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          The Sorrowing Mother, east transept, San Xavier del Bac Mission, Arizona. /
               Nuestra Señora de los Dolores, transepto este, Misión de San Xavier del Bac,
                Arizona.
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            This little mission of San Xavier del Bac, seemed an oasis in the great barren
                wastes, that stretched out for miles and miles around it, whichever way one turned.
                It is the prettiest part of the Santa Cruz valley . . . as perfect as nature ever
                gave even in this latitude . . . here, during the thirty past years of his mission
                work, Father Kino had done a noble work.
            [1]

	 



	 
	— Marian Calvert Wilson, 1891, Manuelita: The Story of San Xavier del Bac 





It is a bright September day that holds the promise of good things to come. The wind is
        warm. The sky is deep blue. And the sweep of black lava desert, tinged with gold from the
        afternoon sun, stretches for miles and miles around me, whichever way I turn. Bristling with
        forests of saguaro, cholla, and prickly pear cactus, the mesquite, palo verde, and ironwood
        trees are brimming with vibrant green leaves from torrential summer monsoons. Cottontail
        rabbits hop along from bush to bush, while coveys of quail and white-winged dove scurry on
        foot at my approach. Lizards dart here and there as my feet crunch along the stony path that
        winds for miles toward thirty-foot-tall sentinels of saguaro. Home to the cactus wren and
        gila woodpecker, the saguaro is revered by local Native peoples. The Tohono O’odham, “People
        of the Desert,” harvest red fruit from the Ha:san each summer and gather the sweet bounty in
        handmade baskets woven from devil’s claw. 

I keep walking, with an eye toward Black Mountain, which beckons in the distance. Some say
        that because the mountain is rich in iron, it attracts the most spectacular lightning
        strikes and thunderstorms in the Southwest. Today, it is a quiet and elegant form,
        shimmering with delicate heat waves that slalom through fluted columns of saguaro. This was
        the dreamy mirage pilgrims floated through toward the Moorish-style Spanish mission once
        called the White Dove in the Desert. I was among them. 

I have been journeying on foot across the desert toward the ancient mission for many
        miles. I have made a manda (a religious plea, or prayer of thanks) to
        experience for a few hours the hardships Jesuit Padre Eusebio Francisco Kino endured when he
        visited the village of Bac, “place where the water appears,” in 1692. Here, near the banks
        of the Santa Cruz River, Padre Kino laid the groundwork for Mission San Xavier del Bac. It
        was no small task during his prodigious desert journeys. Between 1693 and 1701, the
        indefatigable missionary, explorer, cartographer, and cattleman traveled an estimated 7,500
        miles of unexplored trails across the harshest reaches of southern Arizona and northern
        Sonora, Mexico, pioneering the merciless border route across El Camino del Diablo, “The Road
        of the Devil,” in quest of souls and a land route to California. But Padre Kino wore leather
        sandals on his calloused feet when he strode, or rode horseback, far and wide from mission
        to mission across the thorn-scaped Sonoran Desert borderlands. My tender feet are comforted
        in footwear that shields them from the spines, stones, and comparatively minor rigors of my
        journey. 


[image: Photo of Altar Valley, Padre Kino Rides.]Altar Valley, Padre Kino Rides, 1867 by Ettore “Ted”
                DeGrazia. / Valle Altar, Padre Kino Pasea, 1867 por Ettore “Ted”
                    DeGrazia.




I stop, unsling my pack, and drink deeply from a bottle of cool water. Behind me, I see
        three other pilgrims who have embarked upon their own mandas to pray at
        the shrine of San Francisco Xavier, where his wooden statute lies entombed inside the
        hallowed walls of the adobe mission. Two of them, a young Mexican man and woman, are walking
        briskly, but the miles are beginning to show in the strained expressions on their faces. The
        third is a long-haired Tohono O’odham girl who bounces lightly from step to step. She is a
        descendant of the native peoples to whom Padre Kino also dedicated much of his life. The
        pilgrims stride behind me, determined to reach the mission. A quarter mile ahead, I see
        three Anglo cyclists riding east down the mission trail. They, too, have been lured across
        this spiritual landscape by the desert vision of Padre Kino. I re-shoulder my pack and
        continue walking toward Black Mountain, careful not to step on the centipedes wriggling
        across my path. I stop when I come to a roadside shrine. Outlined with water-polished stones
        of river cobble, the shrine is made up of a white wooden cross adorned with a cluster of
        plastic blue flowers. It’s one of hundreds of such memorials that mark the last moments of
        travelers who met their tragic end on the trails, byways, and highways of the Southwest. 

