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Flight

January 1850
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Juanita Castro de la Cruz galloped toward the El Camino Real main road, flying under the ranch’s gateway sign no longer bearing her family’s name, heart thumping with every thud, thud of the horse’s hooves. How quickly could she ride up to the gold diggings to reunite with her son? How long before the new yanqui owner discovered she’d stolen his favorite horse?

Tugging Canela’s reins and kicking her flank, Juanita turned north toward her sister’s rancho above Pueblo San Jose. Her thick black hair, surprisingly free of gray strands despite years of loss, bounced in its knot beneath her sombrero. The day’s waning light cast a hazy, rosy tint in the distance and shadows formed along the road. She wrinkled her nose at the dank air filling the shaded patches. Must get to the Dominguez ranch before dark.

Surely her sister and brother-in-law would welcome her. Her younger sister would be appalled at the treatment the new boss had inflicted. And her brother-in-law, still a well-connected Don, would have creative ideas for finding Joaquin. Thank goodness reliable Beatriz lived close by. Josefa, her other sister, had disappeared from Monterey over a year ago, her husband obsessed with gold fever, like so many.

She spurred hard and gripped the reins tighter to speed on, operating on survival adrenaline, more to leave the past behind than with a clear destination. She had no idea where Joaquin was or how to find him in this new California. He’d apparently sent her letters from the gold fields which the new owner had purposely destroyed.

Juanita passed the Rancho Dominguez gate and steered the chestnut horse toward the large adobe as the sun slipped below the rolling horizon. Slowing to a trot to catch her breath, she noticed their sign was faded, the “O” in Dominguez missing. The sign hung crooked, the “Z” dangling toward the ground.

Several muddied, gray cows ambled along the road, no vaquero in sight. She pulled on Canela’s reins to shoo them into the meadow, clicking to the horse and ya, ya-ing at the cows. Unfamiliar with Juanita or her horse, they were reluctant to obey. One bull stopped, perfectly still save for huge eyes unblinking in defiance. She persisted, turning Canela around to the bull’s backside, one way, then the other, to get the stubborn animal to budge. Finally, he grunted and loped toward the green grass.

Hmm, I have to be the cowboy, she mused as she adjusted her riding jacket, smoothed her skirt, and wiped the sweat from her face with a sleeve. She should look presentable upon surprising her sister and brother-in-law. She couldn’t reveal she’d just sped in frantically on a stolen horse. No need to scandalize the relatives—the circumstances of her unexpected arrival would disturb them enough.

She scanned the shade below overgrown trees for a hitching rail and finally found a mossy bar, the watering trough rusted through. After tying Canela, she found a ladle and bucket at the well around the side of the house. The mare drank noisily while Juanita hammered their formidable redwood door with her fist.

“Beatriz, it’s me, Juanita,” she called. No answer. Was that a noise inside? She knocked again, then swiveled the iron latch and shouldered open the heavy door. No flowers adorned the entry table as was customary in their childhood home and in all the fine haciendas. The fountain in the central courtyard was dry, the decorative tiles cracked and peeling off the terra cotta base. Stringy, brown bougainvillea vines draped off the second-story balcony, devoid of a single green leaf or magenta bud.

Rather than a gleaming, welcoming house reminiscent of the days her parents and grandparents owned the Castro hacienda, the grounds and interior appeared worn, neglected. Where were Beatriz and Agustín? Where was their staff? Where were the cowboys keeping track of the herd?

As she peered down the hallways, she heard loud, angry voices. A door slammed. What were they fighting about? She could only hear fragments.

“ . . . sell more . . .”

“ . . . find that map . . .”

A hallway door squeaked open and her young nephews in nightshirts peeked out. Then the door suddenly shut and the little ones scampered off, their stocking feet whispering across the tiled floor. No more shouts. Just an eerie quiet.

She reached the library door. “Beatriz, are you okay? It’s Juanita. Qué está pasando?” she asked as she knocked, then went in. Chilly air took her breath. No fire in the hearth, only a few tapers flickering in soot-coated wall sconces.

Beatriz sat on a green velvet sofa with a carved wooden frame, an exquisite piece she’d had shipped from Spain to decorate one of the most elaborate adobes on the El Camino Real. Papers lay across her lap. Every desk drawer was open, with notebooks, documents, maps strewn across the knotted redwood surface. Formerly neat shelves were in disarray, as if an earthquake had shaken the formidable room and dislodged all its contents. Juanita knew the earth had not been quaking recently. This mess was man-made.

Beatriz had always maintained a proper residence as benefited the important Don Dominguez she married when the situation deteriorated at Rancho Castro.

Beatriz looked up in desperation, tears streaming. Surprised, Juanita took her into her arms as she glanced around for her brother-in-law.

“Oh, Juanita, I’m so embarrassed for you to see the house, us, like this. We need proof of Agustín’s grant. There’s a Commission . . . hire lawyers, speak English, lose it. And Agustín wants to sell my dresses.” She began to sob. 	

Juanita had heard rumors of a Land Commission coming, requiring Californios to prove ranch ownership to the new state government. Land they’d lived on for generations, much of it granted with a wave of the king’s hand or a governor’s proclamation in one document issued two, three or four generations back. Occasionally, only on a handshake.

For generations, the Dons had branded their cattle and kept their mostly Native cowboys busy herding livestock within their granted tracts. Spanish and Mexican gentlemen took pride in a strict code and in legendary hospitality—there was no need for contracts nor formal paperwork to conduct business, not when Alta California was populated with only a few thousand non-Native souls. Juanita’s family’s land had been marked by a river, a cluster of sycamores, rock formations, and an especially effluent spring. Juanita’s grandparents, Don Diego and Doña Quina, and her parents, Don Pedro and Doña Candelaria, were gracious hosts to all who stopped at their grand estate on forty-eight-thousand acres of rolling hills and fertile pasture lands, orchards and gardens. Neighboring ranchers, military leaders and governors, priests and English explorers, French scientists, Boston merchants and Russian trappers . . . they were all provided with delicious meals, a comfortable bed, and the latest news. For almost a hundred years, questioning the Dons’ titles was unimaginable, insulting.

