important power has been delegated to this gentleman and we hope that he will exercise it with vigor...."


      
        
      


      Manhunters ride in silhouette beneath the moonlit sky, at times as a pack and presently in long defile as they follow the rim of a canyon deep in the Diablo Range. Manhunters framed in deadly league—twenty California Rangers led by Captain Love commissioned May 5, 1853 by Governor Bigler to hunt the bandit Joaquín. For two months they've hunted; now late July, men and horses are jaded. In the last two weeks they've ridden from Pacheco Pass in the north to Tejon Pass in the south, covering over 300 miles, hot on a scent. But there are so many scents, like the many trails, las veredas, crisscrossing, turning back, or dead-ending at a bluff that rises like the black-curtained night. Still they ride, sensing the shadows that leap here and there like the phantom they seek, elusive as the coyote's taunting cry that sounds from a dozen different points at once then falls silent as the grave, only to reappear as pounding hoof beats at their back, their side, or far in the distance. Word of their coming is rushed ahead in warning by the little wolf of the West, ever watchful like the jay, awakening all to their presence, as if all were his spies, his auxiliaries.


      And the people as well—the Indians, Sonorans, and old Californians—give mute, blank stares in answer to questions of him. Why did they aid and hide him? Both fear and love him? Show him devotion and respect like he was a saint come to live among them? This young bandit—"San" Joaquín. Already they saw him as part avenger, part Robin Hood. To some he was "El Zorro!"—the fox who could outwit the Gringos. To others he was "El Tigre del Norte!"—one who would stand and fight. Even among the frocked monks and priests were those who prayed for his safety and gave thanks to his kind and generous hand. Like the coyotes that warned him and the wind that covered his tracks, they would not give him up. Not to threat, not to bribery. Nor would he show himself, except in rumor, or in a score of separate acts committed a hundred miles apart in the space of a week. "Murderer of the Calaveras! Horsethief of Mariposa! Scourge of the Salinas!"—this boy of no more than 22 or 23, who could ride like the wind, whose smile could beguile women, subdue and master men. His army was rumored to number in the hundreds, while his supporters were legion. With this army he planned to bring mutiny to the San Joaquin and sweep all the country south to Sonora, yet another rumor. And that was the fear: that he was more than a bandit. They had to find him and put an end to his rumor and curse.


      It was also rumored that his woman had been ravished by American miners. If so, he could not be let to ravish California in turn. Yet the thought of such a wrong done a woman gave most men pause. Few could help but admire the determined vengeance of the one they hunted. This phantom, Joaquín.


      Past midnight they enter a box canyon and halt an hour to rest their horses and check equipment. A dry camp. Their canteens are emptied to water their horses. The last of their food was eaten at sundown. But well hidden, down out of the wind, they are granted a fire to warm their flesh and soothe the saddle-ache. And they share a ration of whiskey carried along in a bucket to preserve the head of the one they hunt, to serve as proof and so claim the reward of $5000. Grim at the prospect, they gather around the fire, gripping their hunger, thirst, and greed—like three demons laying claim to each man's heart.


      Most of the Rangers stand six foot or taller, their eyes of hazel, blue, or gray, glinting like their weapons before the flames as they check their Navy Colts, making certain the cylinders are oiled, the bullets seated, primed, and capped, and that each chamber is sealed with a dab of grease against the chance of moisture and to prevent a spark from firing all. In addition, most pack shotguns or smoothbore cavalry muskets. All except for the stout-built Ranger with square jaw and stern blue eyes who sights a breechblock carbine toward the fire to examine the rifled barrel—the polished spirals reflect like a ray of sunlight in the surrounding darkness.


      Satisfied the barrel is clean, he loads a cartridge, locks the breech, and slides the rifle into a leather boot strapped to his saddle. He'd won the carbine in a monte game off a veteran of the Mexican War. And unlike the others, he, William Henderson, declines the whiskey, never drinks—a Son of Temperance, he keeps a clear eye and a steady hand. Cool and sober, he can read a man like he reads his cards, knows which is deadly and which is weak. A true hunter. His eyes are as blue as the cold north wind and wolfish in aspect and wonder—wondering as he looks to the stars of the one they hunt.


      Close by the fire sits one whose eyes are not so clear, but just as deadly. William Byrnes thinks little of the righteous path, he swigs his whiskey and downs Henderson's share as well. Once his hands steady he draws forth a Bowie knife and begins scraping the blade in long even sweeps on a whetting stone. Firm, deliberate, as if slicing the flesh with each stroke. Finished, he holds the blade to his eyes, turns it to the flames, then tests its edge by shaving the hair from the back of his wrist. The blade nicks his skin and he smiles in wry delight at the sight of blood, yellow teeth and spittle showing through the gape of his beard.


      Captain Love stands just beyond the fire, hatless, cup in hand, scanning the night. His face is haggard and scarred, rugged as the terrain, pugnacious as a boxer's. His hair, long and tangled, catches the wind. Presently, he squares his shoulders and draws alert. He feels his blood warm and knows the hunt is close. He's wagered all his will and his men's strength on the night's march, determined to trap his prey. He hates the cunning bandit like he hates all clever men, those of dash and flair who could dance and woo a woman with their smile like one had been wooed from him. Hates his charm and grace. Cold, iron-willed, disciplined, he uses his hate to hunt the bastard. Not a week before he'd nearly had him, found his branding grounds and tracked him south. But once again, beyond Tejon Pass, the phantom vanished in the wind. Suspecting he'd been given the slip, that the fox had doubled back, he led his Rangers northwest toward the old Spanish road, El Camino Real, then cut back east, windward of the prey, seeking every vantage. And this time, if the phantom took shape, they would have him. If not?


      Defeat was a notion he would not harbor.


