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CHAPTER I




Eldora




AUGUST 5, 1850–NOVEMBER 18, 1850










No story begins entirely of itself. There is a story behind each and every story, and behind that story there is yet another.




JOHN HALL, TRAVELS IN THE WEST




























THE FIRST LETTER




San Francisco, California
 Monday, August 5, 1850




Dear Cousin Sallie,




 




I begin with words I never thought to write: I am not an orphan! Never mind that we have believed this to be so since I was first brought to live with Aunt and Uncle (not my real aunt and uncle as you well know).




Yesterday Aunt received a letter from a woman who lives in San Pedro, which is in the Salinas Valley, some three days’ journey hence. The woman, whose name is Señora Elisabeth Ramos, believes me to be her daughter! She tells that she did not die of cholera in Panama as has been understood to be the case. She has been twice widowed. Her first husband was my father. Her second husband died shortly after the ending of the war with Mexico. They did not have any children. So I am her only daughter, her only child. She hopes that she may visit when she is next in San Francisco.




Aunt told me this morning that she and Uncle are agreed that when she replies to Mrs. Ramos, she will say only that we have received her news, rejoice at her well-being, and will welcome a visit. “And,” Aunt said, looking at me directly, “until that happens, Eldora, we will speak no more of her letter nor expend ourselves on conjecture.”




I was greatly curious but asking questions would have been of no use. It has always been Aunt’s way not to spend time in thinking on matters until they require attention. Uncle is more reflective and, in that regard, I am more like him. It will hardly surprise you, therefore, that he was the one to join me, over the next several days, in wondering how my mother—if indeed she is my mother—learned of my whereabouts. Nor will it surprise you to hear that when Uncle and I speculated aloud as to whether I resemble her in appearance, Aunt busied herself at the cookstove and had nothing to say on the matter.




It is twelve weeks since we said our farewells, four since we arrived in this place, three since our iron house was erected, and two since we saw our first fire. We are told that fires are quite common here, many dwellings being made of tent canvas or hastily constructed of wood. I am glad we have an iron house.




We stayed in a hotel while awaiting the walls, doors, windows, and so forth needed for the construction of our house. These necessary parts were sent from New York City but, having been ordered before we left New Bedford, were not too long in arriving. As soon as the shipment containing them arrived, Uncle engaged a man to assist in assembling our new home. It took only two days to complete it. Aunt’s cookstove required nearly four days! It was also sent, disassembled, from New York City, and it was our good fortune that it arrived at nearly the same time as the house.




The furnishings are few: a table that serves many purposes, a rocking chair, several straight chairs, shelves for Uncle’s books, and a bed for Aunt and Uncle. Aunt has curtained one corner to form a sleeping place for me. A small table next to my bed holds a basin and a pitcher. A chamber pot is stored under the bed. All very convenient!




Although the price is dear, we have purchased some few items in addition to the kettle, fry pan, coffee pot, and tableware we brought with us. A well-made broom pleased Aunt especially, and also a bucket of good size. Uncle has taken to referring to our new home as our corrugated castle! It is small but quite comfortable.




We three remain in excellent health although we are surrounded by much illness. The cholera is the worst of it. Many people arrive in weakened condition due to the travail they have endured merely to reach this place. In that regard it does not seem to matter whether one travels overland or, as we did, by sea.




I trust that you also are well, and hope to hear that this is indeed the case. Has Baby Emily got her first tooth? She is the cunningest baby I have ever seen. I liked so much to hold her and make her smile. It is hard to imagine how she will look with teeth! I think it would make me smile!




We have not yet received any letters, so you can appreciate our concern and curiosity. Are you addressing letters to San Francisco, California, and prepaying them? It appears this is necessary for their secure receipt. I hope I am the first to receive a letter and that it comes from you!






I hope I will soon be able to tell you about my mother’s visit if Mrs. Ramos is indeed my mother. Aunt cautions me that I must not place all my hopes on it.




 




With greatest affection,




Eldora
















THE SECOND LETTER




San Francisco, California
 Monday, August 12, 1850




Dear Cousin Sallie,




 




Aunt has received another letter from Mrs. Ramos. Because of her business, the nature of which we do not know as yet, she will be in this city in a few weeks’ time and hopes to call on us then. She is quite certain that I am her daughter but she wrote very little about herself, or how she found me, or why she believes she is my mother. In consequence of which we are more curious than ever! I grow more impatient with each passing day but Aunt worries that a mistake has been made and that the woman who wrote to us is not my mother after all. “How will we know?” she asks. To which Uncle replies in his steadying way, “We will know, and so will she.”




The letter from Mrs. Ramos was posted in Monterey. It came with the mail ship but only after considerable delay due to contrary winds. It was the only letter we received.




While waiting for the mail to be distributed, Uncle met a man named Mr. Hall and his son. The son, who is traveling with him, is named Luke. He is a good deal taller than I am and already has a low voice. His father mentioned that Luke has only recently passed his fourteenth birthday so he is older than I am, but only by a year. Luke is able to travel with his father because he no longer attends school. Why this is so was not explained. I could tell that Uncle was curious, but he did not ask!




