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Editors’ Introduction

Publication of this issue of The Journal of San Diego History corresponds with the 
250th anniversary of the first permanent Spanish settlement of what is now San Diego. 
On July 16, 1769, after the arrival of both land and sea expeditions from Baja California, 
Father Junípero Serra held Catholic Mass and founded Mission San Diego de Alcalá 
on what is now Presidio Hill, near the Serra Museum overlooking Old Town State 
Historic Park. The editors decided that this anniversary provides a fitting occasion to 
contemplate the significance of the founding and therefore have dedicated this issue 
of the journal to that common theme. Our purpose is to present to readers a glimpse at 
the varied scholarly conversations currently circulating around the 250th and to invite 
the public to contemplate San Diego’s conflicted history in meaningful, critical ways. 

The summer 2019 issue thus begins with a scholars’ forum assessing the meaning 
of the founding within the context of this 250th commemoration moment. The editors 
invited six noted experts to share thoughts on why, and in what ways, the founding 
matters. In the process, the contributors touched on the state of the historiography of 
the Spanish era in San Diego, the lasting legacies of the mission period, and how the 
San Diego community should commemorate the founding. While each essay differs 
in coverage, approach, and tone, several themes run throughout. First, of fundamental 
importance is the issue of perspective. There are countless vantage points from which 
one may contemplate the meaning of 1769. From a Kumeyaay perspective, 250 years 
is a comparatively brief span; from a trans-border perspective, a narrow focus on 
San Diego may miss some of the legacies of 1769 that played out on what is now 
the Mexican side of the border. As Richard Carrico suggests, reliance on a single 
vantage point is likely to give us an incomplete view of the past. Second, the scholars’ 
reflections challenge us to think about forging an understanding of the past that is 
useful today. Can an honest reckoning with the troubled legacy of the missions allow 
us to think constructively about contemporary issues of dispossession, racism, and 
marginalization? Are there elements of the ugly story of colonization that we may 
legitimately appreciate? Finally, these reflections on the varied meanings of Spanish 
colonization encourage us to consider how historians reconstruct the past. Upon 
what types of sources (written, oral, artifactual) do we rely? How do we read these 
sources in a critical way that allows us not to be blind to their creators’ assumptions 
and prejudices? 

The remainder of the issue’s content also addresses the legacies of the 250th in 
meaningful ways. Historians Phil Brigandi and Eric Plunkett use the occasion of the 
250th to reconsider the location of California’s first Catholic baptism and, in so doing, 
contemplate the nuances of Spanish contact with Indian peoples. In a new feature, 
the Historiographic Review, editor Theodore Strathman examines an article that 
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appeared in the journal in 1969 as a way to consider the evolution of historiography on 
the missions as well as the Spanish and Mexican eras in California. Finally, the Book 
Reviews selections (courtesy of our new reviews editor, Kevan Q. Malone) trace the 
relationships between local Indian peoples and Europeans from Kumeyaay settlement, 
through the arrival of Father Junípero Serra, to the establishment of reservations 
under the authority of the United States.

We hope that this issue will inspire lively and critical discussion about our region’s 
past, present, and future. The editors welcome reader responses that may be included 
in the next issue of The Journal of San Diego History.

The Editors
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Dr. Theresa Gregor (Kumeyaay/Yoéme) is an Assistant Professor in American Indian Studies 
at California State University Long Beach. She is currently researching, writing, and editing an 
anthology titled California American Indian Women: Lives, Stories, and Contributions (Great Oak Press, 
forthcoming 2020).

Scholars’ Forum: 
Reflections on the 250th Anniversary of the 

Founding of the Presidio and Mission San Diego

Decolonizing San Diego’s History: 
An Iipay Reflection on the Context and Impact of 1769

Dr. Theresa Gregor

Nya mat Iipay, I am a Northern Kumeyaay Person

Nya mat Iipay nyait nyuk ktun Elly Kwanaan. I am descended from the Nejo 
shmull; my ancestral village is Mataguay, White Earth/Battleground, located 
between Lake Henshaw and Warner Springs near the village of San Felipe. Angel 
Quilp was the last hereditary chief of Mataguay. My great-great grandparents, 
Antonio and Andrea Guachino Cuevas, were forced from their home at the 
same time the Cupeño inhabitants of the village of Cupa were evicted in 1903. 
My stepfather’s dad, Martin Osuna, was ten years old when the village was 
raided, and our ancestors had to leave. He told my dad that the soldiers came 
in on horseback with guns. They burned the crops, tore down fences, and ran 
roughshod over the village while our ancestors hurried to pack their life’s 
belongings onto a wagon and horses to carry up the mountain. An old woman 
cried for days and days after they were removed to Vulcan Mountain. Antonio 
and Andrea were the first of my family line to live on the Santa Ysabel Indian 
Reservation. Born free, they were soon restricted to life on a much smaller 
segment of land than was originally promised in our 1850 Treaty of Santa Ysabel. 
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Reflection

I was invited to submit a reflection about my perspective on the 250th 
anniversary of San Diego’s founding. Today, when I think about the celebration of 
San Diego’s “founding,” my mind automatically travels back in time to consider the 
occasion from the perspective of my ancestors. How did they feel when the invaders 
arrived? What emotions and thoughts did they experience? What sights did they witness? 
What were their daily conversations about? Did they discuss the rapid changes in their world? 
I imagine their first reactions were cautious, suspicious, perhaps curious, and maybe 
intuitively feeling that the strangers were not benevolent but were an imminent 
threat to my ancestors’ safety and well-being. I imagine in the days, months, and 
years following the arrival of the colonizers that my ancestors’ conversations were 
like those we have today about all the sweeping social and environmental impacts 
taking place right before our eyes. And I imagine they suffered a great deal to see 
their world and lifeway thrown out of balance by the invaders.