      At the very thought he spits out his whiskey and shouts, "Lissen up!"—his voice like a hound's deep bray above the crackle of the flames. "We find this greaser, we're not to bring 'im in. Not let 'im stand trial like a fresh martyr for his people to rally round. He'll die in the dirt and be damned! Let the wind claim 'im. The coyotes yip his name. Let California forget there was ever such a one." For that was the fear. That his fiery heart and defiant will would spread like a contagion, spark a ground swell, a fire storm! And he, Captain Love, aimed to scotch that fire before it engulfed all of California.


      "Remember, we want the head. Take the head like you take the head of any varmit to collect the bounty." Take the head, the head!—repeated like a vow each night till it was branded in their brains. The head, the head! Like they might forget. But each was a killer eager for the kill, and needed no reminding.


      "Bring the head," he intones, his sense of drama blunt as his Nordic brow, "and Bigler promised to double the reward." This was something they hadn't heard. This caught the ear and drew each eye, all suddenly keen to the scent. "That's ten thousand dollars, men. Remember...Ten! Thousand! Dollars!"


      The words reverberate in the shape-shifting flames. Each face a mask of light and shadow as each sits silent, weighing the sum, calculating. That came to $500 per man. No doubt the Captain would reap the lion's share while they squabbled over the rest. Still, as Byrnes shrewdly reasons, sheathing his knife, with the head of the bandit a man could charge a dollar a head to view it. Show it in every mining camp, settlement, and city. For a time, at least, take up to $500 a night. Now that would pay for some swank living. Make up for two months of trail-grime, hunger, and thirst.


      As Captain Love kicks dirt on the fire to blacken the scene, the Rangers tighten their cinches, mount up and ride out to again face the night, the wind, and the long descent to the Tulare plains.


      The night lengthens; the terrain lowers and broadens. Nearing dawn, thirst cakes their lips and tongues like a cruel dust. Mute, fatigued, they try not to swallow, try not to think. The pace slackens. The horses lather and blow as their heated flesh steams the air. The sky slowly lightens above the warm red dawn. The horses prick their ears, scenting water. Tendrils of camp smoke drift from beyond the near rise east.


      Captain Love pulls rein, looks to his men and nods.


      Their thirst quickens, sensing blood and battle. They draw alert and nudge their horses into a gallop, the terrible drumming of hooves muffled by the wind and terrain. Rounding a low bluff, they take an outrider by surprise; without a shot or word they take him prisoner and race towards the rise to descend as the sun lights the scene.


      Encamped in a low swale shaded by scant willow and cottonwood waits a small band of Mexican vaqueros, all in various stages of dress, making ready to meet the day. Several just rolling out, pulling on their boots. Two stand side by side, pissing in the dirt. A large brute of a man emerges from the brush. A youth stakes a horse. A young man kneels by the fire, smoking. He turns and stands at their approach. And none of them are yet armed. The Rangers encircle all and brusquely herd them center.


      Henderson's blue eyes focus on the one standing by the fire, noting his bold black eyes and his long black hair, that he is of fair height and dressed in fine Spanish clothes. And as they soon learn from his quick, cunning answers to Captain Love's questions, he is certainly of good address. The hunter's blue eyes hold steady and cold, while the eyes of his prey flash fierce and warm, daring as his smile.


      And in that smile is writ the drama of his life and fate.


      
        
      


      —Headwaters of the San Joaquin, July 26, 1853: Capture of the Bandit Joaquin—"Sir: As an express is going to start from these diggings I hasten to inform you of the death of Joaquin, the robber, who has been such a curse in the country for some time...."


      
        
      


      —From the San Joaquin Republican, August 6, 1853: Official Report—"First Lieutenant Byrnes, of the Rangers, arrived in Stockton this evening for the purpose of procuring the necessary materials for the effectual preservation of the head of Joaquin and the hand of 'Three Fingers Jack....'"


      


      
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        

      


      This memoir is based on the legend of one who lived a tragic romance and who in fact lives on in story and song, his life celebrated in many countries, his name yet voiced on many tongues, "Joaquín Murrieta," the man, the myth, now his confessions.


      
        
      


      

    

  


  
    
      PART ONE


      
        
      


      


      
        

      

    

  


  
    
      Chapter One


      
        
      


      "In the beginning...


      
        
      


      Some rare alchemical confluence—the jostling, the whiskey, the moon, the swift-passing clouds, the broad towering oaks, their deep-rooted essence—stirred to life what was dead. Bit by bit I could again see, hear, and think. Though I tried not to think, and in horror could not close my eyes. So I listened. There I focused. And I could hear the horse's heartbeat pounding above its hooves, the fearsome rush of blood to muscle, bone, and tendon, could hear the dry grasses parting like cut sheaves falling to the wind, could hear the devil tongues of they who rode, the thoughts and sentiments of they who had slain me. And worse—for one had no thought or sentiment, none as I had known, not of passion or playful whim, ruled only by a dark inner will, grim, silent, and caustic, that drew them in and drove them on. He who led them. Captain Love.


      Hard-eyed men riding through the night—my head bobbing in a bucket of whiskey tied in back of a saddle, at moments submerged, then surfacing to the derisive glitter of raining stars, while shadowed limbs loomed like hands spread to shroud the recent dead, and the lesser hand, that grotesque three-fingered claw, passing like a ghost before my view. On they galloped. The terrain roughened with a quick surge and jolt. Ah!—I'd expected a sharp pain in bumping my nose against the bucket. But there was none. Only a brief arrest, then a sidling motion as my eyes reverted to the sky, my head bobbing like an apple. Gazing upward by the weighted anchor of my hair, pleased to be free of pain, I would have smiled blissfully at the stars despite their mockery had I the power of expression, as I would have gasped as a result of the expected pain. So sensing I was free of pleasure and pain, I knew I was dead. With that troubling thought I again upended as if drawn under by the drifting claw, rolling down, down, mind and vision veiled by whiskey, its dark, intoxicating, amber film.


