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			Praise for The Ledger and the Mirror

			“The Ledger and the Mirror is a well-researched biography of William Leidesdorff, one of Yerba Buena and young San Francisco’s leading, and most enigmatic, citizens. It clears up a number of myths about this mixed-race pioneer.”

			—Gary Kamiya, author of Cool Gray City of Love: 49 Views of San Francisco and Spirits of San Francisco: Voyages Through the Unknown City

			“Embodying in his own European, African, Jewish, and Caribbean ancestry the cosmopolitan populace of Mexican Yerba Buena before it leapt onto the world’s attention as San Francisco, William Leidesdorff emerges as a vivid character in Eric Friedman’s The Ledger and the Mirror. Based on extensive research into his subject’s records and those who knew him, Friedman re-creates an almost mythical California just prior to the discovery of gold whose riches narrowly eluded one extraordinary man at an epochal hinge of world history.” 

			—Gray Brechin, author of Imperial San Francisco: Urban Power, Earthly Ruin

			“The history of a city is never straightforward, especially in a place as tumultuous as San Francisco, and that’s what makes Eric Friedman’s biography of William Leidesdorff so fascinating. In telling the story of a civic leader forced by society to hide his Black identity, Friedman captures the ever-shifting tensions of 1840s San Francisco and tells the tale with refreshingly urgent twenty-first-century prose.”

			—John King, author of Portal and Cityscapes
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			To Heike, of course

			 

		

	
		
			Introduction

			 

			I first encountered William Leidesdorff at the corner of California and Leidesdorff Streets in San Francisco. I was tracing the route of a walking tour I now lead, Boom and Bust, which follows the city’s dramatic economic cycles through its streets. On that corner once stood the Stock and Exchange Board. The cable cars that pass today climb toward Nob Hill, where capital consolidated into mansions and view. The cable cars’ wire-rope technology, first perfected in the silver mines, made the formerly inaccessible hill available to the city’s elite. Just to the south, the short block of Leidesdorff Street was once known as Pauper’s Alley, a compressed geography of speculation and deprivation.

			I knew that if I paused there with a group, someone on the tour would ask about the name on the sign. Who was this man, and how had he earned a place in the city’s geography? Even the two street signs on the block couldn’t agree on what to call him; one spelling his name with a single f. I reported it; the city corrected it. The fix was minor; the uncertainty it exposed was not.

			That question—who was this man?—sent me down a rabbit hole of archives, photos, plaques, and murals. Each offered a fragment of a life; each bent truth in subtle or not-so-subtle ways.

			The more I read, the more the fragments cohered into a single, astonishing figure, a man both everywhere and absent from the story we tell about the city.

			Before the Gold Rush, as the Mexican pueblo of Yerba Buena became the American town of San Francisco, he was already shaping its outline. He built the first warehouse, the first hotel, the first public school. He served as US vice consul under the Mexican flag and treasurer under the American one, bridging two governments in a single lifetime. He held a vast rancho on the American River, worked by Indigenous labor he relied on but rarely named, on land that would become the city of Folsom. He launched the Bay’s first steam-powered vessel. He arranged the first horse race before Mission Dolores. And when he died, he became one of only six people laid to rest within its walls.

			 

			I went looking for images—some way to see how this man of mixed race carried himself, how he moved through rooms where his presence should have been impossible. A “drawing” at the San Francisco History Center turned out to be a photograph of a painting at the Bancroft Library, a likeness from his lifetime, yet filtered through artist and medium. Online I found two others, both photographs created long after his death. One depicted a man in 1890s studio dress, both used photographic technology that didn’t exist in his lifetime. These portraits are now used interchangeably, as if they told the same story, though each depicts a different man.

			The confusion extends beyond images. Church records, naturalization papers, and government files contradict one another. His birth year shifts; his birthplace blurs; his name is struck out and rewritten. Whether accidental or strategic, such inconsistencies became shields or gaps—reminders of how identity could hinge on a single line of ink in a world where race dictated opportunity and risk.

			Leidesdorff’s posthumous life adds another layer of reinvention. Statues, murals, and school lessons have celebrated his African ancestry so emphatically that it seems impossible he could have passed as white. In 1830s New Orleans and 1840s Yerba Buena, however, he did exactly that. These tributes elevate him as a Black hero but often flatten the complexity of his world: a system of ranchos built on Indigenous exploitation, a merchant who both bridged and benefited from those inequities. His history is morally ambiguous—impossible to capture in a single frame. The stories that accumulated after his death were not random. Interests not his own shaped them—civic, judicial, mythological—each era pressing his life into the service of its own needs.

