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Foreword


When we first invited Albert Hurtado to write a book about sex and gender for the Histories of the American Frontier series, we imagined that he would cover much of the early West, as do many books in this series. Al persuaded us that it would be more sensible to narrow his focus to a smaller slice of geography. He was right. Concentrating on a single state freed him to tell richer stories, and early California, with its rich Native American, Hispanic, Anglo American, and Chinese populations, proved an exceptional setting to explore intimate cultural encounters in the contact zones that we think of as “frontiers.”


Even by narrowing his focus, however, Hurtado still faced a daunting challenge for a book in a series aimed at general readers. What narrative lines might link sex, gender, and culture in a space as large as California over a time span that extends from the beginnings of European settlement in 1769 through the gold rush and its aftermath? Hurtado solved the problem brillantly by drawing on illustrative moments or figures rather than attempting encyclopedic coverage of all aspects of his subject. His sparkling vignettes introduce us to the famous and the forgotten, from Junípero Serra to Amelia Kuschinsky, and illuminate three of California’s historic eras: Spanish (1769–1821), Mexican (1821–1848), and early Anglo American (1848–1860). Hurtado lingers longest in California after the gold rush, when sources become more abundant and enable him to speak more assuredly about topics like abortion and divorce. In all three eras, however, he finds that outsiders brought their own cultural conceptions of sex and gender into a land new to them but old to Native Americans. As in many frontier settings, the newcomers were overwhelmingly male. Early California’s extraordinary gender imbalances distorted gender roles for men and women alike of all cultures, who generally wished to replicate a traditional way of life in an untraditional setting. Hurtado makes fine use of secondary literature, but goes beyond mere synthesis. Intimate Frontiers contains new stories and insights drawn from his shrewd analysis of unpublished personal correspondence and official records, and from his fresh readings of published primary sources. By looking at the ways that sex, gender, and culture shaped individual and group behavior, Hurtado also makes us see old subjects in new ways. Familiar topics, from the Spanish missions to the Donner Party, and familiar individuals from Olive Oatman to Dame Shirley, take unfamiliar turns in Intimate Frontiers. The much-studied Anglo American males who led their families to California, for example, appear in these pages as men burdened with responsibility. In cases where males made the decision to move their families west, males believed they bore responsibility for the success or failure of the enterprise and defeats weighed heavily on them. Hurtado suggests that the fact that more men than women died during the Donner tragedy may be explained in part by severe depression brought on by the men’s sense of failure.


Drawing from the literature of social science, Hurtado offers explanations for human behavior, including the actions of male rapists whose behavior is easier to blame than explain. His use of insights from the social sciences, however, rests on a solid foundation of historical evidence, as when he turns to an unpublished census to reveal that two-thirds of the prostitutes in the overwhelmingly white city of Sacramento in 1860 were women of color. Throughout this rich book, he is concerned with the interplay between sex, gender, race, ethnicity, and class — all “cultural” constructions. Written in limpid prose, Al Hurtado’s concise and engaging book fits our series splendidly. It is a work of original scholarship built on solid evidence and informed by theory. His analysis of sex, gender, and culture flows from interesting stories about events and individual lives, and draws on the behavioral sciences to reveal deeper meanings within those stories. Hurtado also puts California in broad perspective, taking his readers on the overland trails to the gold fields, to the South, to Michigan, and even to Panama and Brazil, and the questions that he considers in early California have analogues in frontier settings everywhere.


A native son of California, Al Hurtado earned his B.A. and M.A. at California State University, Sacramento, and his Ph.D. at the University of California, Santa Barbara, where he worked under the direction of Wilbur Jacobs. His first book, Indian Survival on the California Frontier (Yale 1988), won the 1989 Ray A. Billington Prize, given every other year by the Organization of American Historians for the best book to appear on the American frontier in the previous two years. His scholarly articles have won prizes from the Pacific Coast Branch of the American Historical Association, the Western History Association, and the Montana Historical Society. He is coeditor with Peter Iverson of Major Problems in American Indian History(1994), and is completing a biography of the great historian of the Spanish frontier in North America, Herbert E. Bolton. In the autumn of 1998, after a twelve-year career at Arizona State University, Hurtado became the Paul H. and Doris Eaton Travis Professor of Modern American History at the University of Oklahoma.