      When whiskey goes to your head it is not so bad really...if you no longer have a stomach. No, the intoxicant was thorough and magnificent. Espléndido! Even more so when I heard the others—the Gringos—retching, which they did, camped later that night, tipping a jug, fobbing off their cowardice with gusty oaths and swagger. It was not their lack of courtesy, it was their lack of grace that made them loathsome. They were not earthy; they were vulgar and cruel. They delighted not in life but in taking life, in killing. In the brutish act itself. That was their aim, or end, and so would be the end of each. Like dogs, turning at last to snarl at one another and gnaw on themselves.


      Oh, they knew laughter no doubt, and a portion of joy. Perhaps even love in some wretched form. But a sow would have eaten them were they her babes. For I say they were less than base. How can a panther not hate the hounds that are sent to track him? They were all kept men, the Rangers. Kept by the governor and his patrones. On occasion unleashed like hounds to hunt and kill. Nothing but dogs, yapping dogs. Trained and kenneled. Leashed to a master. Yapping fools.


      Whereas I...I delighted in life. And it is that delight I strive to remember and retain.


      I was a panther, a solitary lion. Swift, strong, powerful for my size. On the prowl, supple. Keen, unerring, calm. And laughter was my growl. I had perfect teeth. Pearly white. Flashed in delight or in warning. Did I say solitary? Sí, of necessity and instinct. Yet I was a friend among friends, a great reveler. I danced and let the music inflame me. And women, es verdad, there were many. And one that I loved. Only one. She wore such sadness at times and held it there. Perhaps she guessed my fate. But when I looked to her, she turned from her sadness, shook it off like a dark rebozo and smiled. I answered to her laughing eyes. To Rosita. Till death did us part and she fled from my ghastly corpse. Where, to where? I know not. Ah, Rosita, taken from me then and forever, and still I sense her in my needful memory. My first, my only love. Mi Rosa. Did she find God through her faith in the Virgin? Did she live in peace? Did she die in peace? That is my hope...but I do not know.


      So how is it, you ask, I know of their fates, of Captain Love and the rest? Seems I'm ever privy to those darker voices—the accursed, the terror-stricken, those murdered in the night. But only those through the environs, the regions nearby. Of the greater world I know only a trifle. The world beyond the ocean and beyond the mountains is blank and void, except in moments of great slaughter, as in war, and then the frightful murmur, the horrid acclamation of thousands dying comes to me in a shrill keening, a final plea, as the flies swarm and the ravens land to feed. There lies the birth and pang of my knowing. A knowing without benefit or cease. That which precedes the word and gives us shape, made us, you and me. A knowing without comfort or end. That simply is. Yet the happenings beyond the wall and down the street are as vivid and clear as if a hand were held before my eyes—sí, like that dreadful claw—and in that hand the card of fortune shows its face. There I am prescient and knowing, there where you curl and quake in your frightful dream of all that is yet to come, yet to be. Drawn into my ambit, you would see as I see. That mine is not a vision but a knowing.


      Through my dusky view plays a world of perpetual sepia, each figure amorphous, adrift, like ink dropped in a bowl of whiskey, formed of thought and dream and phantom shades. Yet I note the least, the particular, the minute—the spider mending its web at the ceiling, the tuft of fur floating breezily across the floor, the scratching of mice beyond the mopboard, the termites burrowing within. Among all discarded things I belong, cast off like a bottle in the mud or a book left closed and forgotten, covered with the dust of a century, and I the voice at the quiet center, silent before all the unseen motes like vaulted words held in murky abeyance before my knowing. And know this: of Captain Love and his hombres I will deal in due time. They who took my head, the flower of my soul, and left the broken stem of me to wither in the dust.


      Aieee! For me every day is the Day of the Dead—Dia de los Muertos—a festival of dancing bones, of garish masks and teeth-gnashing ballads. And being dead I know this as well, that matter yearns for life...to sense, to move, to grasp and sing. And dance, sí...like the wind upon the waves. But moreover to dream, to test an inner vision against the world, to taste the terror and joy conjured by our imaginings, our endless mania of image-making and tale-telling. What would man do had he no fire, no fat to chew, no shelter from the midnight wind or woman to embrace? But create them each as the dust turns to flesh formed of fire and clay, to take root in the bedded earth, to breathe in the sky, to bloom a day and die and return to dust. It is the oldest rhythm, the drumbeat of the soul by which we turn. By which I play. No, I am not alive, but I am aware. And the locus of my knowing resides here, in my head. Mi cabeza. The head of Joaquín.


      This ravaged skull, once flush with life, adrift in a potion preserving the vile flavor of my last breath. Eyes that never blink, never sleep, that gaze unbidden, mute, masking the voice within. A voice that beckons to whoever dare listen. Many have told my tale. Some spare, some extravagant, most foolishly romantic, but none as yet wholly true and unsparing, for they ceased to listen to the voice governing their hand and surrendered to their own pale, feeble renderings. Who can listen long to a ghost? One that never rests? Whose thoughts are ever present, whirling about, unfettered by words on a page as most suspect the soul is freed upon death—yet here I remain in the locus of my head, expectant, alone, asking the eternal why, why, why? And when I tire of the question I turn to memory and tell my story once more, like a child that hears the same tale again and again and never tires of the telling though it knows each word, each twist in the plot, and savors all the more for its knowing.


      Listen and attend my words, my thoughts as they enter yours. I live again as you sense the sights, the sounds, and the odors. Join me in this jornada of the soul as you witness my life, my death, and for a time I own your heart. And you mine. For you see, we all peer to seek an image of ourselves, whether in a mirror or at the water's edge or in the vortex of another soul.