Three decades ago, Rupert and Jeanette Henry Costo observed:

The history of California begins with the American Indian, whose 
civilization existed many thousands of years before the Spanish 
invasion in 1769. Thus, California can claim an ancient life in the 
region it now occupies. The indigenous people of the state have 

Aboriginal Territory of the Kumeyaay Diegueño Nation. Courtesy of the Sycuan Band of the Kumeyaay Nation.
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never moved, nor have they been moved, to an area other than 
where they now live. As far back as historic times can be counted, 
this has been their home…Despite the rapacity of three invasions—
Spanish, Mexican, and American, the [California] natives have 
stubbornly fought to keep their place on this spot of the earth. 
The love they bear their land is only equaled by the tenacity with 
which they have held the space remaining to them, from the vast 
domain they once owned.1

The Costos’ words—and the stories of California’s Indian people they dedicated 
their lives bringing to light—remind me that my voice in this conversation about 
colonial commemorations, celebrations, anniversaries, and jubilees is one among 
many that have been marshalled continually as indigenous cries of opposition 
to settler-colonialism. The Costos’ book documented statewide tribal testimony 
to protest the nomination for Junípero Serra’s canonization, which fell on deaf 
Vatican ears. 

Our creation story tells us that we emerged from the water. That there was no 
land, no people, no light, no animals. Tuchaipai and Yokamatis, twin creators, made 
our world through trial and error, with a struggle between good and bad intentions, 
and breathed all the energy and life into the world that we experience today.

In the beginning there was no earth or land. There was nothing 
except salt water. This covered everything like a big sea. Two 
brothers lived under this water. The oldest was Tcaipakomat 
(Tuchaipa) [and Yokomatis, the younger brother]. Both of them 
kept their eyes closed, for the salt would blind them. The oldest 
brother after a while went up on top of the salt water and looked 
around. He could see nothing but water. Soon the younger brother 
too came up. He opened his eyes on the way and the salt water 
[sic] blinded him. When he got to the top he could see nothing at 
all, so he went back. The elder brother saw that there was nothing, 
he made first of all little red ants miskiluiw (or ciracir). They filled 
the water up thick with their bodies and so made land. Then 
Tcahipakomat caused certain black birds with flat bills, xanyil, to 
come into being. So they were lost and could not find their roost. 
So Tcaipakomat took three kinds of clay, red, yellow, and black 
and made a round, flat object. This he took in his hand and threw 
up against the sky. It stuck there. It began to give a dim light. We 
call it the moon now, halya. The light was so poor that they could 
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not see very far. So Tcaipakomat was not satisfied, for he had it in 
mind to make people. He took some more clay and made another 
round, flat object and tossed that up against the other side of the 
sky. It also stuck there. It made everything light. It is the sun, inyau. 
Then he took a light-colored piece of clay, mutakwic, and split it up 
part way. He made a man of it. That is the way he made man. Then 
he…made a woman. This is Sinyaxau, First Woman. The children 
of this man and this woman were people, ipai.2 

Our songs and stories carry these ancient traditions forward, reminding us 
today about where we come from, why we are here, and how to cope with life. 
These are the same stories that our ancestors knew, lived by, and incorporated 
into their daily lives until the invasion and disruption from the Spanish, Mexicans, 
and then the Americans.

The founding of the mission matters more to the descendants of the colonizers, 
the settlers. These types of commemorations are a means to legitimize and 
rationalize the imposition of their occupation of indigenous lands. Celebrating 
the building of Mission San Diego de Alcalá reifies the religious doctrine the 
Catholic Church issued in the Papal Bulls of 1452 and 1493, which prescribed 
what Steve Newcomb calls the “doctrine of domination” to assert dominion 
and rule over any non-Christian persons. The coercive and violent methods 
of conversion were honed during the Crusades, centuries prior to the arrival 
of Spanish missionaries in Kumeyaay territory. Many esteemed scholars and 
historians have detailed the military strategy the Catholic Church and its attendant 
sovereigns used to acquire new lands, resources, and subjects.3 In the long arc 
of Kumeyaay history and knowledge formation, the missions are a blip, a dark 
stain that ruptured but did not destroy our lifeways. We fought its presence in 
the beginning. As Michael Connolly Miskwish has noted, Kumeyaay resistance 
troubled Spanish officials from the earliest days of the mission, prompting Pedro 
Fages to describe the Kumeyaay as “the most restless, stubborn, haughty, warlike, 
and hostile towards us, absolutely opposed to all rational subjection and full of 
the spirit of independence.”4 