Like other books in this series, Intimate Frontiers tells a complete story, but it is also intended to be read as part of the broader history of western expansion told in these volumes. Each book has been written by a leading authority who brings to his task both a deep knowledge of his subject and well-honed skill at narration and interpretation. Each provides the general reader with a sound, engaging account of one phase of the nation’s frontier past, and the specialized student with a narrative that is integrated into the general story of the nation’s growth.


The series, conceived by the distinguished historian Ray Allen Billington in 1957 as a multivolume narrative history of the American frontier in eighteen volumes, has expanded over the years to include topics and geographical units that Ray had not originally envisioned: Sandra L. Myres’s Western Women and the Frontier Experience, 1800–1915 (1982), Elliott West’s Growing Up with the Country: Childhood on the Far Western Frontier (1989), Donald J. Pisani’s To Reclaim a Divided West: Water, Law, and Public Policy, 1848–1902 (1992), Duane A. Smith’s Rocky Mountain West: Colorado, Wyoming, & Montana, 1859–1915 (1992), and Arrell Morgan Gibson and John S. Whitehead’s Yankees in Paradise: The Pacific Basin Frontier (1993). Meanwhile, titles that Ray Billington planned in 1957 continue to appear in forms that Ray could not have anticipated — as with Terry G. Jordan’s multidisciplinary examination of North American Cattle-Ranching Frontiers: Origins, Diffusion, and Differentiation (1993). As the series enters its fifth decade, we will continue to explore old frontiers in new, and perhaps more intimate, ways.
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Preface


In 1979, while looking for information about the Indians who had lived in the Shasta-Trinity National Forest, I quickly rummaged through the steel file cabinets that housed the old records of Shasta County. The Forest Service had hired my employer to write an historical overview of the forest and I was part of a research team making a search of the local archives. I wasn’t having much luck finding anything about Indians, and didn’t expect the local records to reveal much about people who had been forced to scatter in the face of white miners during the gold rush. Finally, I looked in the last cabinet with drawers marked “Coroner’s Records.” Since this had been a region where white “Indian hunting” expeditions had been at work in the 1850s and 1860s, there was a grim possibility that someone had actually recorded the deaths of some Indians in the official files. Sure enough, a couple of unidentified Indian corpses turned up in the record, dead from unknown causes. Not much to go on here, I thought.


Then I saw a thick wad of folded papers tucked amid the single-page forms. What might this be? I unfolded the document, and unwittingly began to work on this book. It was a detailed report of a coroner’s inquest over the body of Amelia Kuschinsky, an unwed teenager who had evidently died from a botched abortion in 1860. She was a servant and her employer got her pregnant. Suspicious neighbors and physicians gave much testimony. I scanned the report in perhaps five minutes, picking up a few fleeting details while my colleague urged me to quit so we could move on to the next stop. Amelia Kuschinsky had nothing to do with our project, and less to do with the doctoral dissertation that I meant to write on California Indians. So I folded and refiled the report, closed the door, and went on to other things.


But I couldn’t forget Amelia. I finished my dissertation, some articles, then a book while doing my apprenticeship as a public historian and gypsy academic. Still she haunted me. Thoughts about her came to me late at night after I had finished my “real” work. Who was she? Why was her life and death so compelling? What did she have to do with large historical issues? As my work on California Indians evolved, I became more interested in the experiences of Indian women, marriage, the family, and reproduction. Eventually my examination of these matters provided a general context for Amelia, too. I decided that I wanted to write a book about the interplay of sex, gender, race, and culture. Surely Amelia’s short, sad history spoke to some of these concerns.


In 1989 I sent a letter “to whom it may concern” at Shasta Community College in Redding, where I first saw the coroner’s report. I explained a bit about what I was looking for and where it might be found. Could someone please send me a copy of the report? I would happily pay the bill. The report came by return mail, and with no bill! The story that is embedded in that long-forgotten report may be found in chapter 6 in the present volume.