      Some would have me of Spanish blood, some Indio, others claim I was a mix. A few even say I was a güero, blond and blue-eyed. Yet I do not laugh, my flesh was drained of blood so long ago that I would gladly have any pulsing through my veins, that of a Chino, a Tejon, a Gachupín, and sí...a Gringo even. Whether a son of Moctezuma or the bastard spawn of a Castilian rogue, what do I care for bloodline and origin? I am legend. A mix of stories told and retold till mine is the hybrid voice, the last and only voice. Listen, these thoughts adhere to whatever tongue you speak—though I retain some Spanish such as "sí," for it carries a softness, a subtlety that affirms, that lingers yet on my long dead tongue—sí, I choose the words, their order, their rhythm as suits me. Mercurial as the wind, now hot, now cold, for it is my tale. I, Joaquín.


      Every spider spins its own web.


      In what year was it I arrived in California? For surely you know that is where I died. Some say in '48, some say in '44, still others suggest it was earlier. And they differ as to whether it was from Peru I sailed, or Spain, or Chile, or whether I walked up from Sonora with Rosita hand in hand and a burro in tow, or whether we came a caballo on a stolen horse, the hot wind covering our trail. And I suppose that each and all are true in part, as I am all the stories made of me. Each in its way renews and gives me life. To be honest what year, route, or origin claimed dims before the consequence of my coming. The events that gave birth to the infamous Joaquín.


      But the day I remember: the pine-scented air, the sun on my skin, and her laughter as I followed up the trail. We stood on the slope of a low mountain overlooking the ocean, facing a warm, blustery wind. Like an old man longing for his youth I long for that life, that day of sunlight on my flesh, that warmth within, for moments when the blood surged and the breath caught then rushed like breakers slamming ashore, when all that was dreamed had begun and fate had not yet darkened the path, when all was the act unfolding and no whisper yet mentioned an end. That day I remember and speak to its memory to savor of life, to spin the tale of the moment I lived.


      And if in spinning I skip about here and there to seek a thread, a beginning, as events fade one to the other like cards drawn and shuffled in an endless sleight of hand, have patience and remember: to ride a wild stallion you must hurl your soul before his in the fight for balance, take leave of direction before he paces to your will. Amid the violent agitation the sediment stirs, all is again in flux, wait a bit and let it settle, for there is rhyme and there is reason to my telling and they will soon wed. And bear in mind: when what little remains of my flesh is preserved in whiskey—aguardiente de cabeza!—how could mine not be a drunken soul? Quizzical, cursed, lucent as a dream from which I may never turn or awaken.


      


      
        

      

    

  


  
    
      Chapter Two


      
        
      


      My life began as it ended, bloody. Emerging from the womb, furious and struggling, I slipped from the midwife's hands, the village curandera, and struck my head on the earthen floor. My first wail announced I would not be docile, so my mother said.


      And do I remember being bathed, swaddled in white cotton, lain on a mat of straw and there glancing at the surrounding forms with an uncertain, wary eye? No, my first memories are of the little lizards—cuida casas, the house guardians—watching from an open window, blinking in sly communion as if to intimate a belief that all must abide, the plants and birds, the sun and moon, the desert. A quiet rain settles the dust, giving the air a fresh aromatic bloom like a ripe melon split open. At each dawn and dusk, the fluid scrap and crush of corn being ground into flour on a stone metate; the slap of tortillas rounded and shaped for baking—all mixed with my mother's warmth, her cradling, suckling warmth, and her humming voice enveloping the night like the sweet scent of her hand gently cupping my head. But of my mother I say little more for she is sacred. Mi madre. To speak of her may awaken and disturb her spirit.


      You see then, there are many things left unsaid.


      But of my father I will speak freely. He was always haunted and never at peace. They called him "El Loco!" He was already a ghost wandering the desert when I was born. All I knew of him were the stories told to me by Padre León DeVaca, his brother friar and our village priest, who took my mother under his care and raised me. He also had a son by her, my half-brother, Pacito. Padre León and my father had sailed together from Spain, young Franciscans filled with notions of following in the footsteps of Fray Junípero Serra, of founding missions and converting the savage. Padre León always spoke fondly of my father and claimed he was the most promising, the most idealistic, the most athletic youth of their order, so handsome and kind, as if granted beatification at birth.


      Many times he described their journey around the Cape: the mist-veiled slopes of Tierra del Fuego, the terrifying passage through the Straits of Magellan, how storm after storm tossed their tiny vessel like a leaf in the wind, seas so violent they could not eat or in eating could not keep it down.


      "El vomito!" he'd vouch to a chorus of moans. "Even the cannons dropped their shot to the deck."


      Always a favorite part and fun to mime. But laughter was seldom and brief.


      All quiet, he'd gaze past the candlelight to the deeper shadows, his lips barely moving as he recounted the horrid gales that gripped them. For forty days it tore at the stays and rigging and still the mainmast held.


      "Like the true cross," he'd say, his palms pressed in vow.


      During the worst of the storms as darkening squalls blew in colder fury, sleet and hail adding to the bite, as the vessel rose on great waves then pitched to the cavernous troughs, seas rushing in over the bow, sweeping the deck of any unsecured thing—all hands crouched below in prayer while my father lashed himself to the mast and defied the tempest as the Devil's own breath. He remained there lashed in his woolen cowl through three days and nights till the seas at last calmed and the sun like resurrection shone.


      "His courage and faith bore us through." So said Padre León.


      But salvation is ever brief.


      Granted passage, sailing up the Pacific, scurvy took its frightful toll. Many a shrouded corpse plunged to the sea, buoyed briefly, then drifted slowly to the depths, insignificant as a pebble cast to the waves. None could but wonder at the cruel turn of fate—blessed one moment, then cursed. My father most of all. The effect of the storm had left him unsettled. Witnessing the scurvy, his torment deepened. Had God betrayed their faith only to send a darker fate? They voiced their doubts quietly, confiding in one another, and each night these doubts haunted their sleep. But they had the strength of youth and the true faith and each day saw their faith renewed. Taking on fresh supplies in Valparaíso, the sickness ceased. Flesh and spirit restored. At last they landed in San Diego, steeled to face the perils of the New World.


