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INTRODUCTION





  California is a myth and a mystery. People believe things about the Golden State that are not literally true, for instance, that when the next big earthquake hits, the whole place may just drop off into the Pacific. This is a myth, of course, but many think it will happen someday.




  Enrico Caruso, the great early twentieth–century opera star, almost certainly believed the state was poised on the brink of oblivion—and for good reason. Fearing that Mt. Vesuvius was about to blow its stack, Caruso canceled a scheduled 1906 performance in Italy and accepted an invitation to sing in California instead. As a result he was thrown out of bed in his San Francisco hotel room when the city was all but destroyed by one of the most powerful earthquakes in history. Sure that the demons beneath Vesuvius had pursued him all the way to California, the tenor leaned out his window to comfort frightened quake victims with a lovely aria and then got out of town as quickly as possible.




  Early European explorers apparently believed California had already broken away from the North American continent and drifted out into the Pacific. They thought California was an island, and they had maps to prove it. They also thought it was populated by Amazon women who had so much gold that they used it to make harnesses for the raging wild beasts they employed as mounts.




  Sarah Winchester, the extraordinarily wealthy widow of the man who manufactured the “Gun That Won the West,” thought California might be a good place to hide from the ghosts of all the thousands of Indians and Confederate soldiers who had been killed by her husband’s rifle. The ghosts followed her to San Jose anyway, so she built an enormous mansion to house them. Although Sarah herself has been dead for almost a century, her 160-room “Mystery House” still stands, and visitors often come away convinced that it is still haunted.




  Instead of a mystery house, the newspaper tycoon William Randolph Hearst had a mystery yacht. Noted Roaring Twenties producer Thomas Ince is thought by some to have been murdered while attending his own birthday celebration aboard Hearst’s palatial party boat, the Oneida. Charlie Chaplin and famed silent movie actress Marion Davies were aboard at the time of the incident, which neither they nor Hearst were ever willing to discuss publicly.




  The legend of Zorro, the masked and caped hero of Spanish colonial times, is one of California’s best-known and best-loved myths, but his story is based in part on that of a real man. During the Gold Rush, Joaquin Murrieta rode the Sierra foothills in the company of four other bandits—all of them named Joaquin—and together they are said to have stolen from the rich and given to the poor in finest Robin Hood style. The California rangers finally put an end to this nonsense, cut off Murrieta’s head, and stuffed it into a pickle jar. The mystery of the thing is that the jar eventually disappeared, and no one knows for sure what happened to it.




  Another California myth and mystery with links to the era of Spanish rule is the so-called “Lost Ship of the Desert.” There are those who say that the shifting sands of the Colorado Desert in southeastern California hide the remains of a Spanish galleon loaded with treasure. Supposedly, the ship was swept far inland and stranded during a flood.




  Perhaps the most terrible myth associated with California is the notion that the state was settled in part by cannibals. Some believe that members of the pioneer Donner Party were forced to live off human flesh during the terrible winter of 1846–1847. What these unfortunate people ate or did not eat in no way diminishes the human drama and tragedy of their experiences or the mystery of how and why they became trapped in the Sierras.




  California winters are almost never severe except in the mountains, but summers can be extremely dry. In years past long droughts turned crops prematurely brown and caused the water taps of thirsty city dwellers to run dry. People’s fondest wish was a means of turning on the rain, and legendary rainmaker Charles Hatfield said he could do just that. The question is, could he really? San Diego officials surely thought so and offered him a fat reward if he would fill municipal reservoirs. According to legend, Hatfield was so successful that he flooded out the city, and as a result, his employers refused to pay him.




  Farmers in the Mussel Slough district of the San Joaquin Valley could have used a little of Hatfield’s rain to cool them off way back in 1880 when they were locked in a heated dispute with the railroads over who actually owned their property. The quarrel eventually led to a bloody quick-draw shootout between settlers and representatives of the railroads who were trying to foreclose on their farms. Nobody knows who shot first or why, only that seven men were killed in one of the Old West’s legendary gunfights.




  In World War II, many years after Mussel Slough, antiaircraft gunners in Los Angeles had a legendary shootout of their own, but to this day no one knows who they were fighting. It wasn’t the Japanese because there were no Imperial Navy airplanes over California that night. Some think the intruder that attracted their attention—and as many as 1,400 high-explosive shells—was an alien spacecraft. Others say it was just a weather balloon.