But the US War of Invasion had changed everything. Enormous Alta California would soon be an American state, under a government based far across the plains. Yes, Mexican ranchers were used to a distant ruling power—in Mexico City, and before, even farther away in Spain—but for generations, they’d benefitted, profited even, from a governing authority which mostly ignored them.

This new master, one of a different language, religion, culture, and never-ending thirst for land, did not appear likely to ignore its latest prize. And the battle now raging on whether to admit California to the United States as a slave or free state brought even more attention to the latest star being added to Old Glory. Gold and land were everything.

Agustín growled from a dark corner. “What are you doing here, Juanita? You can’t just barge in. Beatriz, you’ll do as I say.”

Surprised, Juanita pulled Beatriz in tighter. “I had to leave. With Mamá gone, there was nowhere to go. I’ve got to find Joaquin.”

“We’ve got our own problems right now.” Agustín shook his head and left out the side door, the slam startling the sisters.

Not the welcome she’d imagined. The family closeness of her childhood and comfortable predictability of four generations of ranch life had been disrupted by cattle plague, debts, the American invasion, and war. Her family gone, Rancho Castro in the hands of a yanqui, her son off in the gold fields with no communication for almost two years, Juanita felt unmoored. With Mamá’s passing, there was no reason to continue working for the ranch’s new owner. But here, Beatriz and Agustín appeared lost in their own troubles.

Juanita guided Beatriz to stop crying, clean up the paperwork and pile it on the desk. She sat her on the sofa and, holding her sister’s hands, asked for an explanation. Calmer now, Beatriz detailed how they needed to raise funds to pay a translator and lawyers so they could prove ownership of the rancho at the Land Commission hearings starting soon.

“We don’t have gold dust or those new coins. A little of the old silver, which no one wants anymore. We just have land. The hacienda, the cattle . . . you know. We trade here. There’s no gold in our creeks. So Agustín wants to sell the clothes and china, candlesticks. Even the furniture. Anything the yanquis want in San Francisco, in the new towns.”

“But what about the land grant? Don’t you have—?”

“That’s just it. The grant from Portola’s days went to a relative who had no children and gave the land to two feuding nephews. Their sons divided it and Agustín got his share from his father, one of those sons. But there really weren’t papers. No way to prove his distant uncle and heirs passed it down legally, or to whom, or what the property boundaries are. Agustín’s father got shot in the skirmish up north. He’d joined the Bear Flag revolt. Got mixed up with the wrong people.”

 Juanita squeezed her sister’s hands as she tried to make sense of this unexpected bad news. She’d left in a such a hurry and assumed Beatriz and Agustín’s large estate would help her reestablish a stable family life, maybe even become a home after finding Joaquin. She had nowhere else to go. How naïve she’d been. So involved in her own problems.

She grimaced. “I guess we’ll have to sell something to pay these lawyers. What else do we have? This is home. This is all we’ve got.”

Beatriz looked at her clearly then, puzzled. “Wait, what are you doing here? Can’t you stay there? I know Mamá’s gone but they need you to run the ranch.”

“No, I’m never going back. Malachy came to find me after Mamá’s internment. He let it slip his horrible wife destroyed letters Joaquin must have written to me from gold country. I’ve always hoped he forgave me for sending him away, that he understood why. But now . . .”

Beatriz gasped. “How horrid. So malicious. Then I’m glad you left those terrible people, those spoiled kids. You were so good to stay with Mamá.”

They crossed themselves and hung their heads in a silent prayer to their beloved mother lying at peace alongside their father in the Castro family cemetery, now inaccessible to them. The cruelties mounted.

“But I did get the rancho producing and selling cattle again,” Juanita said. “Now the wretch will have to manage on his own. He has no idea how to operate a rancho.”

“Stay with us,” Beatriz said, putting her hand on Juanita’s arm. “Help us translate any papers and speak at the hearings. We only know a few words, but your English is so good.”

She hesitated. “I can’t stay, hermana. I’ve got to find Joaquin. He’ll wonder why I never responded to those letters.”

“You had no choice. He looked too much like the patron. That jealous wife would have figured out her husband was Joaquin’s father.”

As a young teen, Joaquin had quickly grown taller than the other stable boys, his hair turning lighter with an auburn tint, until he looked like Malachy Brennan, the scoundrel who’d abandoned her after an impassioned love affair fifteen years before. In an especially heartless twist, Malachy had returned to buy their debt-ridden ranch, then kept her as ranch manager. Her confused mother refused to leave, insisting she be buried in the family plot on the hillside above the hacienda.

Fearing the greedy, ambitious wife would eventually detect the resemblance and toss them off the ranch with nothing, Juanita had married off her sisters, sent Joaquin away and tried to protect her mother. It had been excruciating watching Mamá fade in confusion as she struggled to wash kitchen pots and pull sheets taut, while Juanita rebuilt the ranch business for someone else’s benefit.

“Juanita, you must stay to help with translating,” Beatriz said, wiping her tear-stained face and straightening as if filled with new purpose. “You’re crazy to even think about the diggings. Do you know what it’s like? Cold and rainy or very hot. Rocky, hilly, no buildings. Rough living. You don’t know if Joaquin is still there. I got one letter from Josefa. It sounded awful.”

She rummaged through the bottom drawer of a small desk and handed a stained, worn paper to Juanita. No date or location was listed at the top.


Dearest sister Beatriz—

I miss you and life on the rancho and the Monterrey bakery so much. Despite the hardships and losses we suffered losing Papá, losing the rancho to pay his debts, and poor Juanita and Mamá turned into slaves for that nasty family . . . it all pales in comparison to the difficulty of life in the diggings.

The gold is mostly a dream, but since it is a dream you see at least once a month, it’s hard to let go of ambitions. But don’t be fooled, the gold and the dream are fleeting.

There are only men here. And they keep pouring in. Sonorans and Chilenos, Black men from the southern states, Yanquis from New York, Boston, Ohio and places out East we’ve never heard of. There are Frenchmen and Irishmen with red hair and beards. I’ve even seen some Chinese. Remember the Kanakas we used to see on the wharf in Monterrey? They’re here too.