Mr. Hall is a newspaper writer from the state of Michigan. He intends to write about California’s cities, people, and gold mines. The newspaper for the town where he lives will publish his dispatches. He says that every one is eager to read about California, as every one is hoping to come here or they know someone who is here already. Mr. Hall told Uncle that Millfield, which is where he lives, and also the next town over, are short of doctors, lawyers, and shopkeepers because they have all left for California!




Uncle says that he and Mr. Hall have discovered that they are very much in agreement about books, shipping companies, and political matters. Aunt laughed when he told us. She was certain, she said, that the last was most important. Then she added that she hoped this new friend would pay us a visit so she might form her own impression. Uncle said he had already made the suggestion, and hoped that the son would come too. Evidently the idea met with Mr. Hall’s approval for he came today and his son came with him!




Mr. Hall is friendly and can be quite funny. But if the son stays at the hotel the next time his father decides to visit he will not be very much missed. He did not seem much interested in what others were saying and when asked a question said little more than “Yes, sir” and “No, sir” in reply.




Aunt served slices of the bread that she had made only that morning, and with it honey we had brought with us. She used the China tea—bought here—for the first time. Mr. Hall exclaimed at the bread and protested her generosity with the honey. But Luke spread his bread with several spoonfuls of it, and licked his fingers as boldly as you please. Aunt said nothing at the time. But after they left she commented on his unmannerly behavior. Uncle said he thought that Luke was a very unhappy boy. I wonder why Uncle believes this to be the case. I did not know boys could be unhappy.




Aunt is calling. I will end this letter now and write more tomorrow or the next day.




 




Eldora
















NOTICE APPEARING IN THE MILLFIELD HERALD










The Millfield Herald is pleased to announce that Mr. John Hall, well known to residents of this city, has consented to furnish readers of this publication with accounts of his travels and impressions while visiting California and its goldfields. He intends to remain there for some months.




 




(Signed)




SHEM PERKINS, Editor





















THE THIRD LETTER




San Francisco, California
 Tuesday, September 3, 1850




Dear Cousin Sallie,




 




I think you will laugh when I tell you that I have made a friend who does not speak English and appears to be no more than five years old! Possibly she is older as Mexicanos tend to be small even when they are grown.




This afternoon Aunt had gone down to Portsmouth Square (which is the central plaza) and I had completed the lesson Uncle set for me. As is usually the case in California, it was quite pleasant outside. I was seated on the empty packing box that Aunt and I use as a dooryard bench. Seated there, one can see up the street as well as down. On one day we will admire the clothesline a neighbor has strung from a corner of her house to a sturdy pole; another day we will laugh to see a household’s entire washload displayed spread-eagle flat on the canvas roof of their tent.






Today, my attention was captured by a small girl, with the blackest hair you ever saw, as she came up the street. She was looking with frank curiosity at the houses along the way—the canvas tents, an iron house larger than ours, and several dwellings of wood that boast framed windows.




I had the impression that our street represented quite a novelty to the little girl, and perhaps it did. Once, I recalled, Uncle had described coming upon a portion of the city where most of the houses were small adobes. It was a rather short distance from this area, perhaps only a ten-or fifteen-minute walk, but seemed to belong to another world. Most of the residents, he had added, appeared to be Mexicanos. So perhaps that explained not only the child’s curiosity but also the cut of her long black skirt and embroidered cotton blouse.




As she came closer, I saw that she was cradling some roughly knotted cloth with twigs sticking out on either side. Its identity puzzled me at first. But the tender way she sang to it showed it to be a well-loved doll. The child halted when she came to our gate, stared at me with curiosity equal to mine, and quickly looked away. I looked at her, smiled, and patted the space beside me. As an invitation, it was understood and accepted.




For a few minutes neither of us spoke. When the silence became uncomfortably long, I offered the information that we were from New Bedford, Massachusetts, and that my name was Eldora. The child listened carefully but when she spoke it was to say, “No English.”




A few minutes later she touched my hair with one finger and said, “Dorado.” Thinking she meant to say my name, which I had just revealed, I corrected her. I had not guessed her intention, however. She sighed deeply as if despairing at my stupidity, and shook her head, no.




Then she ventured to touch my hair again and quietly but clearly repeated what she had said. Next, she pointed to her own hair and said, “Negro.” Then she pointed to herself and said, “Lucia,” and finally, she pointed to me and said, very clearly, “Eldora.” At this I laughed aloud for the sheer joy of understanding our exchange. Following her example, I spoke my name and hers and the colors of her hair and mine. Then a new thought struck me. Pointing to the doll she carried, I asked the doll’s name. Lucia looked puzzled at this and I knew I would have to try again.




“My name,” I said, pointing at myself, “Eldora. Your name: Lucia. And”—here I pointed at the doll—“her name?”




“No name,” she said.