And we continue to fight the reification and presence today on many fronts in 
the community, including at political, institutional, community, and social levels. 
Various members of the twelve Kumeyaay Nations in San Diego County actively 
educate and voice their opposition to policies and practices that are damaging 
to our lifeways by fighting for the protection of our ancestors, challenging the 
erection of statues and monuments to “honor” architects of American Indian 
genocide, and working to decolonize and repatriate significant cultural artifacts 
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and remains at local museums and history centers. There are also a growing 
number of Kumeyaay PhDs and educators entering academia and local schools 
to teach a more balanced history about Kumeyaay and colonial relationships. 
The goal of all these efforts is simple: to demonstrate our continued presence in 
our homeland. As Jamul Tribal Chairperson Erica Pinto stated in the San Diego 
Union Tribune article, “Something to Celebrate? Indians’ Conflicted Feelings 
about San Diego’s 250th Birthday” (14 April 2019), “This is a great story to tell…
It is our story, it is our history, and we are not going anywhere.”5

Although settlers continue to replicate and replay these “foundings,” and in 
so doing, perform a public display of historical amnesia, the real issue that needs 
to be examined is why there is still a need in 2019 for the dominant culture to 
re-assert and maintain its fictitious sense of primacy and entitlement to the land. 
White Earth Ojibwe historian Jean O’Brien describes these types of local history 
celebrations and their discursive responses in three types of narrative forms: 
beginning with “firsting” narratives that chronicle local history by recounting 
the creation of founding institutions, e.g. the 1769 founding of Mission San Diego 
de Alcalá, or first practices created by Euro-American colonists, e.g. the First 
Thanksgiving; second, “lasting” narratives, which highlight a single American 
Indian as the last of their tribe (think Ishi or James Fenimore Cooper’s Last of 
the Mohicans); finally, “replacement” narratives that deploy discursive tactics to 
create a “narrative of entitlement” in which colonists and then settlers claim 
ownership of the land by imposing a revised rhetoric of indigeneity of American 
Indian territories and places.6 Maori activist and scholar Linda Tuhiwai Smith 
calls these kinds of “replacement” narratives simply colonial practices of naming 
and claiming: “Renaming the land was probably as powerful ideologically as 
changing the land…This newly named land became increasingly disconnected 
from the songs and chants used by indigenous people to trace their histories, 
to bring forth spiritual elements or to carry out the simplest ceremonies.”7 San 
Diego and the Mission San Diego de Alcalá were built on the village site known 
as Cosaay. Where are the statues and celebrations to the First People from Cosaay? 
When will their sacrifices and contributions be lauded? 

Decolonizing History

Smith’s work deconstructs history and its attendant colonial narratives through 
the process of decolonization, which “is the meaningful and active resistance to 
the forces of colonialism that perpetuate the subjugation and/or exploitation of 
our minds, bodies, and lands.” She reminds us that decolonizing history requires 
unsettling and reordering the narrative from an indigenous perspective, to re-story 
the land and restore the People. Regarding the commemoration of San Diego’s 
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“birth,” her work is particularly salient. “History,” she writes, “is also about power. 
In fact, history is mostly about power. It is the story of the powerful and how they 
became powerful, and then how they use their power to keep them in positions 
in which they can continue to dominate others. It is because of this relationship 
with power that we have been excluded, marginalized, and ‘Othered.’”8 

As I contemplate the invitation to participate in a discussion of the legacies 
of the mission period and how the San Diego community should commemorate 
the founding, the answers are simple when placed in a decolonizing framework: 
we need to stop circulating “degenerative” narratives about American Indian 
people and culture in our local histories.9 We need to take seriously and critically 
the words of Chairperson Pinto that “there is a great story to tell,” and we need 
everyone to listen and learn it.

I teach my students that decolonization is not just a process for American 
Indians to undergo; it is a process that anyone residing within the territorial 
boundaries of the United States can participate in. Otherwise the narratives 
and histories constructed through a Euro-American colonial logic and lens 
will continue to imagine the destruction of the First Peoples of this land, which 
will continue to perpetuate a discursive violence that leads to the erasure and 
invisibility of more pressing issues in our American Indian communities, such as 
improving our access to quality healthcare, ending violence against our women, 
girls, and gender non-conforming relatives, creating viable and sustainable 
economies in our homelands, and providing pathways for our youth to maintain 
their culture and also achieve educational success in mainstream institutions. 
These are the “survivance”10 stories we need to be sharing with San Diego instead 
of having to remind everyone that we were here first and that we are still here. 