      From there they trekked south into the Sonora, destined for my mother's village on the banks of the Magdalena which sometimes flowed and sometimes did not, depending on the season—water like so many things depended on the sun, the wind, and whatever moved them. The Mission de los Perdidos had been without a priest for many years. The young friars were to reestablish and secure the faith of the many Yaqui and Mestizo who inhabited the region.


      My father labored without cease, so fervent as if he'd come to make the desert bloom, bring every soul to flower. They say he was mad, mad with God. But he was not so mad and taken with God that he could not see my mother's beauty. And before the summer had ended he'd forsaken his vow and acted as a man. Bedding her may have been the one sane act of his brief, sad life. But he lacked the courage of a great sinner, so filled with remorse at his deed that he swore penance, martyrdom if need be, to redeem himself in the eyes of God. He would go into the desert like Christ and face the Devil to shed the greater temptation of woman: she who'd lured him from his vow.


      On that fateful dawn, after singing the alabado, the morning hymn, he headed east toward the Sierra Madre to found a mission among the fierce Apache. Easier convince a víbora to give suck to a babe, turn venom into mother's milk, but to my father all seemed possible, a transmutation no more miraculous than turning wine into blood. Sí, miracles are the staff of faith. So the tall gray-robed Franciscan marched forth trailed by his stout little "leather jacket," his soldier-servant, his mozo, commonly known as El Perro for he faithfully answered to the padres like a dog licking its master's boot. They say that El Perro kept glancing back with a fool's faint smile, shaking his head, but his pace never faltered, he continued to tread in my father's shadow. Followed his Quixote to the very death. A packer found their bones some months later, identified by remnants of the robe and a leather cuirass, the holy cross and an iron halberd both burnished by the sand and wind. I would guess that the buzzards plucked their eyes before their flesh ceased to quiver. For there is such scarcity, so little gleaned in the Sonora, even the buzzards are impatient to feed.


      So ended the life and torment of my father, Fray Miguel Murrieta.


      His brother friar, Padre León, was a simpler man and therefore accepted the paradox of God and man, the unfathomable law binding each to each. Felt no conflict in walking a natural path. From the day of my birth he took my mother into his care and his bed. And so it was he became a good husband and father, yet remained a priest. As I have said, he spoke often of my father. Missed him dearly. No doubt felt marooned far from his native land, alone among a people painfully ignorant if not savage. So he was prone to mope on occasion while drinking wine. He'd run a hand through his wispy hair, thinned as I imagined in the storms while rounding the cape, and let his sentiments flow.


      Perhaps my mother tired of his words or tired of serving him, for he'd asked her to bring a bit more cheese, or maybe she chafed because he forbade her to wear her new red petticoat, her enaguas, of which she was so proud, to church, for she was still young and pretty and preferred the favor of men's eyes before that of God's. Whatever, she had only set a large olla of water to the table when he asked her to fetch him another bottle of wine. He'd been speaking just then of his dear friend, my father, of his shame and consequent martyrdom at breaking his vow. Perhaps she felt a snub, for at that instant she snapped her finger and hissed that priests were all poor excuses for men.


      "Castrados!"—that was her word.


      "This fool you speak of, this El Loco, was no man. Not even this boy's father. No!" she said, adding that the one called El Perro was really my father. He that bedded her. "And he wasn't little at all," she taunted, showing her teeth, "but tall and swarthy, full of vigor. The women called him El Perro because he had the dick of a dog and the fever to match. So vigorous after a night of passion he crowed like a cock at dawn. El Perro está El Gallo también! Cajones muy gratos!"


      This last voiced guttural in challenge. To which Padre León blanched pale as a corpse, then reddened, furious as he rose and kicked back his chair.


      "Jesucristo!" he exclaimed, not at all in the manner of a priest. He directed his forefinger in my mother's face—"You low Yaqui perra! Hold your tongue or I'll kick you like a perra. Not fit to be a mother. No! In truth she is not your mother," speaking now to me: "Your mother was a highborn señorita," he said, "daughter of a rich hidalgo, a California grandee of sangre azúl!" Fervent, as if quoting scripture, he swore that she had bore me out of wedlock and so entrusted her child to the Church— "Sí! To be raised in the true faith of La Virgen Purísima! This woman here is nothing but a wet nurse, an impudent maid. Perra ingrata!"


      My mother stood her ground and said nothing while her eyes narrowed and spoke a fury that could kill, an instinctual rage, a mother's rage. She hurled the olla, dashing it into a hundred pieces, spilling water across the tiled floor. And her eyes never left him till he removed himself and his wine to the far corner of the sacristy.


      What caused the flare-up? I never knew. Perhaps there was no reason, simply a man and a woman reaching the boiling point and letting off steam. That's how it was. A great flash and it ended. They never fought again. Who cleaned up the mess? Again, I never knew. I fled out the door into the night. Seemingly orphaned at a blow, confused beyond words. Pobrecito. I was maybe eight at the time. I fled to mi madrina, my godmother, Olajuaña, also the village curandera—always one to dispel perplexity, soothe a hurt. An answer, a cure for every ailment.


      Olajuaña pursed her withered lips, listened to all I said, then threw back her head and laughed loud and long till her toothless yap fairly howled. My puzzlement grew. Seemed the whole world had gone loco in a day. When she quieted she patted my head and said that my father was neither soldier nor priest.


      "He is a powerful brujo," she said in whisper as if imparting a grave secret. "He has much magic, magia más antiguo. He can change from a stallion to a panther, and he stood in the form of the priest to gain your mother's bed. Sí, he cast a spell to flatter the priest with the notion that he had bedded your mother and so drove him mad with the curse of a broken vow. For the brujo is a great sorcerer, and he hates the holy fathers."