“No name?” I repeated, and Lucia nodded. So, from that moment on, No-Name was the name of the doll.




We were very pleased to have begun a friendship in this way and cared not at all for the differences between us. Only a short while later a young Mexicano, broader in the shoulders than Luke but not as tall, came up the street. He stopped when he saw us and shook a finger at Lucia. He was speaking Spanish so I did not understand the words except for “madre,” which he said several times and quite sharply. It was clear that she was to come with him at once and that her mother was vexed. Lucia stood up quickly, put the doll under her arm, and bade me, “Adiós.” I said the same to her, following it with, “Good-bye.”




I think it was her brother that came to find her. He seemed not surprised, just cross, that she had wandered into the neighborhood of the Americanos. Evidently this was not the first time she had done so and he had been sent to look for her.




After Lucia and her brother left, I remained seated for a while and that was when one of our neighbors came hurrying out of her house. She lives only two houses west of ours and she was in such haste that she was still drying her hands on her apron as she came toward me.




“It is not good to play with Mexicanos,” she said. “Dirt. Disease. Also, they are thieves. I am quite certain your mother would not approve.”




“Perhaps you have seen me with Mrs. Holt,” I said. “But she is not my mother.”




If my intention had been to discomfort her, the expression of dismay that came over her face showed that I had succeeded. I knew I owed her an apology. But, rankled by the way she had spoken of Lucia, I was disinclined to give the woman the least information. I just sat there and she just stood there.




After a few minutes, during which neither one of us spoke, she shrugged, looked at me crossly, and walked back to her house which she then entered. I suppose it was rude of me to behave as I did and she will probably regard me as a hateful child forever. That is not so bad. But if she tells others about me it could cause trouble for Uncle and I would be sorry.




Uncle is working very hard to start a school here. As you know he is very much influenced by Mr. Alcott and his writings, and Uncle intends his school to be one where students learn to trust themselves beyond the teachings of books. Thus, he says, he will not so much instruct the students as guide them in their learning. He is firm in his beliefs but these ideas are new ideas, not yet widely held. For this reason, he has told me more than once, it is important that our neighbors think well of us and trust him as a teacher.




I hope I will make a better impression on the next neighbor who talks to me.




 




Ever and fondly,




Eldora
















THE FOURTH LETTER




San Francisco, California
 Thursday, September 12, 1850




Dear Cousin Sallie,




 




We had thought that my mother would come this second week of September, and I had already begun counting the days and imagining what we would say to one another. “How do you do? I am very glad to meet you”? No, that would not be right! Or, “Oh my dear daughter! How tall you have grown!” No, that is what relatives say when they have not seen you in a while. This will be my mother, and she has not seen me since I was three years old. The worst thing I wonder about is whether she will like me. The next worst thing is that I might not like her.




Now she has written that she must postpone her visit until October so I must wait another whole month before my questions even begin to be answered. I can see that I was foolish to set my heart on her visit. Aunt says that in each of her letters my mother writes of her happiness at having found me. But maybe that is not altogether true and probably she is not as disappointed as I am that her visit is delayed.




I fear that my doubts and disappointments have made a tedious letter, and so, to spare you, I will turn my thoughts to some thing else.




New neighbors have replaced the woman who scolded me for playing with Lucia. When Uncle told us that she had gone to join her husband in the diggings I said I felt sorry for her husband, having such an unpleasant person as his wife. Aunt said, “Really, Eldora!” But her voice did not match her words and I think she agrees with me though she will never say so.




The new neighbors used to live in Ohio. They traveled overland, a long and difficult journey. The wife told us that they had painted the words GOING TO SEE THE ELEPHANT on one side of their wagon and BOUND FOR CALIFORNIA on the other.




I understood about “Bound for California” but not about the elephant. After they left I asked Uncle what elephant they were going to see, which made him laugh. It wasn’t about a real elephant, he explained, just a way of saying they were on their way to a rare and unusual sight. Whatever their hopes had been, their travels were difficult.




They had very little water and not enough food. While they were crossing the plains, one and then another of their oxen died—gave out, as they said. For a brief while, with herself pulling the wagon and her husband pushing, they tried to continue on their way. But they were weakened by all they had been through and they were in mortal fear that one or the other of them would not survive the journey. Finally, they left the wagon and just about every thing they had brought from their home, and continued on foot.




“Now, that was some punkins!” the wife said. “Me in my condition and my husband worn out from walking half the way we’d come so as to spare the oxen—little good it did them, poor beasts—and us getting here with never a skillet nor a broom and no rocking chair, neither, for me to sit in, nursing the baby, when the baby comes.”




That is the way she talks, with many things run together. She said one good thing had come of it all, which is that her husband has decided to take up lawyering, which is what he did in the States, instead of mining. Then she took her leave and said she was pleased to have made our acquaintance, though we hadn’t done more than shake hands and say our names.




We met the husband, who does not talk very much, the next day. Uncle said maybe that is because his wife does not leave him much room! “Now, Edward,” Aunt said, using the same voice she uses some times in scolding me, “you can tell she is good spirited, and good hearted.”