There are multiple opportunities on a variety of local levels to actively 
decolonize and restore(y) San Diego’s American Indian and settler history, but 
this will require a conscientious and open dialogue about how to reckon honestly 
and openly with the discourse to present both sides fairly and accurately. To begin 
with, public institutions such as schools, universities, museums, parks, and other 
shared public spaces and places should work to redress and balance the settler 
desire and privilege of naming and claiming places with more accurate Native 
accounts and experiences with these places, people, and events. Here I am thinking 
about sites like the Port of San Diego, the Maritime Museum, Balboa Park, the 
Presidio, and, of course, Cabrillo Monument and the Serra Museum. This is not 
a new conversation for City and County officials to engage in; there is a long and 
distinguished record of Native activists and advocates that have brought forth 
ideas and suggestions to present a more realistic and balanced representation of 
the region’s history before me. 
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Second, our public schools and universities should not have Native-themed 
mascots of any kind, period. This practice is cultural appropriation at its worst; 
it does not honor indigenous people to have their images and names plastered 
all over educational institutions that do not support and offer balanced critique, 
representation, and access to the benefits an education is supposed to offer. Study 
after study shows the disproportionate gaps in achievement for American Indian 
students in the state’s public school system from K-12 to higher education.11 We 
have a broken pipeline that needs to be mended, beginning with the removal of 
Indian mascots. We are, as David Wilkins notes, “nations not minorities”12 and we 
have ancient cultures that should not be caricatured, parodied, or appropriated, 
especially in public institutions with mission statements that purport to elevate 
understanding and education of the general public. For instance, the intensely 
debated use of the Aztec image at San Diego State University foments an ongoing 
imbalance in historical understanding and representation of the First Peoples of 
the land the university occupies. For Mexican American settlers who politically 
identify with Aztlan and its attendant indigenous roots as a socially conscientious 
decolonizing project, the Aztec imagery makes sense, but there were and are not 
any Aztecs indigenous to San Diego County. The Kumeyaay are the First People 
of the land and the university should respect that knowledge by rebranding its 
image to a more culturally appropriate symbol of school pride and spirit.

Third, other communities in the county can likewise revise their tourism 
and branding to create more honest representations of regional history. There are 
many opportunities for communities located in San Diego County’s backcountry 
to decolonize their images and relationships with local Indian Nations by doing 
away with tourist campaigns such as Julian’s Gold Rush Days. This event allows 
merchants and tourists, mainly youth and families, to replay and reenact settler 
nostalgia for the Wild West capitalistic fantasy of getting rich quick and finding 
gold in the hills —the hills that were sacred homelands to the Kumeyaay. In 
Strangers in a Stolen Land, Richard Carrico describes the violence and vigilante 
justice inflicted upon American Indians such as sexual assaults of Kumeyaay 
women and girls, prostitution (or what we might rightly call sex trafficking today), 
short term marriages, and interracial fighting, stabbing, and shooting that was 
often heightened due to the adverse and toxic effects of alcohol. Carrico also 
documents cases of vigilante violence inflicted upon Kumeyaay and other San 
Diego Indians between 1850 and 1880, a period in which eighteen treaties signed by 
the federal government with California Indians across the state were suppressed 
and unratified unbeknownst to the Indian signatories, who were defending what 
they believed were their tribal territories and resources from settler encroachment. 
According to Carrico, the Julian jail did little to protect Indian prisoners from 
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vigilantes. The case of Juan de la Cruz, who was kidnapped from the jail in 1878 
and later found dead, was typical.13 

The public brochures celebrating the history of Julian do not mention the 
vigilantism that accompanied the local gold rush or the Indian men and women 
abused by the rapid and overwhelming influx of immigrants to the region. Their 
lives and their deaths remain almost invisible in the historical record. Yet the 
town has no problem staging an annual melodrama featuring local sheriffs and 
desperados who perform Wild West shootouts replete with women dressed up like 
town “floozies” to entertain tourists. Nor is there any acknowledgement on the 

“Visit Julian” website explaining that Fred Coleman, the man who found gold in 
the region, was a former slave from Kentucky, living with (married to) a Kumeyaay 
woman named Maria when he made his infamous discovery.14 All people of color 
are replaced in these types of settler narratives, tourist campaigns, and marketing 
ploys that create instead a one-sided and incomplete depiction about an often 
volatile, violent, and cruel time in local history.15 I propose that Julian merchants 
and townspeople recommit half the resources they invest on marketing the 
town’s Gold Rush Days on a new campaign to include the actual diverse history 
of American Indian and African American presence and contribution.16 This is 
the minimum they can do to redress historical and contemporary fictions that 
the town’s tourist industry has profited from for the past one-hundred twenty-
nine years.

Concluding Thoughts

In 1969, during a period of American Indian activism and mobilization for 
treaty reparations and human rights, Vine Deloria Jr. wrote that “Ideological 
leverage is always superior to violence…. The problems of Indians have always 
been ideological rather than social, political, or economic… [I]t is vitally important 
that the Indian people pick the intellectual arena as the one in which to wage war.”17 
The contemporary issues challenging Kumeyaay, Payomkawichum, Cahuilla, and 
Cupeño in San Diego are direct outgrowths of the root problems our ancestors 
personally faced fifty, one hundred, two hundred, and two-hundred-fifty years 
ago: competition for resources, social inequity, racism, and disputes over land 
tenure and resources between Native and non-Native communities. These issues 
are not indigenous fictions, fabricated as part of our “lasting” narrative; they are 
lived realities inherited and directly experienced by ongoing threats to tribal 
sovereignty and violations of our basic rights as human beings. 