      "He hates Padre León?"


      "Sí, he hates many things," she said. "But not himself, and not pretty young women, no." A faint smile dimpled her wrinkled cheeks. "When finished bedding your mother, the brujo rose on the hind legs of a huge goat, he leapt out the window and vanished in a dark wind."


      Aieee! Then I was sorely confused.


      But that my mother was my mother, Olajuaña knew for a fact.


      "I plucked you from her very womb, su útero," she softly affirmed. "Like a seed from a ripe plum. And slippery as a seed. Bounced you on the floor and heard your first wail." Then she laughed again, explaining that it was the flash of my eyes that made her drop me. "Eyes of a tigre!" she said. "Eyes that name your father, the brujo who lives far to the east among the Apache, but is not Apache. No, they fear him too. He's lived there a thousand years. Before the Apache or the Spanish. It was your mother's beauty, her scent carried inland on the ocean wind that called him. He came and plucked her flower and left his seed. And only he knows his name and will not say, for to name him would kill him, and his seed.


      "So little brujo," she said, a mischievous glint in her eyes as she mussed my hair, "what do you think of your father now? Would you name him? Would you dare?"


      To all who favor fact I say the same: Unravel the riddle of my father. Was he priest or soldier, perro or gallo—a panther, stallion, goat, or man? Or brujo? One who's lived a thousand years and can fly on the wind, shifting shapes as quickly as you can say it. But name him not. What do I care for bloodline. I am legend. I am Joaquín.


      
        
      


      There in a forgotten village in the Sonora, at the Mission de los Perdidos, I grew happy as any child in any time or place. The days replay as endless vignettes in motion, page after withered page. There on the sun-parched banks of the Magdalena, running half-naked beneath the great bowl of blue sky, where the world and all its rude largess were mine. The wind was a music that danced the dust and chased the rootless along to the rhythm of long vanished seas and storms unborn, yet to be.


      To a child each bend in the path, each rise and fall of the trail, each shrub, tree, or cactus presents a new wonder, another world potent with promise and discovery. The turn of a rock reveals the scurry of hidden creatures, each so curious and varied as if formed in the moment to distract and amuse like notes played to enliven the air at a festival, some lovely and fleeting, others sharp and disturbing like the ugly vinegaroon, whose stink is worse than its sting, or the hideous centipede with tentacles and pinchers to inflict its nasty bite. Or the huge spider, la tarántula! And on the wing a bluebird, a dragonfly, a bee droning above a flower. And your first encounter with a desert víbora shaking its rattle in venomous rage explodes the day in a clash of symbols like fireworks exploding the night, leaving the heart, the mind ablaze with the color of terror and awe. And that color, that fear, and your escape seem the greatest wonder yet.


      While to the man, the woman, all is concern and routine. The corral must be mended, the eggs gathered, the wood cut, the clothes washed. And where to find pasture, how long the drought, and the unending question: Why does my burden never ease? They cast their eyes wearily, seeking faint hope in the distance, disdaining the near at hand, all the joy once known turned to dung underfoot.


      Take a flower. A man may hold it to his nose and absently sniff before laying it in his lover's hand to later gain the flower of her flesh. While she may smile in delight and place it in her hair as adornment to lure him to the shadows for her own pleasure. But a child will peer into the flower, study its every color, swirl, and texture, its discreet and golden pollen, then strip it slowly, petal by petal, stem by stem, till the stamen stands in lone mystery before its wonder. A man, a woman, use the flower. A child perceives the flower, and in perceiving conceives another world.


      Of graver mystery than a flower and what daily drew my eye and checked my play, turning my fancy to notions nearly kin to thought, were the dung beetles so common thereabout. The satin sheen of their humped shells gleaned like translucent gems of ancient intent and will. Tenacious, determined, fascinating as they reaped their rounded harvest home, in mute ritual, as if burying the dead. And there was always death nearby as well, and there lies the ultimate fascination. For dung, though puzzled over by a child, is common and accepted, while death fixes each with its hard, unyielding stare. Final, absolute, mystifying. To observe that which was once full of life turn to stench then to bone and sweeter dust is a fascination at once loathsome and compelling.


      It was perhaps a year following the outburst between my mother and Padre León. The day was hot and gusty. Dust from the desert encrusted every leaf and thorn, lay in powdery drifts about every sill and door. Our bare feet made successive puffs as we ran along the goat path east of the village toward the high bluff overlooking the Magdalena. Black scorpions, alacranes, mated rife among the rocks and cactus there and we wished to capture some. Rosita was two years younger than me, nimble and fawnlike, and often tagged along on my explorations and adventures. Though I found her annoying and treated her gruff, she persisted, so I usually let her come. Besides, she was sharp-eyed and curious and not one to shrink, not even at the thought of a black scorpion, a quick and deadly menace.


      "Don't help," she'd say, brushing off my aid as she'd snatch one in her thumb and forefinger, then hand it to me, smiling proud. "See? I can catch."


      I'd shrug in answer, "So, es nada."


      Still, I was impressed. And since she was not afraid I soon taught her the real trick which lay in tying a piece of yarn about their middle so you could dangle them, one before the other, and make them fight. A favorite pastime. In the village many would gather to watch, and often the shepherds and goatherds, los pastores, would place bets on which black demon would sink its spear first, hers or mine.


      But at the bluff that day our attention quickly turned to the dead burro. It had belonged to Lazarn, the old goatherd, and been dragged there to rot safely beyond the village. A common site for carrion, scores of bleached skeletons littered the ground. Buzzards lazily vacated their feast as I arched a rib bone to speed their flight. The burro lay bloated on its side, not yet opened up and emptied out. Legs splayed, oddly extended in comic pose. The tongue protruded to the dust, offering its last portion to the ants and flies.