I’ve only met a few women in all these months since we left home. A Native woman who cleaned in a makeshift rooming house, another who washed and sewed miners’ clothes. One was a doctor’s wife who was not happy to be dragged along but the doctor was very busy. One baked bread and pot pies filled with vegetables and chicken when she could get them. When she cooked, men lined up outside her tent for hours after slogging in the rivers all day. Not much but hardtack, salt pork and whiskey in the diggings.

There are no buildings, just canvas tents and mud and more mud. You sure could build beautiful adobe out of it all, but none here know how. They just prop up canvas for shelter. The miners spend all day in the rivers, panning, lifting rocks, scraping through the mud, then digging some more. I’ve seen only a few tiny cabins. Since miners move so often to grab another claim or find an untouched spot maybe canvas does make the most sense.

Anything you want costs at least five to twenty times the price you’d expect. And the drinking and gambling does not stop. Mamá and Abuela would be appalled by the volume of sinning here in mining country.

Oh, almost forgot to mention, Charles had a chance encounter with our nephew, Juanita’s boy, in a doctor’s tent. Goes by Joe now. Said he wasn’t hitting any gold strikes and so might head to Mexico if another bad winter sickened him further. Charles thought he seemed sad from the losses—his grandfather, Castro Rancho, his mother, a life with horses. Still, he seemed determined to prove his manhood before returning to family, even declining Charles’ offer to stay in our tent until he recovered. As Charles said, “At least that boy’s got the touch with horses. He’ll find his way even if he doesn’t hit a pocket mine.”

Truthfully, we’re thinking about leaving the Bars after a bitter winter here. We both suffered with terrible illness. Sadly, I lost another one. My third miscarriage—just like our mother. Perhaps we’ll go to Marysville to start a bakery. And a warehouse. The muleteers constantly carry tools and supplies throughout the diggings. I will write when I have more news.

Don’t come here. Stay where you are on your beloved rancho with Agustín and the children. The rancho life is what our family knows and loves. The diggings are not fit for any man, or woman. Loving regards to Mamá and Juanita.

Your dearest sister,

Josefa



Juanita’s eyes scanned the words, the handwriting, the stains on the worn paper trying to imagine Joaquin’s daily life. Recovered from illness? Did he have a log hut or a canvas tent? Her mind whirled with images of him suffering through winter storms, or discovering a nugget the size of an acorn, or lying in the dirt afflicted with cholera or scurvy. She hurled a torrent of questions at her sister. When did this arrive? Do you have the envelope? Oh dear, she doesn’t know about Mother’s passing—how will we inform her? Why didn’t you ever tell me you’d heard from Josefa and there was news of Joaquin?

Beatriz groaned in exasperation. “The envelope is gone. But why didn’t I tell you about this letter? Come on. Mamá’s rosary was the first time I’d seen you since my wedding. I know Mamá was terrified to go anywhere, how she faded under the new owners. But you could have brought her here to see us. Her own grand babies, hermana.”

Juanita felt the accusation like a stab. Maybe she’d prevented them from being kicked off the rancho, but at what cost? Her son lost to her for almost two years. Her mother’s mind diminished and now she was gone, too. And her sister, who she’d thought she’d set up for comfort by marrying her off to an established Dominguez, was now struggling to keep their land.

Beatriz did not stop the scorching harangue. “You want family, Juanita? You have to sacrifice for it—look what I’ll have to do to help Agustín keep our ranch. Sell all of this.” She stretched her hands out toward the once lavish library. “You’re always so self-absorbed, so independent. Where’s your duty to family? And don’t you have any sympathy with our sister miscarrying again?”

“How dare you! Of course I do. And of course I have duty to family. I stayed with our ailing mother. I found you and Josefa good husbands to get you out of that house. I protected our family.”

“Maybe. But you sent your son away. Now you have nothing. The Alta California we knew, where we were raised, is gone. Extinguished. How are you going to be independent now?” Beatriz tossed the letter on the sofa and hustled out the door with an aggravated groan, leaving a disturbed Juanita alone in the cold library.

Later, after offering a mug of cinnamon-spiced chocolate in place of any dinner, a cold and mostly silent Beatriz escorted her sister to a guest bedroom. Juanita thanked her and refrained from asking about a diminished kitchen staff or absent vaqueros causing cows to wander. She would think more clearly in the morning. Her father had taught her to gather as much information as possible and analyze all options before making decisions. Had he done that when he started borrowing money to replace the cows lost to cattle plague? Her mind would not quiet.

When she heard fighting down the hall, she opened her door to listen.

“We need clothes to wear, dishes to eat off, Agustín. You can’t empty this house completely.”

“You’ve got to accept reality. We don’t need so much. One pair of shoes is plenty. The Dons are not having grand parties now.”

“Where you planning to sell my things? At the bordellos in San Francisco? I don’t want my dresses worn by French prostitutes. I’ve heard what’s going on up there.”

“Come now, Bea. There are fashionable hotels which could use our china. Yerba Buena—I mean, San Francisco—is no longer a lonely presidio. It’s become a city. With theaters and shows and wealthy men who demand finery.”

“What about your clothes, your boots?” Beatriz’s voice rose up an octave in anguish.

“Of course, with so many men we’ll also sell my clothes, tools, and riding gear. And your sister needs to help. We can’t feed another mouth without something in return. She can tutor the children in English since we had to send the yanqui tutor away. Translate. That’ll be critical. Juanita can stay if she translates.”

Juanita crept closer to catch every word, tiptoeing along the wide hallway, across the terracotta tiled floor.

“She wants to find Joaquin,” Bea explained. “Up in the diggings.”

“Completely ridiculous. She’s a fool. How will she do that? There are thousands there now, coming in from all over. He could have left the gold area or died of cholera for all we know.”

“What a horrible thing to say. Don’t you understand her wanting to find him? What if it was one of the boys?”

“She sent him away. She’s got to live with it.”

“Qué barbaridád, Agustín! How ugly can you be?”

Juanita heard a crash. A glass or a vase? And furniture toppling onto the tiles.

“And you’re not giving my dresses to prostitutes!” Beatriz yelled. “What would my mother say? They never should have secularized the Missions. Look what’s happened ever since.”