Thus, this latest celebration of San Diego’s birthday gives me the opportunity 
to include my voice in the historical record to register my reflections about our 
indigenous place locally and regionally. It is my fervent hope that this essay 
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concept: “Our stories explain us, justify us, sustain us, humble us, and forgive 
us. And sometimes they injure and destroy us. Make no mistake, we are at risk 
in the presence of words. Perhaps the greatest stories are those which disturb us, 
which shake us from our complacency, which threaten our well-being. It is better 
to enter into the danger of such a story than to keep safely away in a space where 
the imagination lies dormant.”19 It is with the stories we circulate about who we 
are, why we are here, and how we came to being—the discourse and dialogue 
we enter into with our words—that we can begin to shift, recover, and recreate 
the knowledge systems necessary to reclaim a place for the First Peoples and 
their voices to be heard in new, transformative, enlightened, and healing ways. 
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The Elephant and the Blind Men:  
Reflections on the Sestercentennial Commemoration 

Richard L. Carrico

In thinking about commemoration of the Spanish settlement of what is now 
San Diego two hundred and fifty years ago I am reminded of the Buddhist parable 
regarding an elephant and the description of the beast offered up by several blind 
men. Because each of the blind men touches a different part of the elephant (trunk, 
side, ear) each describes what he believes to be true (snake, wall, fan). In their 
subjective reality, and without a more complete picture, they are all correct yet 
none of them approach the truth—at least not the whole truth. In some versions 
of the parable the blind men fall upon each other in hopes of persuading the 
others of their intellectual folly. 

In our case the elephant in the room is The Commemoration and the blind 
men are…well, they are us. In other words, commemorations are complex, multi-
faceted creatures for which there may or may not be a basis for absolute truth and 
in which there is certainly ambiguity. In a given commemoration we see—or feel 
might be a better word—what we know (or more correctly, what we believe) to 
be true. The question at hand for all commemorations is whether one is grasping 
the leg, or the trunk, or perhaps the tail.



82

The Journal of San Diego History

Commemoration should not be confused with celebration, although 
some commemorations may indeed contain celebrations. The vast spectrum 
of commemorations worldwide includes those of the Armenian Genocide, 
Tiananmen Square, the Jewish Holocaust, and the Vietnam War. Certainly, the 
annual commemoration of the Armenian Genocide is not a celebration but rather 
a time to remember the horrors of the event and the survival of the Armenian 
people. The various events and commemorations associated with the Jewish 
Holocaust and the end of the Vietnam War are similarly imbued with honoring 
the victims but also with marking strides towards a better sense of humanity. 
Abraham Lincoln  accurately conveyed what a commemoration can accomplish: 
“The mystic chords of memory will swell when again touched, as surely they 
will be, by the better angels of our nature.”

Commemoration of the Spanish settlement of San Diego can and should be 
a time to acknowledge multiple cultures and nations—an opportunity for the 
better angels to alight. Within the larger context of a commemoration it is possible 
to celebrate our diversity—a true diversity, not one used to sell an automobile or 
a political candidate. The concept of diversity, which is too often a buzz word, is 
strongly rooted and actualized in San Diego in our people, our languages, and 
our cultures. 

When the first colonists arrived here from Mexico and Baja California, 
they themselves were already a mixture of ethnicities from Spain, Mexico, Baja 
California, and even Cuba, often intermixed with indigenous people from a variety 
of tribes. Diversity is apparent in the indigenous people of San Diego County 
who spoke four different languages comprised of several dialects. While at first 
glance quite similar, the Kumeyaay (for whom I shall use the term Ipai/Tipai), 
Luiseño, Cahuilla, and Cupeño people were unique within their own cultures. 
This uniqueness stems from their ancient cultural origins, their languages, and a 
place on the landscape that has developed over thousands of years of residence.

A strong voice within commemoration should sing out the persistence of the 
indigenous people and the fact that wherever we are in San Diego County we are 
on their traditional lands. We use native words for places on that land and look 
to the same skies that they knew so well. In other regions of the United States 
entire tribes and languages have disappeared or remain only a faint shadow on 
the land. In San Diego, that is far from the case. The Ipai, Tipai, Luiseño, Cahuilla, 
and Cupeño people have not only persisted—many groups have prospered, and 
in spite of adverse conditions, which indeed began 250 years ago, the various 
tribes have become a rich part of our cultural tapestry. 

For example, our landscape is dotted with indigenous place names such as 
Guatay, Jamul, Pala, and even Matlahuay (“holes in the land”) which has been 
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ill-translated into “La Jolla.” We drive the Kumeyaay Highway when we travel 
east from our beautiful coast to the Cuyamaca Mountains atop an ancient native 
trail. When we attend a powwow or tribal gathering the air is filled with the 
sweet aroma of white sage and Bird Songs just as it would have been thousands 
of years ago. This continuance of tribal ritual and rite allows us all, if we wish 
to, to travel back in time. 

Although not always situated on their traditional village or residential sites, 
the nineteen reservations in San Diego County are the most of any county in 
the United States. The very presence of San Diego’s indigenous people within 
a portion of their homeland is a testament not to the success or failure of either 
Spanish colonization or the policies of the Americans who followed, but to native 
people themselves. How should the story of the clash between European and 
native cultures be portrayed, and what is the enduring legacy that should be told?

I personally and professionally prefer that the story and the legacy be one of 
persistence and power, not of victimization. Victimization is a heavy yoke that 
should be borne carefully and always with a vivid vision of throwing off that 
burden. Is it more productive to say that a given people have been victimized or 
to proclaim that those same people persevered and persisted? Better to wallow in 
what was or to proudly create what will be? This is not to say that the indigenous 
people, or at least many of them, did not suffer greatly at the hands of European 
colonization.  Nor is it to deny that fibers of that colonization still run through 
the very makeup of current laws and culture. Commemoration, however, offers 
an opportunity to continue the aspirations of the indigenous Ancestors who 
wanted to be seen as what they were—as equals, as masters of their own destiny.