In the course of completing this book I have dealt with many well-documented people and events, but it was always Amelia who reminded me of what I was really writing about: the intimate matters of ordinary people and everyday lives. Her story discloses how risky sex could be for a woman in the nineteenth century and furnishes an example of the handicaps of class and gender that could weigh down a young woman and sink her if she were unlucky. She also made me think about young men who outnumbered women in gold-rush California. What sort of chances did they have for courtship, marriage, and family life? How did that affect their relations with women? Fortunately, most women were not as unlucky as Amelia, and most men were not as abusive as the ones she had to deal with. Yet the account of her death illustrates the complications of sex and gender in her time and place. Amelia also reminded me of how little we can know about the intimate lives of most people in past times. It was only her untimely death that caused a record to be made and kept. Otherwise there is little doubt that she, too, would have remained anonymous. I hope that by revealing some things about the private lives of Amelia and other people that this book will give readers a keener appreciation of how the powerful undercurrents of sex and gender have helped to shape the history of the American frontier. If I succeed in this, then Amelia’s haunting of me will have been for a good purpose.


I have incurred many personal and intellectual debts while writing this book. David Weber is my foremost creditor. He suggested that I write such a book for the Billington series, and I wrote chapter 2 of the present volume in his National Endowment for the Humanities summer seminar on borderlands history in 1986. David’s generous support for this project has been continuous despite many delays on my part. He and the other series editors, Martin Ridge, Howard Lamar, and William Cronon, have made writing this book a genuine pleasure. I cannot imagine a more congenial and helpful band. Like scores of other historians, I have benefited from Martin Ridge’s interest in my scholarship. I thank him here for the many kindnesses that he has extended to me over the years, and especially for his helpful suggestions about this book. In 1986 I proposed to write a book that covered the entire West, but this soon proved to be an overwhelming task. William Cronon suggested that I write a more focused book using California to illustrate the sex and gender frontier, and the present volume is the result.


My colleagues and graduate students at Arizona State University have helped me to refine my arguments and avoid error. Professors Rachel Fuchs, Susan Gray, Gayle Gullett, Asuncion Lavrin, Vicki Ruiz, Lynn Stoner, and Sybil Thornton, and graduate students Claudine Barnes, Eve Carr, Margaret Lamphier, and Timothy Hogdon invited me to present my work in the women’s studies seminar. Their suggestions have guided the writing and revision of this book. Stimulating and useful discussions with Rachel, Susan, and Vicki have extended over several years at lunches, parties, and casual campus encounters. All faculties should be blessed with such collegial coworkers and friends. Vicki, Professor Kenneth N. Owens, and Cindy Baker of California State University, Sacramento, generously shared their research materials with me. Two talented doctoral students, Jeffrey Pappas and Brian Frehner, helped me to compile and organize research materials. Kate Magruder, an independent scholar in northern California, generously shared her knowledge of Dame Shirley. Gary Krahenbuhl, dean of the College of Liberal Arts and Sciences, provided a generous grant to illustrate this work. While the book was in press, I accepted the Paul H. and Doris Eaton Travis Chair in Modern American History at the University of Oklahoma, which assumed the grant that Dean Krahenbuhl authorized. My thanks to Dean Krahenbuhl and Paul B. Bell, dean of the College of Arts and Sciences at the University of Oklahoma.


This work would not have been possible without the professional assistance of a host of librarians and archivists at the California State Library, Bancroft Library, Huntington Library, and the Hayden Library at Arizona State University. And, of course, I thank the anonymous archivist at Shasta Community College who sent me the coroner’s report on Amelia Kuschinsky. Thanks to David Holtby, the editor in charge of this project, and the University of New Mexico Press staff for easing the myriad burdens that attended the publication of this book.


Finally, I thank Jean, my wife and fellow traveler on the intimate frontier of marriage. Her love and support is constant and I return it in full measure.





Introduction


The Intimate Challenges of a Multicultural Frontier


Know that to the right hand of the Indies was an island called California, very near the region of the Terrestrial Paradise, which was populated by black women, without there being any men among them, that almost like the Amazons was their style of living. They were of vigorous bodies and strong and ardent hearts of great strength; . . . their arms were all of gold . . . in all the island there was no other metal whatsoever. . . . And . . . when they had peace . . . there were carnal unions . . . , and if they gave birth to a female they kept her, and if they gave birth to a male, then he was killed. . . .