Juanita returned to her room. Sleep was impossible, so she opened the pale blue shutters and breathed in the cool night air, heavy with another rain on the way, and searched for stars, the moon. Any brightness. The ink-black cloud cover was pin holed with scattered twinkling stars but provided little consolation for what lay ahead. Clearly, Rancho Dominguez was not a solution to her predicament.

Beatriz would dutifully follow her husband’s lead, even as she argued with him. True, Juanita spoke English, but could she really assist them with legalities in the new California? Proving their land title could take months, or years. Maybe it was selfish, but she had to find Joaquin, no matter how foolish an errand Agustín declared it.

However, her brother-in-law’s idea to sell fine clothes and kitchenware in San Francisco for cash was smart. Luxury items from England, France, Boston, and Hong Kong were expensive. Those with means from the Mexican-era economy had the desired goods right here in Alta California. No need for the folks in Yerba Buena to buy off the wharf. And with her small collection of Mexican silver losing its value by the day, Juanita needed gold dust and the new US dollars if she were to have any chance of survival. The bartering economy was almost extinct.

Pale candlelight spilled out from a window below. Agustín still must be rummaging through his study. She pulled her dress back over her underclothes and headed down the colored azulejo stairs.

Agustín barely glanced up from his desk. His once handsome face betrayed the stress he was under; early age lines spread into his cheeks, wrinkles settled above his thick eyebrows, and his luxuriant black hair was thinning prematurely.

Juanita took a deep breath, then plunged in with her proposal. “Look, Agustín, I know you think I’m foolish for wanting to search for Joaquin, but I’m going up there one way or another. Before I leave, I’ll translate proclamations, maps, whatever you need. And I’ll take the first load of clothes up to San Francisco if you let me keep a share. I’ll bring back gold dust and try for yanqui silver too.” 	

Slamming down a book, Agustín gave an indignant sigh. “San Francisco’s no place for a respectable woman. Drunks and gamblers everywhere. Shacks for brothels and saloons with barely dressed French girls catcalling in the streets. Monte tables on every corner. You can’t imagine.”

Juanita started to protest. “I’m sure you exaggerate . . .”

He shook his head with a pained grimace. “When the ships come in, the wretched pour off with no civilized place to recover. There’s disease. Filth in the streets. Men living in abandoned boats in the harbor. There’s lines at the mail stop, bedraggled miners hoping for letters from Boston or some German town, others arguing as they send gold dust to loved ones they abandoned. There’s men selling picks and axes. Others searching for flour and whiskey. There’s no way to protect all that gold—just pistols and rifles and machetes.”

“But—” Juanita tried to stop the tirade but Agustín continued, as if in a scornful trance.

“Steamships take these desperate, barely clothed souls up to Sacramento, Marysville, and Mudville—new towns just sprung up. You see destitute miners returning with nothing. Then there’s those with nuggets and pouches full of the gold dust who just gamble and drink it away. It’s a chaotic, inhumane place barely fit for any man, and certainly not a woman. You’re not going there. You can stay here, translate documents and act as translator at the legal proceedings.” He gestured to an old plano with drawings. “I know you’ve run a rancho, but I’m in charge here. No interfering in our affairs.”

Juanita quickly swallowed her pride, trying to keep defensiveness out of her voice. She attempted to sound grateful. “I’ll translate the plano for you but go see Don Guillermo Arnell. In Monterey. Ask his advice. He was a friend of our father’s. Papá took me to his English classes and I had him tutor Joaquin before he closed his school. He’s translating the state constitution for the yanquis. They respect him. But go before they send him off to the new capitol in San Jose or to that Washington out East.”

Agustín, sullen, nodded slightly. “I’m sorry you heard me and Bea arguing. I’ve a duty to save my family’s land. I can’t keep the household the way she’s accustomed. Being part of the US requires we operate differently. Can you get her to see that?”

“I’ll do what I can,” she said. “My sister understands her duty. My parents trained her well.”

Early the next morning, perplexed, guilt ridden, Juanita went to the stables to think, deciding she could at least muck the milking stalls for her struggling family.

 She knew her homeland was growing and was now the United States. But how different could it really be? How hard could it be to find an auburn-haired Joe who knew English and Spanish? Someone would know him. From Josefa’s letter, she figured there was probably a Hanford Bakery in Marysville now. Her sister might know where Joaquin was these days.

 She tossed oats in the feeding box as a treat for the horses, who looked as if they hadn’t received much attention lately. Several cows mooed low, begging to be milked. She grabbed a pail and stool from the corner, guided one in the stall and got started. As she squeezed hard, then soft, to get the milk flowing, she mulled over the situation. Could she use these skills in this new California? She watched curious mules stroll by, smelling the oats, then heard clatters and stomping in the shed.

Mules! That was it. Josefa’s letter said mule trains constantly transported food and equipment to the miners. She could become a muleteer and get supplies to the gold fields. And Beatriz’s dresses to San Francisco.

After the last cow was milked, she kicked the stool out, grabbed a pitchfork and threw hay out to the mules. She grunted as she scooped and tossed, sweating and wiping her brow frequently. To not be questioned, she’d have to go as a man. Much safer and far less noticeable.

Having lived and worked with men her entire life, Juanita was confident she knew how they acted, how they moved, and sometimes how they thought. She could even ride like a cowboy. Though her father never knew, as a teenager she’d pushed her thin dress up over a pair of men’s pants she’d pilfered from the bunkhouse. It was an adjustment to steer the horse with one leg on each flank, but quite a reasonable way to ride.

She was confident she could impersonate a man and drive a mule train. Canela and three or four of Agustín’s mules, loaded saddle bags and travel boxes with items from the Dominguez hacienda would be her path to San Francisco and then up to the Bars. Wherever that was.

“Oh, there you are,” Beatriz said, coming around the corner of the shed just as Juanita chased the last cow out to the grassy field. “What are you doing?”

“I decided to be of some use. I’ll translate Agustín’s documents, but then, Bea, I need your help.” Juanita offered to take clothes and valuables to the city, telling her she would return with the gold dust and silver before heading northeast to the mining area. “You keep most of the coins but let me keep a share, for the trouble. I need my own silver.”

Beatriz laughed, scornfully. “What will you do up there? Wash clothes? They need cooks but none of us Castro girls ever learned. Why don’t you go to Uncle Francisco or Aunt Beatriz? The relatives felt terrible about what happened to Rancho Castro.”