There is, justifiably, much being made of teaching the “truth” or the “real” 
history of the region. Certainly, the fourth grade curriculum could greatly benefit 
from a more critical examination of the mission period and beyond. Local museums 
and cultural centers can provide visuals and narratives that are more inclusive 
and that tell a deeper, richer story of our collective past. Caution, however, must 
be applied to yanking the historical pendulum too far one way or the other in 
hope of redressing erroneous past narratives. 

It is not beneficial or intellectually honest to replace existing colonial half-
truths and myths with unsubstantiated indigenous narratives and myths. For 
example, sadly there were rapes of native women in San Diego in the mission era. 
That fact stands on its own. That the women were assaulted by Catholic priests 
is highly unlikely—the perpetrators were Spanish soldiers; we even know the 
names of three of the rapists. Let those particular truths ring out if one wishes 
to do so and make those vile acts part of the commemorative story but do not 
conflate the acts of some soldiers with those of any priest.  
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The very fact that the sestercentennial commemoration has, in some instances, 
led to interactions between indigenous people and their organizations, descendants 
of Spanish settlers, historians, and anthropologists reflects what some would call 
the decolonization of historical narrative. Plainly said, decolonization as it is used 
in North America in relation to indigenous people means to critically reexamine 
historical narratives and assumptions about European colonization and post-
colonial settlement. The new installations and displays at the Serra Museum 
reflect an honest attempt to provide a more accurate, and therefore “decolonized,” 
portrayal of the history of the San Diego River and its people. Certainly attitudes 
towards listening to the voices of indigenous people and incorporating their story 
as persons with agency rather than as “others” has made great strides since the 
bicentennial in 1969.

There is a tendency in decolonizing California history to lump all of the 
indigenous people together and all of the Spanish missions together. This false 
aggregation leads to an incomplete understanding of both the indigenous and 
non-indigenous cultures, their leaders, and the historical outcomes. For example, 
the effects of missionization and colonization on the native people of San Diego 
vary vastly from those at Mission San Luis Rey, or Sonoma, or La Purísima. 
One facet of what should be commemorated is the acknowledgement of what is 
meant and what it means to be an indigenous California person in the context 
of a specific geographic region. Such specificity provides a deeper and richer 
history of the people. 

Another element of decolonizing history is to re-read historical narratives 
in cultural context and to better understand what was actually being reported. 
When the Spaniards labeled the local Ipai/Tipai as liars and as deceitful persons, 
rather than only seeing slander in their mistaken perception, perhaps we should 
acknowledge that indigenous people strategically, and with agency, misled and 
deceived the Spanish intruders. Perhaps viewing Tipai raiders’ seizure of Spanish 
cloth and other items as the appropriation of European goods from visitors who 
had not fulfilled cultural norms of trade and barter is more accurate than labelling 
the Tipai as “thieves.” The sacking of Mission San Diego in 1775 offers plenty of 
space for an indigenous and colonial story to be told—both sides can and should 
be given agency. 

Further, if they wish, both sides can commemorate the 1775 attack in their own 
ways. The Tipai specifically might mark the act of sending warriors from eighteen 
villages to sack the mission and rid the land of Father Luis Jayme. Meanwhile, 
descendants of Spanish colonists might pay tribute to those Spaniards who 
weathered the attack and rebuilt the mission. Both are certainly valid narratives, 
and both provide agency to the storyteller.
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On a more general scale, commemoration can serve to acknowledge and 
celebrate the various Ipai/Tipai patriots and resistance leaders who fought 
for their traditional lands. Men like Naguassjo of Kosaii (Cosoy) and Tabac of 
Pa’mu who died in the Presidio prison, Francisco and Carlos, leaders of the 1775 
sacking of Mission San Diego, and Nazario who poisoned Panto, a priest who had 
mistreated him. Yet, perhaps we should also applaud those indigenous persons 
who, following their own destinies and in pursuit of agency, love, or religious 
conversion, sought to accommodate the colonists. Persons such as Sinusin, a 
fifteen-year-old Tipai young woman from Apusquel, a village near Chula Vista. 
Sinusin married a Spanish soldier and lived much of her life at the San Diego 
Presidio, giving birth to what would become the next generation of San Diego’s 
mixed-race population. When her first husband died, she married another soldier, 
this one a man from Cuba with African ancestry, further mixing the gene pool. 
Many years later her grandchildren lived in what is now Old Town when it became 
an American community. 

When admiring our distinctly mission-style architecture and landmarks, 
perhaps we can also pay homage to the native people who did the physical labor 
to build those enduring monuments. Native sweat and blood went into building 

Illustration by contemporary artist Gene Locklear of Tipai Kumeyaay attacking Father Jayme at Mission 
San Diego, November 1775.
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the San Diego Presidio, the various renditions of Mission San Diego, Mission San 
Luis Rey, the short-lived Derby Dike, the Mission Dam in Mission Trails Regional 
Park, and even the venerable Victorian Hotel del Coronado. In the back country 
and at several places open to the public, ancient native art can be found on rock 
faces. Celebrate that art and the indigenous artists who mixed the pigments and 
made the sometime mysterious paintings hundreds of years before Spaniards 
set foot in San Diego.