  According to popular belief, the gods of old were actually aliens who came to Earth in spaceships like the one said by some to have appeared over Los Angeles that night during the 1940s. Others believe that certain gods may have started out as wise and holy men and were later revered and elevated to the status of gods because of their teachings. During the early nineteenth century, Southern California Indians told an old Spanish priest about just such a wise being. Who—or what—was this being, and what became of him?




  Guidance of lost souls comes in many forms. The navigational lights established along the California coast beginning in the 1850s have saved countless ships and lives. During the last 150 years, more than a few of these venerable lighthouses have been torn down or bowled over by wind and earthquakes. Even so, some mariners say these lights have not been altogether extinguished and on dark or stormy nights, when their assistance is most needed, they are still tended by ghostly keepers.




  All of the stories, myths, and mysteries mentioned here—and more—are detailed in the following chapters. Each of these dramatic tales asks questions that readers must answer for themselves. To seek the solutions, they must enter a realm where reality and truth are not always the same. This place is called the imagination.


  


  




  



  CHAPTER 1




  Will California Fall into the Pacific?




  Perhaps the most widespread and persistent myths associated with California concern the impermanence of the place. Some believe that California is poised on the brink of forever and, when the next mighty earthquake strikes, the entire state, or most of it anyway, will break away from the North American continent and fall off into the vast abyss of the Pacific. It may be that some conservatives, who derisively refer to California as the “left coast,” only wish that California would disappear into the Pacific. It is not about to do so any time soon, however, at least not according to the world-renowned seismologists and geologists at the University of Southern California, the California Institute of Technology, and elsewhere, who are paid to know about such things. But are the experts right? Is California’s seemingly shaky grip on the West Coast of the United States a permanent state of affairs? There are many who believe it is not.




  Phillip McKinnon is a trained engineer, a close acquaintance of the authors, and it is important to add, an inveterate Easterner.Phillip once said that under no circumstances would he visit California unless it was in a helicopter hovering just above the ground. That way he would be safe and sound when the “big one” hit and the rocks and soil below began to crumble and sink into the Pacific. Since taking this stand more than a decade ago, Phillip has relented and traveled to the West on three separate occasions to enjoy the fun, sun, and golf, and the companionship of friends on California’s Monterey Peninsula. On none of these occasions did Phillip engage the services of a helicopter pilot, only those of the pilot supplied at no extra charge by the airline that brought him here. Phillip is very happy indeed that California remained intact during each of his visits and that it didn’t fall into the Pacific. However, he is still not sure that it won’t.




  Many people are convinced that California is an exceptionally dangerous place and that, if you only wait long enough, something terrible is bound to happen here. Actually, they’ve got that about right. Terrible things do happen in California—forest fires, droughts, floods, mudslides, and tsunamis, to mention a few, and oh yes, earthquakes.




  All of these terrible things happen in other places, too. It’s just that, in California, the scale is often so much larger. In California mudslides have buried whole neighborhoods, indeed, entire towns. Raging wildfires have consumed not just whole forests, but entire regions of the state. A single California flood in 1905 inundated the better part of the Imperial Valley, creating a lake so large that one could not see across it and that for many years was patrolled by the U.S. Coast Guard. Today, more than a century since the flood, the lake is still there and is referred to as the Salton Sea.




  As disasters go, however, there’s not much that can compare with a California earthquake. Baseball fans are likely to remember the October 17, 1989, Loma Prieta quake that shook the living daylights out of San Francisco shortly before what was to have been the third game of the World Series between the San Francisco Giants and the Oakland Athletics. Viewers all across the country were watching the pregame telecast as the ball park began to rock and roll, sportscasters began to shout, and the screen went blank. Some may have thought that California had, indeed, at long last plunged into the yawning Pacific. It hadn’t, of course, but the damage was severe enough. The 6.9 Richter scale temblor knocked down freeway overpasses, ripped apart a span of the Bay Bridge, and all but destroyed downtown Santa Cruz. It also killed 63 people and injured another 3,737. The Giants and Athletics finally played their third game after a ten-day delay, the longest in series history. The series was ultimately won by Oakland in a four-game sweep, a result that many in San Francisco regarded as a disaster more than equal to the earthquake itself.