Any male that entered the island was killed and eaten by them. . . .1


GARCI ORDOÑEZ DE MONTALVO, 1510


This book examines the intersection of sex, gender, and culture on California’s multicultural frontier. It pays special attention to heterosexuality, courtship, and marriage. I have chosen this focus because family formation had much to do with who would control California — Indians, Europeans, people of mixed blood, or Americans. This was a biological and cultural question as well as a political one. In the mid-eighteenth century, when this story begins, the answers were by no means settled. A century later Anglo Americans believed that they had attained a satisfactory outcome (with them in control), but today’s Anglo Californians are less certain of their hegemony. With beaches on the Pacific and a border on Mexico it is likely that the state’s demographic structure will always be in flux and that the state will cease to have an Anglo American majority.


The collision of nations and the mixture of cultures in California have made the identification of racial, cultural, and national status of individuals a tricky business. California Indians spoke scores of different languages and followed many different life ways before the arrival of Europeans, so the generic term Indians does little except distinguish California’s native people from newcomers. Whenever possible, I have used particular tribal designations. Spain colonized California in 1769, and by definition the colonizers were Spanish, a term that I have used to describe nationality, although many of the Franciscan priests hailed from other nations and most of the first pobladores (settlers) were born in Mexico of mixed parentage. In 1821 Mexico became independent from Spain and California’s Spaniards became Mexicans, regardless of their point of origin. While this was going on, Spaniards and Mexicans in California created a distinctive pastoral way of life and called themselves californios (women were called californianas). They also used the term gente de razón (people of reason) to distinguish themselves from Indians who were not assimilated into Hispanic society. I have used the term Hispanic to identify all people who spoke Spanish and had accepted other aspects of Spanish life including the Catholic religion.


Race is an especially problematic category, and it was particularly perplexing in Mexico with its mixture of European, Indian, and African blood. Most californios were of mixed origin, although there were some who correctly claimed Spanish ancestry. Spaniards kept a labyrinthine system of racial classification that accounted for parentage, skin color, and behavioral characteristics that offspring of mixed parentage supposedly exhibited. Since “pure” Spaniards were at the top of this color-conscious racial hierarchy, many californios claimed to be white Spaniards who were, in reality, of mixed blood. I have applied the term white to californios who claimed to be entirely of Spanish blood, although this was not strictly true in every case.2


People of the United States called themselves “Americans,” and most people of other nations accepted this practice. Following the modern pattern, I have used the terms American and Anglo American more or less interchangeably, although many Americans had no Anglo ancestry and would have bristled at being associated with England in the first half of the nineteenth century. Americans placed all people with white skin above people of color, but whiteness alone was not a sure guarantee of acceptance in American society. Many Americans looked down on the Irish, Jews, Germans, Catholics, and recent European immigrants generally, even though they were white.3


I have examined homosexuality only as it represented a threatening alternative to the Hispanic family model and Catholic norms. I have no doubt that some Spanish and Mexican men and women had homosexual relationships. It seems likely that during the gold rush, when there were so few women and so many men, that more men than usual established homosexual ties.4 These are important areas of inquiry, but heterosexual relations are the essence of this work. More than anything else, this is a study of the relations of power among men and women and diverse cultures. Those relations cluster around the issue of marriage, the formal institution where heterosexual intercourse was permitted and its biological consequences — children — were encouraged. Marriages are important because they form linkages between families, and exogamy — marriage outside of one’s own group — is of particular interest. Although in-laws have been known to disagree, many links between families from different cultures should foster a deeper mutual understanding between the cultures. Conversely, fewer mixed marriages mean fewer opportunities to gain positive insights into the other group. California’s rich medley of races and cultures provides a rich arena for the study of mixed marriages.


Prostitution, rape, divorce, and abortion are part of this story because they illuminate the status of women and provide additional context for courtship, marriage, and family formation. Women were a minority in frontier populations and were politically powerless. Laws that governed divorce, prostitution, and abortion were particularly important because they described the legal limits of control that women had over their own bodies, although plenty of women and men were willing to break these statutory boundaries. Rape, though illegal, also limited female freedom and reenforced the idea that safety was most likely to be found within the family and other structures of patriarchal authority.


