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MANUEL LOOKED down the narrow street. Fernando had to come soon. Captain-General Martinez would get so hungry he would pull Tia Margarita’s clothes off the fence and eat them again. And one more time of that . . . Manuel shuddered to think what would happen. For such a talented goat, Captain-General Martinez could be a pain in the neck.


“Manuel! Manuel!” Fernando’s shouts came from far down the hilly street. Manuel put his hands over his ears and went inside their hut.


Would he ever learn?


“Manuel!” Fernando roared through the door.


“Not so loud, Fernando. You know what Tia Margarita will say. And she’ll do more than that. She’ll make you clean up her kitchen. And where’s the corn for Captain-General Martinez?”


But nothing would calm Fernando.


“Listen, listen, Manuel. They’re coming!”


“Who’s coming?”


“Don Juan de Oñate! And the horses and the soldiers and the padres and the . . .”


Is it really true? Is the great Don Juan de Oñate finally in Santa Barbara? Is he really going to start his expedition from here? Manuel squeezed his eyes shut so he could believe it. Santa Barbara was a small mining town in 1597, the northernmost town in what was then New Spain.


Manuel didn’t want to let Fernando know just how excited he was. After all, he was fourteen, and Fernando was only twelve. He had taken care of Fernando for five years now, so he should be . . . well dignified.


“I mean it, Manuel! I saw Don Juan’s nephews riding fine horses and they had fancy saddles and a lot of men on horseback were riding with them and . . .”


“All right, all right, Fernando. I believe you. Just be quiet a minute and let me think.”


Fernando straddled the crude bench under the hole in the wall they called a window, still breathing hard from his run up the hill. Manuel closed the door of the hut which had been home since the death of their father in a mining accident. Since then, Tia Margarita had let them live in the hut, built originally to store wood for the fireplace, back of her small house. Their mother had died when Fernando was born.


Tia Margarita was not really their aunt, but she allowed them several important privileges. One well-cooked meal a week. One bath a week in a tub by her fireplace. And sometimes an article of clothing. And sometimes she patched and mended what little clothing they had.


Manuel wondered if they were too young to go on the expedition. He had heard that no one under fifteen without their parents would be allowed, but both he and Fernando were large for their ages. The trouble was Manuel couldn’t lie, and even if he could, Fernando’s talk, talk, talk would give any secret away. Sometimes Manuel envied Fernando.


A bleat-bleat got his attention.


“Where’s the corn for Captain-General Martinez?”


Fernando never forgot their goat. Except this time. A few minutes later he was on his way to the pen farther up the hill. Santa Barbara was all hills and dirt lanes.


Everyone talked about Captain-General Martinez, the goat who could do tricks. The two brothers led him down to the town’s plaza every day where he stood on his hind legs like a dog. He even danced. They were trying to teach him to jump through a hoop. He was just about ready, Manuel thought. Then he would teach him to tap, tap, tap his foot to a count of three. Then people would throw even more pennies!
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With those pennies they bought food for the goat and themselves. They also earned a little money other ways, such as sweeping off the church steps.


For nearly a year now, they had heard about the great expedition of Don Juan de Oñate. He lived far from Santa Barbara in the silver-mining city of Zacatecas. He and his family were very wealthy. Don Juan had the title of Governor. If Manuel and Fernando could just go with him, who knew what riches they would discover? Everyone said there was gold and silver — more silver than in Santa Barbara’s mines even — just for the taking. Maybe lying right out on the ground. And other jewels, too. Emeralds. Rubies.


They would no longer have to sweep steps. They would no longer be hungry. And neither would Captain-General Martinez. He could have a nice pen and a shed for the cold nights. And a woven blanket to lie on.


But Manuel didn’t think of the riches so much as he thought of getting away from Santa Barbara, where every day he faced the threat of having to work in the mines. He and Fernando were getting big now and several mine owners noticed them in the plaza. Because the boys had dark eyes and hair, like their Indian grandfather, whom Manuel barely remembered, they stood the chance of being forced to work in the mines. Many Indians were.


Often, huddled on the floor of their hut, wrapped in rough blankets, they talked and dreamed into the night about getting away from Santa Barbara.


They wondered what they would see if they went with the Oñate expedition. Indians. Mountains. Gold. Bears. Lions. They couldn’t stop thinking about all those things.


Even if the governor would let them join, what would they take? All they had was Captain-General Martinez and two old blankets.


How long would they be gone? Would they ever see the hills of Santa Barbara again? There weren’t very many boys their age here, but still they would miss . . . yes, even Tia Margarita. But not the mine owners.


The next morning was Thursday. It was December, 1597, and the padre wanted the steps to the little church kept extra clean because Christmas was coming. In the afternoon, they would take Captain-General to the plaza. Maybe the governor’s nephews would see him do his tricks.


At breakfast, Manuel heated tortillas over a fire outside while Fernando got milk from the farmer who lived nearby.


It’s going to be a big day. And we’ll actually see the beginnings of the expedition with our own eyes. Manuel remembered someone saying there would be several thousand animals — cows, horses, goats, donkeys. Others had talked about the governor’s fine saddles, all trimmed in velvet. And his robes, trimmed with jewels.


As soon as they shared their breakfast with Captain-General Martinez, they rushed toward the plaza. Someone might be there who could tell them what was happening.
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