“No. After Papa died, not one aunt or uncle offered to help with the debts. It was me alone. I’m going one way or the other.” Juanita paced through the stalls.

Beatriz, frustration twisting her voice, said, “You’re completely loca.” Then she kicked the milk bucket over, steaming white liquid spilling into the straw, stomped out of the shed and up the hill behind the great house.

Stunned, Juanita sat down hard on the milking stool. She’d tried honesty with both Beatriz and Agustín, her only remaining family, but to no avail. Now, she felt forced to plan and go, alone, without their knowledge. She just knew Joaquin was out there. She had to find him.

After two nights of surreptitiously collecting fine dresses, silver cutlery, china place settings, men’s and women’s shoes, small blacksmith tools and even a few hats, Juanita made final preparations to leave. Beatriz had not spoken to her since the milk shed spat, forcing Juanita to eat alone or with the Native servants, which was convenient for packing up Dominguez family items without their knowledge.

Knowing more than a few phrases in the local Rumsien Ohlone language, Juanita was polite, speaking the servants’ native tongue to keep them distracted from her real purpose. Her grandmother had always treated the Natives poorly, but, in contrast, her mother had admonished the three sisters to treat their workers with respect. “Thankfully we brought them to God,” her mother would say, “but do be sensitive to what a change the Spanish arrival was for them. And always be a Christian model for them to follow.” Juanita did not allow herself to wonder what her religious mother would think of her now, planning to sell her sister’s belongings in secret and disguising herself as a male muleteer.

A Native servant had told her Agustín was riding to Monterey to meet with Don Guillermo Arnell today, just as she’d suggested, so it was time to leave. She loaded the saddlebags and satchels to the brim, rolling clothing tightly and wrapping tools, silverware and china plates between the fabric. She had selected four mules, along with Canela, the mare she’d stolen when she fled the Seven Hills Ranch. She was a thief already. And stealing a man’s horse was the biggest sin of all. Borrowing Agustín’s mules, and loading up clothing and cutlery without their permission, was just another step toward the hell her mother, and the priests, had described in florid detail.

After sealing the lid on each travel box, Juanita tiptoed into the storage area off the blacksmith shop where her brother-in-law stashed his saddles and bridles, hoof tools and whips, chaps and reata, the long, coiled leather for roping cattle. She searched the gear for a regular saddle, leaving the side saddle in exchange. Then she stuffed a machete under a leather strap and a pistol in her bag.

She chopped her long tresses with sheep shears, then tucked her crudely cut shoulder-length hair up under a borrowed cowboy sombrero. She wore trousers cinched with a leather belt and a man’s poncho, the style vaqueros used in the coldest months. She kept the shirt loose; good thing years of work and sadness at her family’s losses had shrunk her once voluptuous breasts and slimmed her formerly curvy waist. She practiced a man’s swagger and reminded herself to use a full arm to shake hands, deepen her voice if she had to speak. But say little. Mostly just nod.

Juanita didn’t expect anyone to ask but felt it important to have a story in mind regarding her search. She’d say she was looking for Joe, her nephew, although she had no idea what last name he was using. When she’d sent her son away from the rancho at fifteen, she’d just told him to use only English and become Joe, an American. If asked, she’d report the fictitious nephew’s parents had died, leaving land near San Jose which might have quicksilver on it, and she had to tell him about his inheritance. That sounded believable.

When the kitchen was empty of Native workers, Juanita left a letter on the table.


Dear Beatriz and Agustín—

I translated the planos and map and left them on your library desk. I’m traveling to San Francisco to sell some of your dresses and shoes, china and tools. I will return in a week with the gold dust and US silver dollars. I’ve borrowed several mules.

When I return, I would like a small portion of the proceeds and I’d like to borrow a mule or two. I will then be off to the gold diggings to locate Joaquin.

I need to find him before he gets dangerously ill or abandons gold mining for Mexico, where it will be extremely difficult to find him.

Beatriz, for this first round of selling, I was careful to take only the dresses collecting dust in your armoire, and the china and cutlery you don’t use every day, since there are currently no fandangos planned.

I am sorry for any consternation my actions may cause. I am doing this to assist you with the Land Commission and to raise some funds for myself, since I have nothing.

I do not want to be a burden and will take my leave soon after returning to Rancho Dominguez with the proceeds.

Juanita



Since the mules carried a heavy burden, more than the usual saddle bags and boxes, Juanita kept Canela to a slow amble. She also carried dried meat and dried fruits, a gourd of water and a flask of whiskey; while she had not developed a taste for the strong spirit, it completed her disguise.

What had she become, this Juanita dressed as a man in the new California? A traitor to her sister and brother-in-law? She’d return with their funds, but she was borrowing their mules, selling clothes and household items without their knowledge or permission. Was she turning her back on her family and heritage? Or was she being a savvy survivor in the new normal?

As she rode off as Juan the muleteer, likely facing dangers she could not even fathom, shame dripped into her sadness, mixing into a toxic compote. It would take a lot to get back into the good graces of her sister, who hadn’t wanted to sell anything, and Agustín, who didn’t think the city or gold mines suitable for a woman.

She traveled until almost dark, then stopped at the Pico family’s house down a pine tree–bordered lane. She hitched the animals to a rail and called out to the two-story adobe-and-wood house with glassed windows framed by forest-green shutters. Remember, you’re a humble muleteer stopping by, she told herself, albeit one with a family connection. She planned to present herself as a Dominguez relative.

A Native servant opened the kitchen door but quickly disappeared. A stern-looking older man greeted her and listened to the family names.

“You’re an Argüello? We know them from Mission San Diego days. You can stay in the milking stalls with your horse and mules.”

He closed the door. No conversation or offer of a warm meal included. As Juanita returned to the animals, she heard window shutters pulled closed tightly. Sure wasn’t the hospitality of the old days. She shook her head at the changed landscape. But was she so innocent herself?

She tied the animals in the covered stalls and settled under a poncho in the corner, where she nibbled a little dried beef and swallowed sips of water from the gourd. Then she lay her head down on a straw pillow and contemplated her circumstances until exhaustion consumed her. Her legs were sore from the new riding style. She drifted off.