Patriarchy was common to Hispanic, Mexican, and Anglo society. Here I rely on Gerda Lerner’s definition of patriarchy, “the manifestation and institutionalization of male dominance over women and children in the family and the extension of male dominance over women in society in general.”5 Although patriarchy was a common thread in all of these cultures, each group manifested male dominance in particular ways, and men ordinarily followed the customs that were specific to their cultures. Nor did patriarchy mean that women were utterly bereft of personal rights and remedies under the law if they had suffered abuse at the hands of men. Under the civil law of Spain and Mexico, for example, married women possessed rights to property, wages, and other legal rights as an individual. Most American wives were subject to common law that did not recognize community property rights in marriage and that made them inferior legal appendages of their husbands.6 On the other hand, in the nineteenth century American women were not ordinarily subject to arranged marriages as were Hispanic women.


The term social construction is a key concept for understanding the intersection of people, time, and place. It means that each society construes gender, what it means to be a “man” or a “woman,” and defines what kind of behavior is acceptable and desirable. Gender signifies far more than sexual difference; it is a condition that determines power relationships in society. As historian Joan Wallach Scott has put it, “gender is a constitutive element in social relationships based on perceived differences between the sexes, and gender is a primary way of signifying relationships of power.”7 Likewise, sexuality is a social construction that varies among cultures. Thus, gender and sexuality are fluid conditions of human life and their manifestations — such as heterosexual monogamy — are not “natural” biological consequences, but constructions that manipulate the range of biological and social possibilities and that change over time.8 California is an especially interesting place to look at such matters because Indian, Hispanic, and Anglo cultures had distinctive ideas about sex and gender as well as different rules of sexual conduct, courtship, and marriage. Such differences left much room for misunderstanding if everyone played by their own society’s rules.


The French philosopher Michel Foucault has shaped modern inquiry into the history of sexuality more than any other scholar. He argues that in the modern age Western societies have supported public discourses about sexuality that are meant to sustain structures of power within those societies. The state, church, and science collaborated in this. The Catholic Church contributed much to the evolution of discourses on sexuality by expanding the scope of sexual interrogation during confession. While ecclesiastical authorities cautioned priests against discussing sexual acts too candidly with penitents, confessors were supposed to inquire into “all insinuations of the flesh: thoughts, desires, voluptuous imaginings, delectations, combined movements of the body and the soul,” Foucault explains, and “all this had to enter, in detail, into the process of confession and guidance.”9 The Catholic ritual confession of sexual sins even influenced the publications of libertines like Marquis de Sade, who urged his readers to narrate “the most numerous and searching details; the precise way and extent to which we may judge how the passion you describe relates to human manners and man’s character.”10 The church required confessions of illicit sexual behavior in order to redeem the penitent and to modify future behavior, and the process — when it was successful — had the added benefit of regulating sexuality so that it was beneficial to the state. Sex within marriage produced legitimate children who were most likely to contribute to the economy, pay taxes, staff the military, and support the state.


According to Foucault, Western institutions have compelled “everyone to transform their sexuality into a perpetual discourse, to the manifold mechanisms which, in the areas of economy, pedagogy, medicine, and justice, incite, extract, distribute, and institutionalize the sexual discourse, an immense verbosity is what our civilization has required and organized.”11 During the nineteenth century, Foucault says, such diverse influences as the church, psychoanalysis, eugenics, hygiene, demography, and police powers were employed to politicize sexuality for “the harnessing, intensification, and distribution of forces, the adjustment and economy of energies.” Simultaneously, politicized sex regulated “populations, through all the far reaching effects of its activity.”12


Some readers may judge Foucault’s analysis to be too general, sinister, and conspiratorial for their taste. Yet they are likely to hear clear echoes of Foucault when they read about the missionaries’ efforts to control Indian sexuality in chapter 1, and Alexander Everett’s attempts to incite a confessional discourse in Louise Clapp, better known as Dame Shirley, the famous author of letters that described the gold rush. So, too, we may imagine hearing Foucault’s analytical voice commenting on the life and death of Amelia Kuschinsky in chapter 5.


Looking backward, we easily recognize the relations of power and the discourses that supported them. In their own time and place, most people who wrote of intimate matters did not consider the political ramifications of their discourse. They believed that their sexuality and genders were not malleable conditions, but ordained by God and nature. In expressing their emotional and erotic needs, they often used the sentimental language of the heart. “You say in your letter that you would very much like to know what it is that I have to tell you so very sweet,” Mary Shannon gently teased her beloved Johnson Beal.13 “As I said in the last letter I wrote you, it is something that you must make haste to come down to hear.” She closed her letter with a poem:


To love is panefull that is true


not to love is panefull to


(But oh) it gives the greatest Pain


to love and not be loved again


Ann Stevens expressed her carnal need for her lover more succinctly. “If you was here,” she wrote to Walter Knight, “I suppose we should do some tall fucking.”14 Discourses of power were also dialogues of the heart and of the loins.