For certain celebrate San Diego’s vibrant wine industry that began at Mission 
San Diego in the late 1770s but toast the Ipai/Tipai planters, pruners, pickers, and 
stompers who supplied the labor in the mission vineyards. One of San Diego’s first 
exports to a thirsty viceroy in Mexico City was a barrel of wine that undoubtedly 
owed its manufacture to indigenous hands. In the post-colonial era immigrants 
from Spain, Italy, and France toiled in their San Diego County vineyards alongside 
indigenous people from Escondido, Jamul, Ramona, Vista, and Warner Springs.

We are a big enough and mature enough community that virtually every 
ethnic and cultural group can find a place for itself at the knotted and weathered 
Commemorative Table. It is a table that has a seat for all of the languages that can 
be heard whispering across our land and for each and every nation—indigenous 
or European—that has claimed that land. Conversations held and songs sung at 
the table can, and should, tell of hardship and heartache or of birth and death 
(of people and of institutions), of rebellion and resistance, and of failure and 
fortitude. Where all of these songs and stories with their varied heroes and villains 
intersect is who we are today, what we are today, and what we will be tomorrow. 
It would be wonderful if decades from now at some other commemoration those 
who follow in our sometimes unsteady footsteps remark that back in the year 
2019 the better angels paid us a visit. 
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Complex and Tragic Tensions:  
California Mission Historiography and San Diego’s Past

Rose Marie Beebe and Robert M. Senkewicz

The authors of this article came to our study of early California history 
through two different paths. One of us is a native Californian. Her experience 
was typical of many people of the same background. If you ask people of a certain 
age who attended elementary school in California what they remember about 
fourth grade social studies, there is a very good chance that they will respond 
immediately with, “My mission model!” 

Her 1960s introduction to California history was in that vein. In the third 
grade at her elementary school she and her classmates learned a little bit about 
the Ohlone people of the Santa Clara Valley. That was followed by a brief unit on 
the two missions that were constructed in the valley—Santa Clara and San José. 
The focus of the mission unit was basically architectural, and she and her fellow 
students each had to create a cardboard box/milk carton version of a mission. 
There were no pre-fab mission kits available at craft stores back then, so by and 
large, the students’ mission models were constructed under the direction of their 
very own personal “contractors,” i.e. Mom and Dad. After the models were brought 
to class and put on display, the unit on California history came to an abrupt end. 
She remembered wondering what had happened to the Ohlone people after the 
missions were built and how was it that those Spanish missionaries just happened 
to “appear” in California. 

The fourth grade social studies unit on California picked up where it had left 
off in the third grade. The missions were re-visited but the indigenous people were 
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left in the background. Instead of creating a mission model, the students at her 
school wrote reports on a mission of their choice, focusing on when the mission 
was founded, the types of goods and crops it produced, and when the mission 
fell into ruin. The last assignment she had regarding the missions was to come up 
with a list of buildings in and around where she lived that had been influenced 
by the “mission style” of architecture. This, the class was told, was the legacy of 
the missions. The indigenous people who built the missions and were greatly 
affected by them had disappeared from the elementary school social studies 
narrative. But this left her with questions. She wanted to know what happened 
to the people who lived here before the Americans took over the region. As a 
bilingual child she was curious about the lives of those people who didn’t speak 
English—people like her Spanish-speaking grandmother.  

The other author of this article came to California history from a distance. 
On September 10, 1969 he boarded a plane at JFK in his native New York City 
and headed to California. His notion of California’s geography was as vague and 
ill-informed as that portrayed in the famous New Yorker cartoon that would be 
published a few years later, “A View from Ninth Avenue.”1 His understanding of 
California history was equally paltry. He did not know that 1969 was the 200th 
anniversary of the founding of Mission San Diego, or that, on that very day two 
centuries earlier, the Portolá party was near Cambria.2 In fact he had most likely 
never heard of Portolá or Cambria.

A number of aspects of his new state puzzled him from the beginning. It 
seemed odd, for instance, that a local Safeway supermarket had the same kind of 
tiled roof as he could see on Mission Santa Clara, a scant three blocks away. And it 

Mission San Diego de Alcalá, c. 1846 (SDHC #1119-21). 
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seemed unbearably grandiose to call a local street, whose defining characteristics 
appeared to be used car lots, gas stations, and strip malls, El Camino Real, which he 
soon discovered meant the Royal Road. But he eventually realized that missions 
and Spain were apparently crucial parts of California’s popular identity.

The two of us did not really begin to study systematically what was behind 
those grammar school projects and that puzzling popular identity of California 
until we began to collaborate on our translation and annotation of an 1851 
manuscript that was in the Santa Clara University Archives, “La historia de Alta 
California” by Antonio María Osio.3 We came to realize that, broadly speaking, 
two conflicting views of California in the Spanish and Mexican periods had been 
developed. The first of these was centered on missions and the Iberian Peninsula. 
It was a romantic interpretation of early California that crystallized during the 
Spanish Revival era. This was the view that one of us had encountered when 
she was in grammar school and the other when he landed in California in 1969.  