  Earthquakes like the one in 1989 are said to strike the San Francisco area about once in a lifetime or about every seventy or eighty years. The wait was just a little longer this time. The last time the city was upended by a big temblor was almost exactly eighty-three years and six months earlier, and on that occasion, it was one for the ages. The Italian opera star Enrico Caruso, who some believe was the greatest tenor of all time, could testify to its awful destructiveness.




  On the evening of April 17, 1906, Caruso had taken the stage at the ornate San Francisco Opera House to deliver a spellbinding performance as Don José in Bizet’s Carmen. Caruso’s charisma and the extraordinary quality of his voice caused women in his audiences to faint. Doctors were kept on hand with smelling salts to revive them. No doubt many of the ladies present on this particular evening swooned, for by all accounts, Caruso outdid himself, reaching new heights in both volume and tone. It is said that Caruso’s voice was so powerful that it could shatter crystal and damage the hearing of anyone who stood too close while he was singing. One might imagine that on this occasion the tenor’s high notes not only cracked the goblets of those sipping wine in the wings of the theater but also put asunder the stone deep in the bowels of the earth. Scientists are unlikely to accept the latter theory, but it is a fact that a few hours after Caruso gave his performance, the land to the west of the San Andreas Fault near San Francisco shifted northward in a single mighty lurch. This resulted in a calamity such as few in California or elsewhere have ever witnessed. The earthquake caught Caruso in bed in his luxurious hotel room. He would later describe the event in a magazine article.




  

     On the Wednesday morning early I wake up about 5 o’clock, feeling my bed rocking as though I am in a ship on the ocean, and for a moment I think I am dreaming. Then, as the rocking continues, I get up and go to the window, raise the shade and look out. And what I see makes me tremble with fear. I see the buildings toppling over, big pieces of masonry falling, and from the street below I hear the cries and screams of men and women and children.




  I remain speechless, thinking I am in some dreadful nightmare, and for something like 40 seconds I stand there, while the buildings fall and my room still rocks like a boat on the sea. And during that forty seconds I think of 40,000 different things. All that I have ever done in my life passes before me.




  Then I gather my faculties together and call for my valet. He comes rushing in quite cool, and, without any tremor in his voice, says: It is nothing. But all the same he advises me to dress quickly and go into the open, lest the hotel fall and crush us to powder. By this time the plaster on the ceiling has fallen in a great shower, covering the bed and the carpet and the furniture, and I, too, begin to think it is time to get busy.







  That is precisely what Caruso did. He got very busy indeed searching for a way out of San Francisco. He soon found one, a steamboat that he scurried aboard vowing never to return to this “terrible place.”




  Interestingly enough, Caruso had come to San Francisco in the first place to avoid a natural disaster. Originally, he had been scheduled to appear that spring in a series of operas in his native Italy. The tenor canceled these performances when he heard there had been rumblings beneath Mt. Vesuvius near Naples. The infamous volcano had destroyed Pompeii during Roman times, and apparently the fiery demons within it had reawakened. Caruso therefore prudently accepted an invitation to sing in California instead. In fact, he was in San Francisco when he learned that Vesuvius had indeed erupted. No doubt at the time he congratulated himself on having made a wise decision and remained smug about it right up until 5:13 a.m. on April 18. Afterward, Caruso would bitterly grumble that the subterranean demons of Italy had pursued him across both the Atlantic Ocean and the North American continent. Now he desperately sought to escape them once and for all.




  Likely as not, everyone who happened to be in San Francisco on that fateful April morning wished they could do as Caruso did and get out of the city as quickly as possible. The notion that demons resided below the streets of the city may not have seemed at all farfetched to them, for they had experienced a terrible shaking. The earthquake was among the most powerful ever felt along the West Coast of the United States. The vibrations are estimated to have reached 7.9 on the open-ended Richter scale. No one knows for sure, because the shaking was so violent that it destroyed the instruments scientists had designed and built to measure the strength of earthquakes.