      I fetched the rib and stabbed at the taut underbelly. At my second thrust the skin broke and death-flatus wheezed into the air, chasing us upwind as we ran laughing to escape the stench. When the wind had carried most away, we returned. Again I grasped the rib and made a circular rip, opening a bowl-size cavity in the belly. We peered in. Maggots mingled like a fetid stew, white grains of fomenting stink and froth. I stirred it with the rib and grinned.


      "Want a taste?" I asked, threatening to flick some at her.


      She tensed and said, "No, por favor, do not."


      Out of a boy's devilment I did so anyway. Flicked a gob that struck her cheek and shoulder. She shuddered an instant and froze, too shocked to flinch or scream, as if death had tagged her and the maggots would burrow in and putrefy her flesh as well.


      At a glance I saw her horror and how wrong I was.


      She gave a shriek, slapped the muck away, and ran. I ran after her, sped by shame, as much to flee my own act as to seek her forgiveness. I found her behind a boulder a short distance on, huddled like a frightened animal, arms clasped to her knees, eyes to the ground, willful and hurt.


      I knelt and touched her cheek, saying "Rosacita" to soothe her, then I took her hand and said, "Listen to me...I swear I'll let no foul thing touch you again or harm you in any way, ever. To my death, mi Rosa"—and in swearing I fell in love.


      She looked to me and smiled, gave her trust and her faith.


      That trust, that faith would one day break my heart.


      Her father's name was Don Juan Feliz, also known as "El Gitano" for his Gypsy flair and ancestry. He wore a great black mustacho and a frank and honest expression. He was the village alcalde, our mayor. A respected and sensible man, more practical than pious, he rarely set foot inside the church and was therefore sought after for advice and judgment in worldly matters. Whereas ethereal concerns were left to Padre León, his due province. It was he, El Gitano, who taught me how to thread the yarn about a scorpion, who encouraged me in my first manly task as a shepherd, who lent me the use of an old musket as defense against panther or man. And who entrusted his fair daughter to my young want and care.


      For there were always rumors of the Apache and Comanche. And though the Comanche seldom raided that far west, and never except in the moon of late summer, the Apache could arrive without warning in a gust of wind at dawn, in a glint of light at midday, or in the gloom and shadow of nightfall. Not knowing when made you wary. Only a year earlier Rosita and I had hid behind a yucca, peering through the stems as a party of Apache warriors passed. Gaunt, lank figures ahorse, naked except for the weapons and scalps tied at their belts, each painted in a hideous mask of death, faces blackened, limbs streaked white, skeletal, riding like the dead come to reclaim the earth. Or take us captive. And we'd heard tales of the Queen of the Dead, the old Apache squaw who often rode along and directed their raids, her lower jaw held in place by a rawhide thong, and when loosed her jaw flopped open, unleashing her voice, a harsh cackle followed by her black tongue flicking sharp commands like a víbora hissing each word while her free hand worked her jaw like a puppeteer works a puppet. Then she'd snap it shut and secure the thong, silent as she fixed her gaze and vanished in a storm of dust and wind.


      This among the earliest tales told to us by El Gitano and others, and whether true or not, the thought of the old witch frightened us more than the sight of the warriors and kept us mum and well hidden. Nor did I think to fire a musket, nor move a single finger. We gripped our hearts and waited, Rosita and I. Pleased to see them gone, but thrilled at our encounter and escape.


      The summer of my tenth year, working on a rancho just north of our village, I gripped my musket, mindful of the threat, prepared to face panther or Apache. Though I was not taken with the task of herding sheep, of being a shepherd. I dreamed of being a vaquero, a gallant charro. In boots, saddle, and great sombrero! Not a lowly pastor, a step up from a peón, dressed in white cotton with rawhide sandals strapped to my feet. But Padre León said that Christ was a shepherd of men, that a year of such would do me good, perhaps then I could think of acquiring a horse and of herding cattle.


      I nodded dutifully, of course, and smiled, but it was the musket from El Gitano that moved me to my task and made me feel manly. For Christ never had a great appeal to me. His one act I respected aside from his sheltering Magdalena was his whipping the money changers. Even then he should have taken the money or at least given it to the poor. Loaves and fishes we can fetch for ourselves. Money is hard to come by; the lack of it makes every day a cross to bear. As for teachings of the Church, the promise of life everlasting, it seemed to me a fine story, like so many, of passing amusement. I held another view, an older sense, that said simply, "Give me this life, this flesh, this earth, I want or need no other." Perhaps it is this strong attachment that keeps me focused here in my lone purgatory, sleepless, knowing, ever longing for a breath, a touch, another glimpse of life. To me God is much like the notion of my father, evident but absent, a riddle that can never be answered. Name Him not.


      Rosita often joined me on the high hill at night while the sheep nestled in the valley. Nearly eight years old, a big girl now, having lost her baby teeth, her new ones filling in nicely, though one eyetooth always rode a bit high in her gum, lending a slight question to her smile as if she saw through my words to the heart of me. We'd sit together by the fire while the coals blinked and died. I'd point to the stars and name them:


      "Osa Mayor y Osa Menor...Estralla Polar...Oríon...los Pléyades...."


      She'd listen quietly till I finished then point to whatever bright star she fancied and name it "Joaquín," and the one closest by, "Rosita," asserted with her brave, quizzical smile that always brought me back to earth.


      Again silent, we'd stoke the fire and perhaps note another fire in the distance and wonder whose camp or adobe it marked. Or listen to the coyotes call across the way in their barking lingo as they scented a weak lamb or crippled ewe and considered whether it was wise to venture near. Wary little tricksters. And we shared tales of the panther, el tigre, of its fierce prowess and whether it would come down from the sierras as in times past to claim its rightful share.