At last, I turn east and head down the final stretch to the mission, now glowing white and
        gold as the sun begins to set. To my left is the sacred ground of the Tohono O’odham
        graveyard. Destroyed by an earthquake in 1887, the colorful desert cemetery is now filled
        with hundreds of tombs. Each has been painstakingly hand dug, chiseled through the
        stone-hard caliche with pick, shovel, and pry bar. And each supports a wooden or
        wrought-iron cross. Most are adorned with wreaths of bright ribbons, bouquets of flowers,
        and clusters of glass votive candles, lending a festive appearance to the barren plot. Out
        of nowhere, a hot wind whirls through the cemetery across my path, blasting me with sand and
        grit. I wipe the sand off my cheeks and walk faster toward the white bell towers piercing
        the heavenly blue sky, but my legs begin stiffening from the miles I’ve covered to reach the
        iron gateway in front of the Jesuit mission. 


[image: Photo of Saints votive candles.]Saints votive candles. / Velas votivas de santos. 




I walk up to the portal and stare at two heavy wooden doors. Weather-beaten from decades
        of sun, wind, rain, sand storm, and frost, they look like they’ve been carved from thick
        planks of native mesquite. Curiously, one of the doors has a rustic iron handle that looks
        like a small rattlesnake. It reminds me of the turquoise-eyed, silver and leather
        rattlesnake bolo tie I sometimes wore as a school boy when I wanted to look “western.” I
        step quietly through the doorway and leave the outside world behind. The temperature drops
        noticeably. I take off my sunglasses and adjust my eyes to the luminous light bouncing off
        the white-washed mission walls. Streams of visitors filter through the doorway, and I step
        in line behind them to follow the parade of pilgrims who’ve walked, ridden, flown, and
        driven here from all points of the compass. They bless themselves with holy water, make the
        sign of the cross, and shuffle toward the ornate golden altar retablo
        of Saint Francis Xavier in the company of angels, cherubs, saints, apostles, and Madonnas. 

Still daydreaming from my hours-long journey, I shuffle in line with Mexican, Indian, and
        Anglo pilgrims beneath colorful wall frescos, saints’ niches, and wooden statues that author
        Richard E. Ahlborn described as the “most significant ensemble of religious statuary endemic
        to our Southwest.” [2]

Near the foot of the main altar, the quiet procession turns left. I genuflect behind them,
        and wait my turn to say a prayer near the reclining figure of San Francisco Xavier. Many
        pilgrims have carried glass votive candles here, and they stop to light them at the altar of
        Saint Joseph before approaching San Francisco. The heat from a hundred or more burning
        candles in the cool side altar is palpable. 

When United States/Mexico Boundary Commission surveyor John Russell Bartlett witnessed the
        pilgrimage to San Francisco Xavier in Santa María Magdalena Mission 120 miles south of here
        in the pueblo of Magdalena de Kino, Sonora, in 1850, he described a scene that continues to
        play out in Santa María and to a lesser extent San Xavier Missions on the feast day each
        October 4: 



            From the borders of Sinaloa [Mexico], on the south to the furthest outpost of
                the Gila [River, Arizona], and from the Gulf of California to the Sierra Madre, they
                flock by the thousands, to offer their devotions at this shrine. It is not unusual
                for very great sinners to bring their burden of guilt a distance of four or five
                hundred miles . . . the poorer classes often come a hundred miles by foot, begging
                by the way. 
        


            Both men and women are thus seen toiling over the dusty street and brick
                pavement of the church to the presence of the Saint, who is laid out beneath the
                dome in front of the altar. When the votaries reach their bier, they cross
                themselves, and with outstretched arms repeat their prayers. They then rise to their
                feet, and, drawing nearer, present their offerings.
            [3]
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