Sssssssss, rattatat, hissssss.

Canela snorted. The mules stomped. Suddenly, she startled awake. What? There it was again, a hissing, past the mules. She got to her knees, slowly, then up to her feet, and tiptoed over to the machete in its saddle holster.

Hissss, rattatat, sissss . . . the straw stirred. She muttered calm words to the jittery animals as she crept closer.

Riding hills and trails, valleys and riverbeds, there were always snakes. Rattlers, threatening. Garter snakes, harmless. In their habitat, she let them all be. But in the milking stall, with her horse and mules spooked, there was only one action to take. When the straw rustled, she took three quick steps forward, then flashed the machete down, chopping off the snake’s head. Her heart pounding, she pushed aside the loose hay and saw the body. Right decision—it was a rattler.

What other dangers lay in the days ahead? It could be a long week before returning to Rancho Dominguez with a stash of silver.







To Mission Dolores


January 1850
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Juanita woke in the straw with the insides of her legs chafed and aching, unaccustomed to riding like a man. She fed Canela and the mules handfuls of hay—yet another thing she was stealing—before heading to San Francisco’s Mission Dolores, where she figured she could convince an aging priest in a distressed church to exchange shelter for labor.


The Mission dairy had lost Native workers since secularization, the war and gold fever. She knew well these beleaguered priests burdened with caring for a dying system, remembering her painful exile in the decrepit Mission Santa Barbara, pregnant and treated as the lowliest domestic at the order of her parents. Her experience could be useful now, although it was not one she relished repeating as her mind had attempted to gauze over that torturous year. Alone, freezing in a tiny cell, she’d done little but scrub floors and cast iron skillets, never receiving word on whether her father would forgive her straying with the handsome Irish woodworker and accept her back into the family.


Fortunately, she and baby Joaquin were welcomed home to Rancho Castro with the understanding she would help manage the ranch, raise her son and become obedient and devout. She complied. Now, with Californio ranching days fading into a Mexican past, Juanita was in unknown territory. But she knew Mission priests.


The mules moved slowly through the valley, the endless verdant hills on either side dotted with ancient oaks. When the little mule train stopped for a midday rest by one of the creeks, she scratched her arms and neck. Fleas in the milking stall had bitten all night and she was covered in red welts. At least the pants protected her legs, she thought, as she absently leaned down to scratch an ankle bite.


When they continued northward, a breeze caught the grasses and sycamores along the creeks. As she approached the tail end of the bay, the wind strengthened, blowing her poncho and flapping the sarapes over the mules’ pack boxes. To the west, puffed, cottony fog rested on the ridge line then sailed down the slope toward the valley floor. A chilly dampness coated them. She pushed the mules on.


As the afternoon sun ebbed, the hills descended into the Mission’s fields and potreros for the dairy cows. It grew swampy, with creeks and large sand dunes poking through the marsh. Birds squawked and squalled overhead, as if announcing their arrival. Willows swayed in greeting as the ragtag group finally arrived at the Mission Dolores courtyard.


Juanita tied up the animals, unbuckled the heaviest mule boxes and went inside, where a mildew smell greeted her as she clomped her boots on the floor, leaving a trail of mud and sand on the sanctuary bricks. Oh no, I need to clean the floor, she thought automatically, then remembered she was a man. Her mother used to admonish vaqueros who entered the house without cleaning their boots. Perfect for her disguise.


She went looking for the padre, her legs sorer than ever. How long until she’d get used to the male saddle? An elderly priest in a threadbare robe, holes at the hem, frayed rope belting the fabric, emerged, wiping his mouth and blinking repeatedly.


“May I help you, muchacho?” he asked, a slight slur to his speech.


He’s a bit drunk already and it’s not even dark yet she noted. Regardless, she immediately pulled out her most obsequious Spanish—appropriate for an important church leader—explaining she needed a place to stay, would sleep in the paddock with her animals and trade milking and cleaning stalls for the hospitality.


“Oh, you’re a Californio. I’m Father Mateo,” the priest mumbled. “Of course, you can stay, young man. I’m tired of all the yanquis and my English is not so good. Stay in the empty stall by the herb garden,” he gestured, each word more slurred than the last. “Get your mules watered, then come eat with me. I could use Spanish conversation.” Then he ambled off toward the living quarters, mumbling to himself. No notice of the muddied floor.


At the meager supper of rice and beans topped with an egg and slice of cheese, Juanita questioned the priest on how to sell her wares in San Francisco. He never answered, just said she could stay as long as she wanted and work as a cowhand. Most Native vaqueros had left long ago and he only had one novice priest. While he frequently housed Sonorans and Californios if they committed to two weeks of work, they usually ran off to the mines before the fortnight was complete. There were always more chores than workers.


He was delighted to converse in Spanish. Sure, a few Californios passed through, but mostly it was yanquis jumping off the boats or dragging in on the wagons. And they weren’t good Catholics! San Francisco had become a city of sinners, full of brothels, saloons, and gambling houses, but he hoped to purify them, get them back to the church.


“Are you holding mass, Father?”


“Well, no, but I can do confession. There’s no mass without a collection plate or parishioner donations. Everyone wants to get rich, not give to the church! Plus, all these migrants are Protestants, from the East, from European countries.” He laughed halfheartedly as he took a sip of wine. “The French prostitutes sure aren’t coming to confession!”


After thanking God for the dairy and gardens, he explained they sold milk, butter, cheese and vegetables to the city’s vendors. “The novice and I can’t do all this alone.” But there were a few miners now returning from the diggings. “It’s not easy up there. Many come back with empty pockets. Couple of ‘em gulped down the Mission milk like it was gold itself the minute they rode in. They don’t all have dust or nuggets and need a way to make an honest living. Awful lot of that monte gambling ‘round here. What’s your name again? Jose? Got any skills for them rivers? Know how to pan?”


“It’s Juan,” Juanita explained as the priest’s eyelids got heavier, “And I don’t plan on panning for gold. I have things to sell in San Francisco. Clothes. Boots. Where’s the best place to do that?”