      "El tigre?" she'd ask. "He can see in the night. Could he get us?"


      "Don't worry, Rosita. I won't let him."


      "But he can kill a horse?"


      "So? I can kill a gato."


      Amused at my bluster, her smile would flicker in the firelight then vanish.


      "Joaquín? You hear that?" she'd whisper, her eyes to the shadows.


      Sensing movement, I'd stand and fire the musket, scaring off the coyotes, their yip-yaps fading in the night. Though I rarely drew blood it was a thrill to fire the musket, and it helped dispel our fear. The pop of the cap, the thunderous roar. The flash of fire at breech and barrel. The cloud of white smoke slowly dispersing. The sweet, acrid smell of burnt powder like a sharp, warm intoxicant filling the nostrils. Nightly I'd find cause to send a ball crashing through the still silence—day improved my aim but darkness tested my skill in working my weapon, making ready for the imagined encounter with the panther, or one day a man.


      Strange, of that musket and the many weapons I handled in life, the guns, the knives, I recall few particulars. But their heft, their recoil, their effect on the senses all linger like a fond perfume. Have you ever struck flint to powder and watched it flash? Or taken a lead ball, felt its weight in your palm and wondered at its shape, its warmth, its subtle softness, how easy it is to press and mold? In a burst that lead means death. That I remember: the buck of the bullet leaving the barrel, the bite of it entering my flesh. And the knife, its edge, its keen relentless edge sinking in my throat to drink my blood and stop my breath. That, too, I remember. Though that was not a present concern, or thought, not even imagined. All life waited to be tasted.


      With each visit Rosita brought something good to eat wrapped warm in her little shawl, her blue rebozo. Some tortillas and frijoles or a bowl of olla podrida, my favorite stew. Always hungry, we shared our feast along with goat milk and cheese. Shared our food and thoughts. She'd lay her head to my shoulder, I'd pat her knee. An innocent touch, nothing more. In love, but not yet lovers.


      "Will we have many children, Joaquín?"


      "Sí, many children. But first we will each have a horse. And a rancho."


      "Will there be a glass window?"


      "Sí, a glass window."


      Lust had not entered our hearts. Only dreams.


      And though innocent, we knew about things—hinted at, spoken of—how animals bred, and people too. All living so proximate. Through open windows when the night was calm you could hear the lovemaking and catch the heavy musk of man and woman mixing within. Sometimes, given a hand up, we even dared to peek. In most cases it was better they were covered, but occasionally we observed a wild, lusty pairing. One that seemed almost as natural and splendid as horses in the act. A proud, physical coupling as opposed to the rut and squeal of a pigsty, a scene more often conveyed.


      But we, Rosita and I, were not yet ripe. Merely curious and observant. And to act without nature's prompting, before time readies the seed and roots the flower, is the true sin—whatever the passion, love or murderous will, to act without cause is shameful and wrong. While I had little concern for the Church, its admonishments and teachings, I possessed great pride even as a boy. And I would not shame myself or Rosita. There was one such in our village. A man without shame. Perverse and foolish. And since I am not quite ready to speak of the panther, I will tell you his story.


      He was an old man who lived near the church. I will not say his name, for it is of no importance. It was his acts that marked him. One act in particular. He lived alone. And perhaps he was not all that old, but only seemed old to me. He may have been only forty or so. Though I distinctly recall his hair had grayed, or salt and peppered as they say, his beard as well. He committed a bestial act with the goat man’s nanny. Lazarn caught him red-handed, pants to his knees, loins locked to her haunches.


      "Like a shameless cur," people said. "Bestial!" was the word on every lip.


      As a little chico, no more than five or six at the time, I had no idea what this meant, only that he must be playacting as a billy goat, "baaing" in the night and walking about on all fours. So I was careful not to run and howl like a coyote and such, for I did not want to be chastised and treated with silence and disgust for acting "bestial!"


      Shunned like this man.


      No matter, he would not mend his ways. Time and again Lazarn caught him out prowling for the nanny. Padre León even caught him once in back of the church, the nanny bleating wildly as the wretch performed his sacrilege. Padre León threatened excommunication—"Cabrón! You will fry in Hell!"


      Still the man persisted, cursed by his urge. Padre León threw up his hands.


      While Lazarn, who was at first simply stunned, bewildered, grew darkly morose.


      "Por Dios, I'll rip his egg sack and crush his huevos," he'd declare with clinched fists, then open his palms in plea to his listener, "She's my best milker." And no, neither he nor anyone else would have milk tainted by an unnatural act. He even slaughtered her kids, threw the meat to the dogs, would not have the taint on his table, would not have them give suck and spread the taint to his herd.


      What was comical turned serious. Some even accused Olajuaña of giving the goat a potion to tempt the man. Olajuaña scoffed and said it took nothing special to make a man act like a goat. To quiet the rumors and keep the peace El Gitano called the men to meet. Lazarn stood with arms folded, eyes hard on the accused standing slumped, eyes to the ground. El Gitano looked to each man and twisted his mustache in thought.


      "Maybe I should do like Solomon," he said, "threaten to cut the goat in half. But what good is that? You!" he said, pointing to the accused. "If you must have this nanny, you will pay half your corn crop to Lazarn. And Lazarn...no more bickering!"


      So it was agreed, by mutual nod, that the man would pay for the goat.


      Time passed. An autumn, a winter and spring. It became known that the man no longer sought out the nanny in his loneliness, that he no longer acted as he formerly did. It seemed that in feeding and tending the animal his bestial urges waned and left him. Finally he acted as a man to the goat and simply kicked or cursed it on occasion when it displeased him. The same as a husband to a wife, the villagers said, laughing. Sí, many are like this, once they must care for a woman they no longer desire her and would as soon beat her as bed her. Judged no longer bestial, he was again accepted, greeted kindly in daily comings and goings about the village.


      But I never forgot
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