The intricacy of current ideas about sexuality and gender matches the complexity of California’s history. For Spaniards, California was an idea long before it was a place on a map, and a complicated idea at that. Garcí Ordóñez de Montalvo’s novel Las Sergas del muy esforzado caballero Esplandian — quoted at the head of this chapter — provided a name and a romantic land for Spaniards to seek. His book also explicates Spanish ideas about sex and gender constructions during the age of exploration. Women of color ruled on Montalvo’s mythical island and complacently copulated with or cannibalized the men who came their way. This state of affairs represented for sixteenth-century Spaniards a perverse distortion of the social world, gender roles, and relations that they knew and valued. Montalvo eventually put things right by having Queen Calafía, the island’s ruler, become a Christian and marry a Spaniard, thus properly domesticating and subordinating the obstreperous woman.15


Montalvo could not have known it, but his fictitious tale both prefigured and distorted the gender dynamics of California history. At the most general level Montalvo got it right. Spaniards were determined to reorder California’s social world so that it conformed to Spanish and Roman Catholic norms. Montalvo cannot be expected to have predicted the course of history that occurred two hundred years after his death, but he knew his own people well. Marriage brought Queen Calafía to heel as a wife who was properly submissive to male authority (although she may have fantasized about making a tasty pâté of her husband’s liver when she chafed under the marriage yoke). In the long run, men on the mythical island of California would cohabit with native women under Spanish rules, and so it was in reality. The Spanish impulse in this regard was conservative to the core, and it is one of the themes of this book. Nor were Spaniards alone in establishing familiar patterns of sex and gender relations. Not surprisingly, Mexicans — who of course had been Spaniards until 1821 — carried on Spanish traditions and prejudices. The Americans and Europeans who followed them also longed for customary practices and partners that they had known at home, with two short-lived exceptions that are the subject of chapter 2.


Montalvo erred in representing native California women as aggressive cannibals who threatened men. If anything, history inverted Montalvo’s plot. Native women were threatened by Spanish, Mexican, and Anglo men. The century that encompassed the mission, Mexican, and gold-rush eras saw the number of Indian women decline more rapidly than the numbers of Indian men while the total native population dropped from about 300,000 to 30,000.16 There were marriages between Indians, Spaniards, and Mexicans, but they were not the norm that may be inferred from the queenly marriage in Montalvo’s book. Even though Indians far outnumbered the Hispanic population, Spanish and Mexican men preferred to marry women from their own caste, class, and race. Here is another theme that I pursue throughout this book and that applies to Americans as well.


Montalvo’s story foreshadows another of California’s historical realities: it was racially and culturally diverse. California was a multicultural frontier long before Spaniards sailed over the horizon. For thousands of years scores of tribes had occupied the land, and their cultures and languages varied, perhaps as dramatically as those of the nations of Europe. They coexisted peacefully for the most part, but at times they violently clashed.17 In 1769 Spain planted and incubated its colonial mission outposts among Indians who were then urged to abandon tribal ways that were repellent to the Catholic Church and Spanish sensibilities. By the nineteenth century a distinctive californio culture had emerged in time for European and American visitors to observe and record it. The cultural heart and soul of the californio was Mexican — an amalgamation of Hispanic and Indian life ways. Californio food, folkways, religion, hospitality, prejudices, and aspirations were essentially those of their forebears from the south. The differences between californios and mejicanos were regional variations that evolved due to time, distance, isolation, and historical circumstances.18


Americans and Europeans began to arrive after the establishment of Mexican independence and liberalization of trade and immigration laws in 1821. The addition of these men (and a few women) added to California’s cultural and racial mix. Most of them were white, and many of them married into californio families before the advent of American sovereignty and the gold rush. With the gold rush came an influx of people from all over the world, but Americans dominated the scene because they formed (in most places) a majority of the new population and because they controlled the new state and local governments that they established under American law. Violence erupted frequently amidst this volatile mixture of people as they struggled to control California. Wars, Indian resistance, committees of vigilance, and the administration of criminal law illustrate the underlying current of violence that suffused the state’s early history.