I think that is true.




A few days later a divorced woman—the first divorced woman I ever met—set up a tent on the other side of us. She has twin daughters who are just learning to walk, and a girl not much older. Maybe she will let me help take care of them! I would like that because it would remind me of Baby Emily. When I asked Aunt why they had gotten divorced, Aunt said she had no idea, was not about to inquire, and I should not do so either.




I surely do not intend to inquire, as Aunt put it, but I will tell you if I find out. I wonder how it would feel to have parents who are not dead but who do not live in the same family.






These days the harbor, which we can see from our street, is so filled with masts it looks like a floating forest. Every day, more ships arrive until you have to wonder how they are all able to anchor safely.




But it is not just the harbor that is crowded and bustling. New buildings are going up all the time and at such a rate that I expect San Francisco does not look at all the way it did in any pictures any one might have seen before leaving home just a few months ago. Hotels and rooming houses are so full it is hard to find rooms! Until they can find more permanent accommodations or put up some sort of dwelling of their own, many people use the ships on which they came as floating hotels.




When the passengers disembark, you can see that the men are laden with the tools and supplies they suppose they will need for mining. But there is always some thing they lack and are obliged to purchase here. In consequence, San Francisco is busier than ever. The prices are high, Uncle says, but it makes no difference. Every one who comes here has got gold fever and they all believe they will be very rich very soon and they spend what they have. The women just look tired. There are not so many of them as men and most of them have small children.




Yesterday Lucia came with her doll and her brother! He speaks more English than she does, although not a lot. His name is Miguel and he works on the wharves helping to unload the ships. He says he is paid good money (I think he means a lot of money) and that it is good he is strong. Although, as I have said, some passengers stay on the ships until they are ready to go to the diggings, others look for rooms in the city. Once they have found lodgings, they are happy to pay Miguel to carry their things to the hotel or rooming house.




Mr. Hall and his son have called again. When they appeared at our door, Uncle was engaged in responding to a letter that he was glad to have received but he quickly stoppered the ink and laid his pen aside. Mr. Hall soon revealed that he too had been rewarded by the mail ship’s arrival. A letter from his wife had put his mind at ease as to her well-being.




Mr. Hall is the first writer I have ever met and that is even more interesting than having a neighbor who is divorced. I hope he comes again.






Uncle asked Luke if he would be attending school while here. Luke said he has left schooling behind him and that mining is his present intention. As you can imagine, Uncle was not very pleased by this answer. Most of the miners we have seen are a good bit older than Luke and seem a rather rough lot. I wonder if Luke has noticed. I wonder if Mr. Hall knows.




I hope you will write soon. Tell me all you can about what is happening in New Bedford. Does your sister still admire Samuel D. so much? I hope she has changed her mind. Is Baby Emily able to walk yet? Do you have a good teacher? To receive a letter from you will give me much pleasure.




 




Eldora






















SAN FRANCISCO: FIRST IMPRESSIONS




BY JOHN HALL




I arrived in San Francisco with the expectation that I would find a city of canvas tents and improvised wooden shacks. Instead, I was greeted by brick buildings, some of them three and four storeys high, and a central plaza known as Portsmouth Square. Surrounding it are wooden tables where doctors, lawyers, accountants, and diverse others ply their trades from morning until night. The post off ice is located on the square and when a mail ship arrives, long lines of persons eager for news from home form at its windows. I am told that those who can afford to do so will pay others who are less fortunate to await the distribution of mail and, on their behalf, claim such letters and parcels as may be addressed to them.




The city is growing rapidly and the cause is not hard to discover. Gold fever is as contagious as any malady and it has brought untold numbers of persons to the area. It was spread by stories brought back by sailors who visited this coast, by the writings of my estimable colleague, Mr. Bayard Taylor, and by the excited reports of miners. Rumors of lucky strikes abound, and not a few miners boast of having enriched themselves by hundreds of dollars in a single day’s labor. One of the more unusual tales describes a lady who swept the earthen floor of her cabin and came on a goodly amount of gold.




With stories such as this making their way back to the eastern and central states, it is no wonder that farmers leave their plows, lawyers their desks, and blacksmiths their anvils. I have heard of villages divested of the male members of the population, leaving the women to attend to field and hearthstone.




“Gold! Gold! Gold!” is the cry, and if one is to judge by the various languages spoken on the streets of San Francisco, it was heard around the world. I truly believe that in a very short time San Francisco will become the most cosmopolitan of this nation’s cities.























THE FIFTH LETTER




San Francisco, California
 Saturday, September 21, 1850




Dear Cousin Sallie,




 




We have had no further word from my mother even though September is more than halfway through. I hope she is not ill.




Nearly every day I ask if we have had a new letter from her, and each time Aunt says that Uncle will surely tell me when such a letter is received at the post office. I have often wondered about my mother. Do I, perhaps, resemble her? Do I have brothers or sisters some where in this world? Do I have a father? Now, because she is alive and living in California, I am to meet my mother!