“Smart man,” Father Mateo said. “A whole lot of sinners ‘round here, Jose. But they gotta eat too. So keeps us in the gold dust, and them new coins comin’ in. You can help with deliveries but don’t stop at the monte tables. I don’t take to gamblers staying at the Mission. You hear?”


After leaving Father Mateo’s supper, where she’d gathered little information, Juanita ventured out to explore the Mission’s neighborhood. It felt good to stretch after two days riding in the unfamiliar style. The soreness reminded her to walk like a man. She pulled her hat low over her eyes and kept her belted pants and shirt loose.


Juanita had always been curious, a trait which led her into childhood mischief but also motivated her to study her father’s atlases and history books. Her grandmother had encouraged the tendency, including her on trade expeditions and at dinners with sea captains and scientific explorers at Rancho Castro’s famous long redwood table. But people were no longer just passing through Alta California. They were building homes and businesses.


Crude wooden structures bearing saloon signs were clustered alongside the muddy road. No glass anywhere, only shutters or cloth covering the windows. Tents and canvas tarps lined the sand dunes, drooping in the heavy mist. Where was the adobe? Why didn’t they build with mud bricks like her countrymen built the missions and presidios? Although almost abandoned, the Mission Dolores sanctuary was still standing at eighty years old.


She crept on, aiming for the raucous noise in the distance. Red, hand-painted lettering announced the Hotel Potrero. A young Native woman, dark hair tied with a faded red velvet ribbon with red lips to match, called out from the hotel doorway in broken Spanish.


“Need a place to stay? We got rooms here, mister,” she called. “Come in out of the fog, honey. We’ll warm you up right quick.”


Juanita waved her whole arm to signal no, rather than finger-wag like a woman.


Candlelight was spilling through cracks in a neighboring building’s slats. More red letters announced “Monte, Faro Mesas Aqui!” with Here and Ici painted underneath the Aqui. Yells and laughter, catcalls and grumbles, shouts and clattering furniture slipped through the thin pine boards. She heard hands banging tables, dealers shouting instructions, patrons cursing in multiple languages, and coins clinking—the sound of gambling.


Though she’d heard about gambling’s evils from her parents and priests all her thirty-seven years, Juanita had never been to the monte or faro tables. She was determined to see the sinning for herself.


The second she stepped inside a disheveled woman with bare shoulders and hitched-up skirts approached. Her slurred words were worse than Father Mateo’s and Juanita smelled whiskey on her breath. She shook her head and the woman stumbled off. Not a single other woman was visible in the crowd.


Candle smoke mixed with the sour tang of weak beer, sweat, and leather. Crude canvas window coverings kept out the cold. Feeling slightly dizzy, she pushed a makeshift curtain aside to breathe in chilly air.


Men bustled across eight pine tables, pushing at each other, throwing cards, yelling, swilling a drink, pounding gold dust pouches on the table. It was so loud she could not have had a conversation even if she’d wanted one—which she certainly did not. But Juanita was fascinated.


She’d been to fandangos where hundreds of Mexicans danced and sang, drank and smoked all through the night. But those had included women and fine gentlemen proud of their respectability and community standing. There was a limit to how wild fandangos got. Debauchery was discouraged.


This, however, was a swarm of men, body heat, and alcohol-fueled competition. She’d never experienced so many men in one place with no women present, and the tension and combativeness only heightened as the evening wore on. Gotta learn to act this way to be a convincing man, she told herself.


Juanita watched for an hour, ordering a whiskey with one of her sister’s Pioneer Coins to not look out of place, and shaking her head when invited to play. Clearly, there were huge amounts of gold dust and US silver changing hands in the saloon. Yet the chaotic gambling hall did not look like a market for her fine dishes, cutlery, hats, or ranch tools. Maybe her brother-in-law was wrong about selling fine things in the city. Where were the women who would want her sister’s silk dresses?


When she returned to the Mission yard to arrange a stall for the animals and a place to sleep, Father Mateo’s novice was calling for “Jose” through the paddocks.


“The padre wants you to come back in for a brandy. He’s lonely for Californios and Spanish. He’s worried you were out gambling. Did you win any of those silver half dollars?”


 “Don’t gamble. And it’s Juan,” was all Juanita managed to utter. She wanted to rest and focus on what was next but she needed this priest’s knowledge and access to anyone with gold nuggets to buy her wares.


Thankfully, Father Mateo was more alert than he had been at dinner. When she entered his simple sitting area, he had two small glasses and a brandy bottle waiting.


“You out at the monte tables?”


“Just getting acquainted with the neighborhood, Padre. I don’t gamble. I’m here to sell fine clothes. Know where I can find customers? Not around here, I don’t think.”


 “You’ll see the true San Francisco soon enough. Maybe next week go down to the wharves but watch out for cheats and thieves and liars. They’re everywhere. But I need you working here first.”


Father Mateo began reminiscing about times before the gold seekers flooded in, not allowing her to make it a conversation. She was simply an audience for his loneliness and misery.


“. . . had a big funeral for Leidesdorff before the gold fever. The whole city came to the Mission for it, did a full mass—must have been four hundred here. He built the City Hotel, you know that? And from the West Indies, imagine? Yes, it was a fine time, before the gold madness. Jose, my friend, this city’s been declining ever since.


“We’ve got some Catholics coming in now, but them Irish and French aren’t coming to Mass. They’ve got no morals, just looking to get rich quick. Why, they even had a horse race here, out in the fields behind the Mission. Leidesdorff put everyone up to it. Now a couple of them rich fellows want a racetrack. More gambling. The devil’s games they play in those saloons.”


Fearing he’d go on all night, Juanita thanked him for the brandy and said she’d see him in the morning after milking time. As she was walking out, she tried for one more piece of information.


“Father Mateo. I so appreciate your hospitality. You know so much about San Francisco. I’m looking for some family members. Would someone in San Francisco know a bakery couple, the Castro-Hanfords? Perhaps you knew my uncle, Pedro Castro? Many travelers stopped at his ranch in the time before . . .”


“Hmm, sounds familiar. Oh yes, I remember the name. Didn’t he lose it all, his rancho, to some Irishman? What was it, gambling debts? Such a loss and to a yanqui. We Californios, we’re disappearing. The Americans don’t want us around, but they sure want our land.”