			Weeks in archives became months. Logbooks, parish ledgers, shipping manifests, correspondence from Thomas Larkin, John Sutter, and John Montgomery—all revealed a man who lived by documentation. Each discovery carried the thrill of revelation and the humility of contradiction. The mural, the plaque, the “portrait” turned out to be reflections not of him but of those who came later. Even the names in his letters have become part of the map: Larkin, Sutter, Montgomery—streets now, intersecting like the lives they once described.

			 

			The title of this book, The Ledger and the Mirror, comes from the two instruments through which I’ve tried to understand him.

			The ledger belongs to Leidesdorff’s world, the books and papers that governed it. Ledgers recorded cargo, credit, and people: categorized by race, parentage, and the fragile status of “free.” A name entered or erased could determine a life. William learned early that survival depended on what was written, what was omitted, and who held the pen. In time he mastered that discipline himself, transforming the instrument of vulnerability into a measure of control.

			The mirror belongs to ours. It reflects him back to us through portraits, plaques, and the myths later generations composed in his image—and it reflects us, revealing what we choose to see and what our own time demands from the past.

			This book moves between archives and imagination. Its foundation is documentary: ship logs, parish registers, government papers, and surviving letters. Every quoted document, decree, or newspaper notice comes from the historical record. The rest—the private thoughts, gestures, and dialogue—belongs to informed conjecture, scenes built where the documents fall silent.

			The factual record defines the boundaries of what can be known; imagination restores the human texture those records ignore. In Leidesdorff’s case, the gaps are as revealing as the evidence. My method has been to move between the archival and the interpretive. Between what the record states and what the silences suggest. When the story departs from verifiable fact, it does so to illuminate, not to revise.

			Between the ledger and the mirror lies the space of this story: what William Leidesdorff wrote into the world, and what the world has written onto him, including us.

		

	
		
			

			A Note on 
Place, Law, and Time

			 

			During the years this book follows William Alexander Leidesdorff, California was not yet American.

			From 1821 until 1848, Alta California belonged to Mexico. Its economy ran on land, labor, and trust rather than coin. Beef hides and tallow functioned as currency. Commerce depended on reputation, timing, and relationships that crossed languages and borders.

			Mexican land policy was strategic. The government issued large grants—ranchos—not simply to reward settlement but to secure the territory itself, creating a civilian bulwark against foreign encroachment. To hold land required Mexican citizenship, and many European and American newcomers—including William Richardson, John Sutter, and Leidesdorff himself—naturalized for that express purpose. Citizenship conferred legal standing; without it, even wealth could remain provisional.

			Mexico abolished slavery in California in 1837. Race continued to shape social life, but the law recognized free Black people in ways the American South did not. That legal order began to fracture in 1846, when American naval forces took control of California’s ports and towns during the Mexican–American War. In Yerba Buena, sailors and soldiers raised the American flag on July 9, 1846, an event in which Leidesdorff, then serving as US vice consul, played a central role.

			

			Formal sovereignty followed later. The Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo, ratified in 1848, transferred California to the United States. In the interim, the town itself changed names. In January 1847, local officials—including Leidesdorff—formally adopted the name San Francisco. The legal status of the town, however, remained unsettled. American courts and officials soon reinterpreted land, labor, and belonging under a racial order that recognized no gradations, only categories, and that would have rendered Leidesdorff’s achievements improbable, at best.

			Yerba Buena lay on a part of the peninsula the Ohlone had never favored for settlement. Its appeal was maritime—a protected anchorage and access to the interior—rather than terrestrial. Europeans had arrived only a few years earlier; grizzly bears still wandered in from the dunes. Wherever you had come from, it felt like the edge of the world.

			Gold was discovered in early 1848, just as sovereignty changed hands. The rush that followed—accelerating through 1849 and beyond—did not create California’s systems so much as expose and overwhelm them. Claims hardened into property. Informal authority gave way to courts. Provisional arrangements, once governed by custom and negotiation, were suddenly enforced by law and backed by force.

			This book moves through that transition—from Mexican California to American California, from negotiated order to imposed one. When names change, borders shift, or laws appear to contradict one another, the instability is not an error in the record. The condition belongs to the place itself.

		

	
		
			

			The Bottom of the World

			The wind kept its own accounts

			Approaching the Strait of Magellan, 1841

			On his first blue-water passage, the schooner pitched and groaned beneath the Atlantic wind, sails snapping like leather in the dark. William leaned on the rail, feeling the deck’s heave through his boots as salt spray burned his eyes. The horizon was a gray smear, New York already a memory, St. Croix farther still and better forgotten. Ahead waited the narrow gate to the Pacific: the Strait of Magellan, where every captain tested his luck against rock, tide, and wind.