Aunt and I have found ourselves selling pies! Even though we have the cook stove, we have learned to do much of our cooking and baking out of doors, as our corrugated castle becomes very warm when the stove is in use. This was some thing we had not considered. Also, and to our regret, we have learned that even when we are not cooking or baking, with the sun beating on our roof, it can be extremely warm within. Uncle says it is only to be expected as the entire house is made of metal. Aunt and I say that may be so, but giving the reason does not make it cooler!




Like many others here, we have found that an iron kettle of good size does nicely when used over an open fire. With its lid firmly in place it serves as an oven; uncovered it makes a fine stew pot. For lesser quantities we use utensils we brought with us. They have become quite blackened for being treated in this way!




One day, as Aunt was setting our newly baked pies out to cool, a miner came along. You can always tell a miner because he will be wearing a red flannel shirt and trousers tucked into his boots. Also he will have a beard because they do not shave in the diggings.




This miner stopped when he saw Aunt. “Please, ma’am,” he queried, “and might you sell me one of your pies? Since I came to this place I haven’t had a bite to eat that was made by a lady.”






Aunt said she was surely sorry but the pies, having been made for her family, were not for sale.




“Ma’am,” said he, “your family is fortunate indeed. But supposing you agreed to sell me two pies and I was to pay you enough that you could buy the makings for a good many more?”




“Indeed,” she said, “but I wonder if you know that eggs are costing a dollar a piece, potatoes about the same. As for the other ingredients, wheat is not grown in this region as yet, so flour is dear, and salt, like sugar, must be imported from elsewhere. About the only item we get from California is the beef!”




“Well,” said he, “I can see that purchasing all those things you are talking about comes to a good bit of money. But those pies are looking so awfully good, I would give five dollars for each one, and I have the dust to do it.”




When they say “dust” here, they mean gold dust, and it is used as money. The merchants have special scales and they know how much each ounce is worth, which can change. So if someone buys some thing, and wants to use dust to pay for it, they weigh it out in the correct amount.




Five dollars for each pie was indeed a good price and Aunt quickly determined that even if we sold two to the miner, we would still have enough pies for our needs. Aunt agreed to make the sale and, he being a pleasant fellow, she engaged him in talk while I was sent to fetch Uncle’s scale and some newsprint with which to wrap the pies. Uncle had purchased the scale thinking that dust would be used to pay his scholars’ tuition. But establishing a school such as he has in mind has proved a much harder task than he anticipated and as yet he has neither school nor scholars. Meanwhile, Aunt and I are putting the scale to use.




Aunt and the miner were talking like old friends by the time I returned. And he did have plenty of dust! The only thing was, he ate the first of the pies right off. So we had only one to wrap. He asked us to do it up carefully so he could read the paper after he ate the pie. It did not matter that it was long out of date. He supposed the world had gone on its merry way whether he’d read of it or not. But, he said, he was interested to see where it had got to. Then he bid us good-bye and assured us that he would be certain to return on another day.




The next time our miner came, some of his friends came too. That day’s baking—with nine pies sold!—brought us forty-five dollars and Uncle said such a successful business deserved better accommodations!




On the spot he emptied two barrels of the house wares that had been packed in them, placed the barrels in front of the house with perhaps the space of three feet between them, and laid some planks across. I thought Aunt would object to his emptying of the barrels but she just busied herself in finding new places for their abruptly evicted contents—and hummed to herself as she did so.




By the time evening fell, Aunt had decided that her table deserved a covering. So the next time we had pies to sell she spread a length of cloth over the planking. We were all quite pleased with ourselves but, I said, there was one more thing needed.




I must tell you that it did not take long to find a piece of wood the right size for a sign and a bit of charcoal from last night’s cook fire. I wrote FRESH PIES FOR SALE on my sign, but I did not include the price in case we decide to change it.




Now Aunt and I bake and sell pies every other day. Aunt says that is as much as she can do and besides, it is not only the cost of the fillings, it is not always easy to locate the items she needs. In between the baking and selling days I do the lessons Uncle sets for me.




Uncle has not yet been able to find a proper location for his school. He is quite particular about this but houses are being built one right after the other and it seems he has no sooner settled on a location than it has been purchased by another person. Also, the price of lumber and the cost of construction is more than he calculated. It is quite a conundrum. He cannot promise a school unless he has built it, and he cannot build it unless he has scholars who will pay. In the meantime he is working in the office of one of San Francisco’s many lawyers. Why, you may wonder, are they so numerous? The answer is that with ownership of claims, etc., being hard to establish, and charges of arson and vandalism not infrequent, California is a very disputatious place.




I think a letter from you has been lost at sea. In your past letter you tell of Alice Wentworth’s marriage as if I was familiar with all its circumstances. But this is the first I have heard of it.






The same is true with Tommy Fielding and how severely he was thrashed by his father for not telling the truth concerning some small matter. It is surely not the first time that Tommy has been less than honest, and not the first time he has been thrashed, either. But it is well known that Mr. Fielding is a man of bad temper, and Tommy seems ever to put himself in the line of its fire.