Juanita grabbed the door frame to steady herself, horrified to hear such a tale about her hardworking, religious, serious father who had never gambled a day in his life. And from a priest. The Castro name had always been respected, one to carry with pride.


“No, it was the cows, Padre. They got sick, the cattle plague. Pedro Castro did not gamble.”


But the padre didn’t hear her in his brandy-fueled haze as he meandered to his cell for the night.


Juanita milked cows, cleared manure, and weeded winter vegetables for several days before the Padre released her to explore the wharf and heart of the new city. He advised leaving her horse as someone would steal it. Better to take a mule or walk.


“No one steals horses, Padre.” She swallowed the bitter irony.


“They do now. This is not your Alta California. The Dons are not in charge. These greedy foreigners might fancy your mare as a quick ride to the diggings. The ones who come in on the wagons are in decent shape, if they don’t get the cholera or chopped up by Indians. They usually got a mule. But the ones off those ships—they’re sickly, desperate. Your horse would be a lucky find.”


Juanita decided to walk. She carried three saddlebags stuffed with men’s trousers and shirts, shoes and tools, and threw in a silk scarf and an elegant slip to show off the women’s wear. Though she did wonder if Father Mateo was eyeing Canela for himself or to sell to a local hotel owner or gambler. Or those racetrack people.


Carrying the heavy saddlebags, her pants rubbing her thighs, she slowly walked the three miles to the commercial district through sand and mud. While still strange to be in disguise, it was easier to slog down the rough track in trousers than in her customary long dress. As she traipsed toward the bay, she could smell the briny air.


Suddenly, her right leg disappeared into a sinkhole. She yanked hard and her foot came out with no boot. Arms up to her elbows in the morass of silt, salt water and sand, she finally retrieved it.


As she hobbled toward the water’s edge to wash out the filthy shoe, a horrific smell hit her—blood and offal. The water line was red with animal debris, pieces of hair, fat and flesh floating in the foam. What was this? She looked for a clean patch of water and saw corralled cows alongside a shed in the distance. A slaughterhouse built right on the water, likely so the tide would clean out the waste. Though she was far from squeamish, she thought this arrangement, while clever, might turn a few stomachs of those travelling the Mission Road.


Suddenly, a Chinese man approached, resembling sketches in books in her father’s library. She knew Kanakas from the ships docked in Monterey and she’d traded with tall Russians with flowing beards and trappers from French Canadian northern territories. She’d even fallen in love with a reddish-haired Irishman and welcomed pale sea captains from Dover and South Hampton at her father’s table. But a Chinese . . . never did she imagine she’d one day meet someone from such a remote land here in Alta California.


Trying not to stare, she cleared her throat and nodded to the man with a welcome in Spanish and then English. He had a long black braid and wore a wide-brimmed hat, and a frayed produce basket hung on his back. He didn’t stoop from a heavy load so perhaps he was returning from selling Father Mateo’s produce at the wharf. This man would know the best market in San Francisco.


He smiled at her greeting, but raised his shoulders in confusion, clearly not understanding either language. Juanita smiled, thanked him and walked on.


Where had he come from? Off a ship? Were there more Chinese here? Wait, her sister had written something about Chinese miners in that letter from gold country. It must be hard to get along without understanding the two main languages. Then again, the Natives had done it for generations. Surprises and mysteries continued.


As she strode on, Juanita decided she’d need to freshen the bargaining skills she’d learned from her grandmother. Abuela Quina had repeatedly reminded her many grandchildren that it was important to always watch for thieves and cheats and assume everyone is trying to steal from you. Strike a hard, but fair, bargain—you must be sure to give something, too. No one would trade with you if you offered up poor quality or didn’t honor your commitments. What would Abuela think of this new California? Perhaps it was best her grandmother had passed away before so many overwhelming changes transformed the land she had settled.


A group of Natives approached, heading toward Mission Dolores, and she asked in Spanish where men’s clothes were sold. They pointed down the trail and mentioned the Men’s Emporium near the docks. Finally, the Mission Road ended at a swampy waterline with a wharf area, hills and enormous sand dunes facing the bay’s edge.


A forest of tall ship masts ribboned the shoreline and extended, row upon row, into the harbor. In the distance, past the tangle of sails and timber, several islands sprouted up through the currents.


Canvas tents, browned with mud, spilled down the slopes. She could see pine-board shanties barely held together with rusting nails, straw and mud patching the gaps, and crude outhouses leaking open sewage into the road. Every corner had a saloon or a gambling hall. Dry goods stores, boarding houses, and tent-covered mess tables lined each street between the bars. As in the Mission neighborhood, she marveled at the absence of any stable structures. It was as if playful children had thrown together an encampment of sticks and cloth, but these were grown men living and working and drinking.


Most shocking was the mass of people. Men of every size, ethnicity, and age moved in a frenetic dance where the only steps were acquire, spend, gamble, and drink. Lawlessness permeated the atmosphere. Teenage boys scraped through the mud in front of facades labeled Wells, Fargo & Co. and City Hotel and US Mail, searching for a golden sparkle. Pistols and knives hung from most every belt, and grime coated most every man. Juanita couldn’t help but note all the untrimmed beards and sweat-soaked hats.


She saw Kanakas from the ships in Monterey, Mexicans from the Sonoran mines and southern provinces, Chinese with thin braids, yanquis with yellow, red, or dark hair, a few Black men from the islands or the southern states, pale faces from Cornwall and France, joking Irish, Californio cowboys with sarapes, and Natives in sarapes pretending to be Californios.


And the noise was deafening, nothing like the tranquility on her former ranch, thousands of grassland acres inhabited by cattle and a few vaqueros, rabbits, and elk, bears, wild boar. The old Spanish Presidio’s adobe fort sat quietly on the hill above it all, as if an audience watching the cacophony and chaos below.


This mess was it? Sleepy Yerba Buena of a few hundred sea merchants and Mexican soldiers had transformed over just a few months into Gold Fever San Francisco, a mass of thousands expelling noise and stench, swirling in greed, desperation and excess. Juanita pulled the poncho up over her nose to block the smell of marine air mixed with manure and wet sand, damp wool and leather, horse and human sweat—a uniquely San Francisco stink.
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