  The 1906 San Francisco earthquake is believed to have been at least ten times more powerful than the earthquake that would hit the city eight decades later during the 1989 World Series. It was strong enough to knock down large buildings, rip up city streets, and damage many thousands of structures beyond all hope of repair. By the time the trembling stopped, less than a minute after it had begun, hundreds, if not thousands, of San Franciscans lay dead in the rubble. In order to minimize public anxiety, the official death toll was put at 478, a number that most observers at the time recognized as preposterously low.





[image: The great San Francisco Earthquake of 1906 may not have dumped California into the Pacific, but it demolished much of the city and killed perhaps as many as three thousand people. Most of the destruction was caused not by the powerful shaking, but by the raging fires that came after the quake. As shown in this photograph, taken a few days after the earthquake, little but charred and broken walls remained of a once-vibrant city. The Library of Congress]
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  THE LIBRARY OF CONGRESS




  Among the many myths associated with the earthquake is the belief that most of the damage was caused by the shaking. Actually, far greater destruction was caused by the fire that came after the earthquake. You see, the city that had stood on the San Francisco Peninsula in the middle of April 1906 was made of wood—redwood to be exact. Old San Francisco had been built with countless millions of board-feet of lumber drawn from the mighty sequoia forests to the north. Redwood is strong, resistant to decay, handsome, and aromatic and, during the late nineteenth century, it was also very plentiful and cheap. Despite its advantages, however, redwood is profoundly vulnerable to fire. In the wild, sequoia trees are protected by a fire-retardant cloak of shaggy bark. That, in part, is why these giant trees sometimes live for thousands of years. But once stripped of its bark and cut into planks, the fragrant reddish wood of the coastal sequoia burns like kindling. In effect, early twentieth-century San Francisco was a mighty bonfire waiting to be set aflame, and the earthquake struck the match. Almost before the shaking had stopped, hundreds of small fires were touched off by ruptured gas mains, overturned oil lamps, collapsed chimneys, and red hot coals spilled out onto tinder-dry wooden floors. Soon these individual fires began to join forces, and eventually they merged into a single mighty conflagration that began to consume the city block by flaming block.




  San Francisco’s fire-fighting forces had been decapitated at the outset when Fire Chief Dennis Sullivan was struck down by falling masonry during the earthquake. Efforts to combat the blaze were further hampered as broken water mains rendered fire hoses useless in many parts of the city. Having turned the commercial buildings, hotels, and warehouses in the business district into giant torches, the fire then marched westward into the sprawling San Francisco residential neighborhoods. Hot easterly winds, some of them whipped up by the flames themselves, created a firestorm that incinerated as many as a thousand structures every hour.




  For three days, frantic firefighters, their ranks increased by soldiers from the San Francisco Presidio and desperate citizens struggling to save their neighborhoods, fell back before the advancing inferno. Then, at the broad north-south thoroughfare of Van Ness Avenue, they decided to make their last stand. If the fire could not be stopped here, then nothing of the city could be saved. In hopes of creating a fire break, Army Corps of Engineers demolition experts, who had been pressed into service as firemen, began to dynamite houses on the east side of Van Ness. In some cases, the owners were given less than ten minutes to pack their belongings and get out. Meanwhile fire crews pumped frantically to hose down the roofs of houses just west of the avenue. Not long afterward the bright red wall of fire swept down the hill toward Van Ness. People cried out and prayed as it closed in on them. The flames sputtered. Then it began to rain.




  Of course San Francisco is not the only place in California that is prone to big earthquakes. Most of the state is highly susceptible to temblors, and many California towns and cities get a severe shaking every few decades. Particularly vulnerable is San Juan Bautista, a historic community about 80 miles south of San Francisco.




  The Mission San Juan Bautista was established near the end of the eighteenth century to provide a convenient resting place along the Camino Real, a rough dirt track—little more than a footpath really—that linked the missions in San Diego, Santa Barbara, Carmel, and San Francisco. The stopover was not just used by monks, though. It became popular with prospectors, miners, cowboys, merchants, and travelers of every sort, and in time, a little town grew up beside the mission.




  Driving into town, one gets the impression that not very much has changed here. San Juan Bautista’s one commercial street is chockablock with rustic bars, restaurants, and wood or adobe buildings of just the sort one associates with nineteenth-century California prospectors, cowboys, and miners. It gives visitors the feeling that had they arrived here, say, 150 years ago on a horse, the place would have looked exactly the same. As attractive as that notion may be, it is, alas, a mistaken one. San Juan Bautista’s very old-looking buildings have been built, rebuilt, and repaired repeatedly. At the mission it is easy to see why this is the case.