You say that he—Tommy—has spoken of California as a place of opportunity and has asked you how I have fared.




My situation is very different from what his might be. But it is true that many persons have come because of difficulties in their present lives as much as for the gold they expect to find. Some succeed, others are disappointed. But if the day is to come that Tommy is determined to leave New Bedford, tell him that he ought to make the voyage employed as a cabin boy. In that way he would not have to pay for his passage and he would probably enjoy better treatment than as a common sailor. I, for one, would welcome him to these shores! If his father were to regret that his son was no longer with him, he would have only himself to blame.






I hope this letter reaches you safely and that the mail ship bringing your reply does not come to grief! They say that one ship in six does not reach its destination.




 




With greatest affection,




Eldora
















THE SIXTH LETTER




San Francisco, California
 Wednesday, October 9, 1850




Dear Cousin Sallie,




 




My mother visited yesterday! She is taller than Aunt, and wore a taffeta dress with wide sleeves and a hoop skirt. Her hair, which is very much the same color as mine, was gathered into a chignon and held in a net of black silk. I think Aunt, wearing her brown silk with its lace collar, felt rather plainly dressed by comparison. She carried herself well, however. Uncle, as always, cut a fine figure.




My mother came in midmorning and stayed for quite some time. She and Aunt exchanged such parts of my story as were known to each. One of the first things Aunt asked about was my mother’s illness. My mother replied that she had contracted cholera when we crossed overland from Chagres to Panama City. Her plan had been to continue, by boat, from Panama City to Yerba Buena, as San Francisco was then called. My father was to meet us there. However, her illness, which had worsened during the time we were in Panama City, rendered this plan unlikely. Indeed, her eventual recovery had to have been a matter of luck for no treatment was available. As for me, I had remained in good health.




We were staying in a small hotel. One morning, quite unexpectedly, the captain knocked at the door of my mother’s room. He needed to tell her that his ship was to sail the next day and, because cholera was so greatly feared and the health of the other passengers had to be considered, my mother could not be taken aboard. The captain’s distress was evident, my mother told us, and he had acknowledged that he could not recall when he had been required to deliver such a painful message.




“But what shall I do?” my mother had asked. “What will become of the child?”




“I do not know,” was the captain’s reply. “But, to the extent possible, I will help you to achieve whatever it is you decide.”




The next morning he called again. My mother told him that, during a long and sad night, she had reached the difficult conclusion that she had no choice but to ask the captain to take me to my father.




Although he had grave misgivings, circumstance offered no better solution. The captain regretted that he could not linger as preparation for sailing was already under way.




There was a catch in my mother’s voice as she told us how intently she had watched me until, too soon, the captain signaled that he must take his leave. My mother then rose to give him a packet of my clothes that she had prepared, kissed me once, and placed me in his arms.




Just before the captain closed the door behind us, my mother called after him. There was one more favor she must ask, she said, holding out a single earring made of amethyst and gold. Should my father require proof that I was indeed his daughter, the earring would be sufficient. The captain nodded, wrapped the earring in a handkerchief, and placed it carefully in a pocket of his coat. Then he returned my mother’s attempt at a smile and left the room. He had closed the door gently. She remembered that.




As we know, the captain was unable to find my father and there was no one with whom he could leave a small and frightened little girl. He therefore took me with him on the long voyage back to New England. Soon after returning to his home port, he prevailed on his aunt and her husband to take me into their home. He was careful to give the earring to his aunt—for safekeeping—and before he set me on her lap, he offered a single piece of advice: “She is very fond of bananas.”




“I remember that well,” Aunt recalled. “And I did wonder how the dear man supposed I would find bananas in New Bedford!”




When I was small, I used to beg Aunt to show me the earring and to tell the words with which my mother had instructed the captain, and which he had repeated to Aunt.




Now my mother spoke them again. Without quite knowing what I was doing, I joined her recital. “When my husband meets you,” we said, “show this earring to him. It is one of the pair that was his wedding gift to me. On seeing it, he will know that I have loved him even beyond the grave and that Eldora is our child.”




For the next few minutes, no one spoke—neither Aunt, nor Uncle, nor my mother—nor I. When Aunt broke the silence, it was to ask had not Mrs. Ramos, on recovering her health, gone to Yerba Buena? And if her husband and child were not there as expected, surely she had tried to find Captain Shipman and to learn her daughter’s whereabouts?




“Yes,” my mother told her, “quite so. On reaching Yerba Buena many weeks later, and finding myself bereft of husband as well as child, I wrote immediately to the captain. In time my letter was returned to me, unopened. Enclosing it was a formal reply from the shipping company. Captain Shipman was no longer in their employ, they wrote. They were therefore returning my letter and ‘regretted that they could be of no assistance.’”