Demographic conditions were among the driving forces of California history. Californios were always a tiny minority in a vast — though shrinking — Indian majority. Indians may have been numerous, but to most californios they were not desirable marriage partners. From 1769, when Spanish missionaries and soldiers first settled California, through the end of the gold rush in 1860 there were too few women, or at least there were too few of the right women, given the racial preferences of the non-Indian men at the time. Looked at in another way, one could argue that there were too many men. The californio minority tended to marry within its own ranks rather than seeking marriage partners from the Indian majority. The influx of Americans did not help much, for they, too, preferred to mate with women of their class and caste. Moreover, the gold-rush immigrants were mostly men. For nearly one hundred years after Spain colonized California, there was intense competition among men for suitable marriage partners. This condition created a century-long crisis in the marriage market that influenced social life among all classes of Californians.


The oversupply of men enabled some women to make more socially and financially advantageous marriages than they otherwise might have, if they had the requisite racial qualifications, but it also inflated the demand for prostitutes and — arguably — increased the incidence of rape of women of color, especially Indians. Chapters 1 and 4 especially speak to this issue. Poor white women were also subject to sexual abuse, as the sad case of Amelia Kuschinsky shows in chapter 5.


The book follows the general chronology of California history from the foundation of the missions through the gold rush. Its focus on sex, gender, and culture gives a new perspective on familiar episodes like the Donner Party tragedy and famous personalities like Dame Shirley. The emphasis on intercultural relations widens the angle of vision on such well-known events as the founding of the Franciscan missions and the gold rush.


As a work in the social history of the American West, this book augments the path-breaking work of a generation of scholars who have renewed and reinvigorated the field as an important area of historical research.19 The historians who have pioneered this new approach to western history have challenged the idea of the frontier that previous generations of historians adhered to, arguing that this outmoded vision of the frontier was ethnocentric, nationalistic, and sexist.20 The present volume is part of the Histories of the American Frontier series, but it examines a decidedly different sort of frontier than some of its distinguished predecessors. This book explores a multicultural frontier, a place where several distinctive peoples met who possessed dissimilar histories, discordant goals, and uncertain futures. California was the sort of place that David Weber had in mind when he wrote of “the drama of life on the edges where people and places meet.”21 There was plenty of drama when ordinary people met on the fragile edge of the North American continent where ideas about sex, gender, courtship, and marriage seemed to be in flux.


Carlos Fuentes, the great Mexican novelist, wrote of frontiers in The Old Gringo. In this fictionalized account of the last days of Ambrose Bierce, the famous California writer who disappeared in Mexico during the revolution in 1913, Fuentes characterized Bierce and other gringos. “They spent their lives crossing frontiers, theirs and those that belonged to others,” and Bierce had gone to Mexico “because he didn’t have any frontiers left to cross in his own country.” An American woman asked a Mexican general, her lover, if the frontier was “in here?” touching her forehead. He answered with a question, “and the frontier is in here?” while touching his heart. Then Fuentes offers Bierce’s imagined opinion. “There’s one frontier we only dare to cross at night. The frontier of our differences.”22 These are the intimate frontiers that this book explores — frontiers of the mind, frontiers of the heart, frontiers of difference.





ONE



Sexuality in California’s Franciscan Missions:


Cultural Perceptions and Historical Realities


At one of these Indian villages near this mission of San Diego the gentiles therein many times have been on the point of coming here to kill us all, [because] some soldiers went there and raped their women, and other soldiers who were carrying mail to Monterey turned their animals into their fields and they ate up their crops. Three other Indian villages about a league or a league and a half from here have reported the same thing to me several times. For this reason on several occasions when Father Francisco Dumetz or I have gone to see these Indian villages, as soon as they saw us they fled from their villages and fled to the woods or other remote places, and the only ones who remained in the village were some men and some very old women. The Christians here have told me that many of the gentiles of the aforesaid villages leave their huts and the crops which they gather from the lands around their villages, and go to the woods and experience hunger. They do this so the soldiers will not rape their women as they have already done so many times in the past.
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