  The Mission San Juan Bautista with its 230-foot-long brick colonnade dominates the entire north side of California’s last surviving Spanish plaza. The west and south sides of the plaza are occupied by old wooden government buildings, hotels, and livery stables, all of which have been restored and opened to the public as museums. On the fourth side there are no buildings at all for here the ground drops down into a tree-lined gully, and running through it is that wayfarers’ wonder, the Camino Real. Something else runs through the gully as well, for between the Camino and the plaza with its stone and adobe church is that notorious crack in the earth called the San Andreas Fault.




  Stretching out beyond the fault, the Camino, and the mission is a breathtaking expanse of flat fields planted as far as the horizon with artichokes, tomatoes, lettuce, and, it would seem, every conceivable variety of garden vegetable. The prodigious fertility of these lands likely accounts for the selection of San Juan Bautista as the site for the mission. It was the fifteenth of those established by Franciscan padres when Spain ruled California.




  When the mission was founded in 1797, the Franciscans sent a pair of priests here to build a church and Christianize the local Indians. Obediently, Fathers Jose Manuel Martiarena and Pedro Adriano Martínez hiked here along the rugged Camino and founded a mission. Looking down at the Camino today, it is awe-inspiring to think that for early mission monks like Martínez and Martiarena this dusty lane served as their one and only link to the outside world. Every scrap of news they received from Monterey, about a week’s walk to the south, or from the far more distant San Diego, Mexico, or Spain, came by way of the Camino. But however little they may have known of the world, they knew even less about the earth itself. Otherwise, they would never have put a mission in a place like San Juan Bautista. What they didn’t know and, of course, couldn’t have known, was that the ground beneath their feet was on the move. The salad fields seen nowadays to the east of the mission are moving south along with the rest of North America. The mission and the town, not to mention Monterey, Los Angeles, and a sizable chunk of the continent-size Pacific Plate, are moving north. All this shifting about stretches the rocks, and inevitably something gives. Then the earth begins to rock and roll.




  The mission received its first severe shaking just one year after it was established. The priests shrugged off this setback, repairing damaged structures and continuing with their work of converting the Indians to Christianity and the local fields to farmland. But there was more to come—much more. In October 1800 the ground under the mission once more started to tremble, and this time the shaking seemed as if it would never stop. Several severe earthquakes rumbled through the area, each of them followed by as many as six sharp aftershocks. Roofs fell, adobe walls crumbled to dust, and the earth itself split open.




  The quakes not only shattered mission buildings but also the seemingly indomitable spirit of Father Martínez, who moved his cot out into the open under the stars. No amount of reassurance or persuasion could convince the good priest to reenter any of the mission buildings even after they had been repaired. Eventually, he was reassigned to another mission. Likely Martínez considered himself fortunate to have escaped San Juan Bautista with his life, but had he understood the true nature of California’s fractured geology, he might have done as Caruso would later do: board a ship and leave the region altogether.




  No place in California is safe from earthquakes, but San Juan Bautista may be among the least safe. Major quakes or groups of quakes have struck the mission and the town no fewer than six times over the last two centuries. Of course, there have always been other threats. Indians sometimes attacked the mission. On one such occasion, the mission priests drove off a sizable war party by dragging the church organ out into the plaza and playing it at full blast.




  Unfortunately, the same technique could not be used to restrain the warriors—some might call them demons—below the earth. Repeatedly damaged by temblors large and small, the mission was all but destroyed during the San Francisco Earthquake of 1906. Even though the epicenter of the quake was more than 80 miles to the north, damage to the mission was so severe that it did not fully recover until the 1950s.




  During the late 1950s, the San Juan Bautista Mission generated a cinematic earthquake by serving as the setting for key scenes in the Alfred Hitchcock film noir thriller Vertigo, ranked by many among the greatest movies ever made. Starring James Stewart and Kim Novak, the movie follows hapless San Francisco detective Scottie Ferguson as he struggles to solve a murder mystery so complex that many who have seen Vertigo several times still cannot comprehend it. Given the title, it is perhaps not surprising that
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