Aunt nodded to Uncle, who then took up the story. “Perhaps we can enlighten you,” he said. “Shortly after bringing Eldora to us, my wife’s nephew declared himself weary of the seagoing life. The clipper ships that were his heart’s delight were being pressed to make ever faster voyages and he had no taste for ships driven wholly or in part by steam. On resigning his command, my wife’s nephew took up the law—a profession he has pursued successfully ever since. I should also tell you that he had become fond of Eldora and was a not-infrequent visitor to our home in New Bedford.”




“I have often wondered what became of him,” my mother said quietly. “It is a comfort to know that part of the story.”




We none of us knew what to say, for it seemed that every thing possible had been told. But no. In another moment my mother opened her silken pocket and extracted a small object. Even before she showed it, I knew it to be the earring she had kept. And even as my mother extended her hand, Aunt mirrored the gesture. So it was that the earrings—the gold and amethyst earrings, the earrings that had been a wedding gift—were together once again.




A brief discussion followed: Should the earrings be kept as a pair, and if so, who would keep them? In the end my mother prevailed. “One day they will be Eldora’s,” she said. “And until the time has come…” She did not complete her thought but placed the second earring in Aunt’s hand, and Aunt closed her fingers over the pair.




Once this moment had been reached, my mother bade us farewell and said we would surely see one another again—a sentiment echoed by Uncle, Aunt, and me. Then she signaled to her driver that she was ready to depart.




Despite the billowing of her skirt, my mother stepped gracefully into the carriage, turned to wave to us briefly, and closed the door behind her.




I stood stock-still, looking after the carriage that was taking my mother away. For just that single moment I had the thought that, had my mother meant to take me with her, I might be sitting beside her and Aunt and Uncle, sad to say good-bye, would be waving and waving to me. Instead, the three of us waved in my mother’s direction until her carriage disappeared from sight and with it, my slight, sad wish.




An odd ordinariness passed over us then. The next morning, which is to say today, Aunt and I baked our pies, and in the afternoon the miners came and the sales were brisk. When the last of them had left, I told Aunt that I wished to write to you about my mother’s visit. She seemed not at all surprised and certainly did not remonstrate against my doing so. If you wish, you may tell your family about this turn of affairs, but at present I have no intention of writing to others.






I must ask you to forgive the uncommon length of this letter. I have written, as closely as I am able, the exact words that were spoken.




 




Your loving cousin,




Eldora






















SAN FRANCISCO: FOOD, CLOTHING AND SHELTER




BY JOHN HALL




My time here has been enjoyable as well as rewarding and I can happily report on excellent meals prepared by French and German chefs. Also true is that the exotic fragrance of foods originating in the Orient and the Sandwich Islands has lured me into more exotic restaurants serving excellent food of rare and delicate flavors. As they are both generous and inexpensive, meals offered by Chinese establishments are especially popular. All of which is not to discount that one finds here elegant outposts of New York City’s Delmonico’s Restaurant and Chicago’s Palmer House!




When I had cause to inquire about having my shirts laundered, I was directed to the area inhabited by the Chinese, many of whom do expert laundering. My informant told me that not many years ago, when the Chinese had not yet arrived on these shores in any great number, shirts et cetera in need of laundering were sent to mainland China. This required a voyage lasting several months. Once arrived in China, the clothes were laundered, packaged, and placed on ships bound for California where, after the long return voyage, they were duly delivered to their owners.




After I had been here some weeks, I became aware that although there is no disputing the lure of gold, it appears that the greatest profits are enjoyed by those who provide needed services to the miners or engage in provisioning them. This is because no matter how much a new arrival brings, there are always additional items to be acquired. Food that can be back-packed to the mines sells well, as do ingredients such as flour priced by the bushel, honey, potatoes, and eggs, both of the latter offered at $1 a piece.




Favored residential locations are those overlooking the bay, and this despite the fact that the hills are steep and the climb long. As San Francisco’s streets are not yet paved, there are a great many mud-splashed skirts in rainy weather and a great deal of dust when it is dry. In the residential neighborhoods one still finds canvas tents and improvised cabins. But there is an increasing proportion of substantial homes of brick and wood. These last, while expensive, are the preferred materials.




Houses assembled from kits are not uncommon. Those imported from the Orient offer the convenience of precut wooden pieces; those shipped from England and the industrial north of our own country provide equivalent elements of corrugated iron. As fires are all too common here, the fact that iron houses are regarded as proof against f ire recommends them to many. However, on California’s many sunny days, they tend to be hot within. Presumably this is less of a problem in the colder and darker climes where they originate. I have heard horrendous stories of persons trapped inside their iron homes by doors melted to the door frames when fires raged nearby.




The onrush of new arrivals has led to some ingenuity in the matter of housing. It is not uncommon for those persons to engage space aboard the very ships on which they arrived. They then use the shipboard accommodations until they discover vacant hotel rooms, set up their kit houses (which a provident few will have shipped to coincide with their own arrival), or depart for the mines.




As crews are often decimated by the decision of sailors to join the rush for gold, many ships are stranded in port. Thus their use as floating hotels is fiscally gratifying to the shipping companies and much appreciated by those in search of lodging.





