			Fifty days out they had crossed the equator, a line of sun and sea that seemed to divide the world. The crew marked it with Neptune’s rites—shouts, buckets of spray, mock trials—but for William it felt like initiation: command no longer provisional, but tested. 

			Forty days beyond that line they sailed into the Roaring Forties, the westerly belt that circled the globe with little to slow it. The air turned colder; the sea lengthened into heavy gray procession. Gales came in succession, not constant but recurring, each low-pressure system sweeping eastward with deliberate force. Waves rose in long, muscular ridges and fell away beneath the keel; squalls struck hard enough to stagger a man on deck. The ship pressed on, mile by deliberate mile, through weather that tested judgment more than bravado.

			Below, the crew worked in steady rhythm, lantern light flickering across wet planks and canvas. One parted line, one torn sail, and what they carried—profit, ambition, survival—could scatter into the sea. William tightened his grip: check, measure, anticipate.

			Hands on the rail, he looked down at the ink still dark in the creases of his fingers from the morning’s log. At sea, wind and tide ruled without appeal. On paper, they yielded to line and number. Latitude fixed. Cargo tallied. Wages marked. His father’s ledger had measured sugar and flesh in parallel columns. Names set beside weights. Freedom beside debt. This book measured miles and men. What the sea scattered, the pen gathered and made durable. A storm could undo a sail; an entry endured.

			“Trim the mainsail!” the mate shouted. The command cut through the roar. William moved with the motion of the deck beneath him, the helm now alive in his hands. Spray broke over the bow, lanterns dimmed, and the schooner drove on. Trust in the men, trust in the ship, trust in yourself, he reminded himself, because nothing else held in these latitudes.

			They were closing on the Strait now—a corridor of cliff and snow on the heights, where the westerlies tightened and tide ran hard between narrowing shores. Many captains feared it; none forgot it. Beyond lay the Pacific—distant, thinly governed, thick with commerce and rumor. Santa Barbara. Monterey. Yerba Buena. Names still confined to charts, waiting to become ground beneath his boots. If opportunity moved first, he intended to meet it.

		

	
		
			

			St. Croix

			Before the ocean and the papers and the name, an island

			Danish West Indies, 1810s–20s

			Sugar plantations stretched across St. Croix in a lattice of stone and cane. Wind carried the scent of boiling syrup, sun-baked earth, and distant salt. Beyond the fences, the sea glimmered, a boundary between the possible and the forbidden.

			William Alexander Leidesdorff was born here on October 23, 1810. The church register of Black communicants marked him Kast—free, but colored, placed at the palest edge of the island’s Black population. That he was entered in this book rather than another was itself the first sentence of his story. In the precise taxonomy of the Danish West Indies he was the shade nearest white. Yet “nearest” remained an unbridgeable gulf. Beside his name the enslaved were listed, a quiet reminder of how fragile freedom could be. 

			As a child, he learned that names could be fixed in ink. He watched adults open the register, saw fingers pause, heard categories spoken aloud. Long before he could read the columns, he understood that the book had decided something about him. Its judgment would travel farther than memory.

			His father appears in the records as Wilhelm Alexander, William Alexander, and sometimes simply Alexander Leidesdorff. The shifts reflected language, jurisdiction, and the ease with which names crossed borders in the early nineteenth century. The name Leidesdorff suggests origins in the duchies of Schleswig and Holstein, territories of the Danish crown where Danish rule met German tongue. It carries the solid German “-dorff,” not the softer Danish patronymics of Jensen or Nielsen. In towns such as Altona and Glückstadt, Jewish merchants lived under the Danish crown, and the surname appears frequently in those communities. Whether Wilhelm Alexander came from that world cannot be proven. Yet a man of Jewish birth would have found it difficult to live in St. Croix as he did without entering the Lutheran church, and the records we possess know him only as a Lutheran. That ambiguity traveled with the name. Where the father’s difference may have been marked by faith, the son’s would be written on his skin.

			His mother, Anna Maria Sparks, was recorded in the Black Lutheran registers of St. Croix as a free Black woman, part of the island’s legally recognized free non-white population. They occupied a narrow space between enslavement and colonial privilege: able to own property and move through the island’s economy, yet still bound by the racial order of Danish rule. She and Wilhelm Alexander were never married, yet all five of her children were his. She bore them openly, and in the church books their baptisms carried his name in full. Such acknowledgment was rare enough to be remarked. Later, long after William had left the island, his father formally adopted the children so that they could inherit. For William, the act closed one distance and opened another. Acknowledged, yet apart. A name, a place, even a glimpse of privilege. But on St. Croix he had already learned the boundaries of belonging, the island
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