THE SEVENTH LETTER




San Francisco, California
 Thursday, October 24, 1850




Dear Cousin Sallie,




 




I have come to realize that when I last wrote to you I did not tell how my mother—for there is no longer any doubt that it was she—learned of my whereabouts in California. How foolish I feel not to have provided that information at once.




The truth is both astonishing and simple. The man who helped Uncle assemble our iron house (we did not yet call it the corrugated castle) subsequently made his way south. For several weeks he worked at one of the ranches belonging to my mother. One day she was called to that ranch to attend to some new and vexing matters.




On the second day she was there, she could not help but notice that one of the workers, newly employed, was frankly and openly staring at her. She considered it prudent to pay him no mind and followed that course as best she could.




On the third day, he spoke to her. Begging your pardon, he had said, he could not help taking note of the resemblance between herself and “a real pretty young lady” living in San Francisco.




It was unusual, he had said, to see someone that age so pretty. She had an unusual name, too: Eldora. He went on to tell how he had helped assemble an iron house for a Mr. Holt, who had had it shipped all the way from New York City! Meanwhile, he, his wife, and the girl—but my mother was no longer listening. She and my father had chosen my name, and she had never heard it used by another.




When she was able to bring her attention back to the man in front of her, it was to interrupt the rest of the story and to ask if he would repeat the name of the man for whom he had done this work. He did so, and she thanked him.




After thinking it over for several days—at first telling herself that the girl he had seen could not be the child she had put to the sea captain in Panama City, then telling herself that stranger things had happened—she knew that she would have to find out where the truth of the matter lay. So that is when she wrote the letter, the nature and consequence of which I have already described.




There are times when I think my mother’s visit happened only in my dreams or imagination. The second earring lies securely and out of sight with the first, and no visible trace of her visit remains, nor is it remarked upon—either by question or comment—by Uncle or Aunt. Once, when I recalled the dark green velvet of my mother’s dress, Aunt’s reply made it clear that she regarded my interest as frivolous and inappropriate (words she is fond of using) and that she had no intention of discussing my mother or the color of her clothes. This surprised me. I thought she and my mother had gotten on well.




The weather has changed lately with less fog and more wind, and there have been many fires. Most of them were small and quickly extinguished. However, three days since, high winds caused a much larger fire which destroyed many homes in the poorer section of the city and also shops in the adjoining neighborhood. We are told that the streets where the fire burned are piled high with charred wood, household remnants, and articles so damaged that they cannot possibly be sold—a double loss for the merchants who own their own shops.




Remembering Uncle’s description of the area in which many Mexicanos reside, I worried that the fire might have burned the house where Lucia and her family live. So this morning I was particularly happy when she—and her brother—appeared at our door. The clothes Miguel wore smelled of smoke, and he looked extremely tired. I surmised that he had been helping to clear away the rubble left by the fire, and was glad when he assured me that their own home had escaped the flames.




It then appeared that Miguel had come to ask if I would teach him to speak English in “good ways.” He said he had been well paid for the work he had done, and now he had money with which to pay me. I said I would teach him but I thought I would not be allowed to accept money.




As you can imagine, it was not easy to explain this in two languages with not many words between us in either one of them! Indeed, just when I thought we altogether understood one another about the money, Miguel smiled and said he meant me to know that he would pay me “real money,” not dust!






“No,” I said. “It is not right, not good.”




I think this hurt Miguel’s feelings, but whether it was because of what I had said or that he did not understand, I could not tell. Then I remembered what I have heard Uncle say when someone for whom he has done a favor wishes to pay him. “Next time,” Uncle says, “you may be the one to help me.” So that is what I said to Miguel. He thought a minute, and then, having understood, he smiled. Miguel has a beautiful smile, as does Lucia.




Before they left, I told him that I would prepare a lesson for him and we would do it the next time he came.




“Gracias,” he said to me, and to Lucia, “Vamos.” She sulked but took his hand. I watched as they walked together down the hill.




I hope I will be able to prepare the lesson I promised, but maybe I will ask Uncle to help me.




I think of you all the time.




 




Eldora
















Later




We had run short of potatoes for our pies, so Aunt sent me to purchase some while she pared and diced the other vegetables. While I was gone, Luke came with a message from his father. Aunt said he seemed disappointed that I was not there.




He had come to tell us that he and his father will leave for Stockton tomorrow! Just this morning Mr. Hall learned of good accommodations on an excellent ship. He being in the midst of hurried preparations for the journey, it fell to Luke to offer his father’s sincere regards and also, on his father’s behalf, to apologize that he was unable to give this report himself.




Uncle has said that Mr. Hall is eager to commence his travels, so we were not entirely surprised by his quick decision. As for Luke, he told Aunt that he is eager to begin mining and is happy to leave. The way he said it, Aunt remarked, did not make a very gracious farewell.
















THE EIGHTH LETTER




San Francisco, California
 Friday, November 1, 1850




Dear Cousin Sallie,
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