Blossoming in Southern California towards the end of the nineteenth century, 
and indebted to an idyllic reading of Ramona that Helen Hunt Jackson never 
intended, this interpretation foregrounded heroic and selfless Spanish missionaries 
who left the comfort of the Iberian Peninsula to bring civilization and Christianity 
(generally regarded as the same thing) to the benighted indigenous people of 
California. This view was present in some pages of Hubert Howe Bancroft’s 
historical works, especially in his volumes aimed at a more popular audience. It 
attained maturity in the pronouncements of various Southern California boosters, 
notably Charles Lummis, in the early years of the twentieth century. It found its 
preeminent scholar in the Franciscan writer Zephyrin Engelhardt, whose many 

Mission San Diego de Alcalá, 1899 (SDHC #11251).
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volumes consistently featured altruistic missionaries bringing Christianity to 
California’s indigenous peoples. These native peoples were presented as generally 
eager to receive Christianity, except when they were led astray by unscrupulous 
Spanish officials and, later, greedy Mexicans anxious to obtain mission lands 
and indigenous labor.4 

This interpretation was challenged in the demographic studies that Sherburne 
Cook began to publish in the early 1940s, and it flourished in conjunction with 
the “new history” that in the 1960s began to emphasize the experiences of 
hitherto suppressed historical actors. San Diego’s bicentennial coincided with 
the beginning of the 1969-1971 occupation of Alcatraz Island by Indian activists. 
That event helped to ensure that a reinterpretation of the experiences of California 
native peoples would be an integral part of California’s new history. Building 
on the works of scholars like Jack Forbes and Florence Shipek, demographers 
and historians, including prominent native scholars such as Edward Castillo, 
offered a picture of the pre-US California experience diametrically opposed to 
the earlier ruling interpretation. These scholars widely employed an analogy 
first propounded by Carey McWilliams that the missions were like concentration 
camps. The missions, in some tellings, became sites of a systematic and grisly 
genocide directed by missionaries who were nothing more than brutal agents 
of Spanish colonialism.5

These conflicting perspectives formed the interpretive landscape we 
encountered when we first began to work on the Antonio Maria Osio manuscript. 
But we found that the manuscript, written by a native of Baja California who 
lived in Alta California between 1825 and 1851, was not consistent with either 
interpretation. More precisely, this primary source contained within itself 
elements that were congruent with aspects of both interpretations but not entirely 
consistent with either. Osio acknowledged at the beginning of his manuscript that 
missionaries were very powerful actors in both Spanish and pre-secularization 
Mexican California. He related that when the last Spanish governor arrived in 1815, 
California’s leading missionary obtained a private audience with him. At the end 
of their conversation, the missionary told his colleagues that he was convinced 
that he already had the newly arrived governor “in his pocket.” Osio wrote that 
some priests, notably the chief cleric at Mission San Luis Rey, were quite concerned 
about the welfare of the indigenous inhabitants of the missions. But at the same 
time, the missionaries were quite deluded about the actual commitment of the 
baptized indigenous peoples to the Christianity the missionaries thought had 
taken root among them. Osio mocked the missionaries for thinking that “simply 
because they had been sprinkled with baptismal water” the indigenous converts 
at the missions were “true Catholics.”6
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The Osio manuscript suggested to us that both the traditional Spanish Revival 
and the more recent revisionist interpretations contained both strengths and 
weaknesses. One strength of the Spanish revival interpretation was that its 
adherents discovered, preserved, and employed a wide variety of primary source 
material. The labors of Bancroft ultimately resulted in the creation of one of the 
West’s great research libraries that contains an unrivaled collection of primary 
sources dealing with California history before the gold rush. The Franciscan 
missionaries themselves were prodigious record keepers. They managed to 
preserve an impressive array of ecclesiastical correspondence, sacramental records, 
and family papers at Mission Santa Bárbara. This collection enabled historians 
like Engelhardt to offer assessments and conclusions that were heavily footnoted 
and thus could be checked and eventually challenged by others. 

But this strength was also a weakness. In colonial California, as elsewhere in 
the seventeenth and early-eighteenth centuries, extensive written records were 
kept by a very small segment of the population, a privileged elite who were 
removed from the daily lives and experiences of the majority of the people who 
lived in the region. The members of that elite who were missionaries tended to 
write about things that were important to them at any particular time. Often these 
items revolved around conflicts which they had with other colonial officials. These 
conflicts occasioned a great deal of missionary correspondence. But missionaries 
tended not to write extensively to other people concerning areas in which they 
all agreed. So the correspondence among missionaries, governors, and military 
leaders—all of whom were colonial officials whose salaries were paid by the 
crown—tended to ignore areas of agreement, such as the cultural inferiority of 
native peoples and the necessity to suppress native traditions and autonomy. As a 
result, the primary source documents can offer a distorted view of intra-Spanish 
relationships in California. 

The great strength of the revisionist interpretation was in foregrounding 
the experiences of the overwhelming majority of the people who lived in the 
area that Spain called Alta California. The revisionists also called attention to 
the fact that oral tradition and community memory were vital primary sources 
for understanding the experiences of California’s indigenous peoples. They 
demonstrated that indigenous voices could be found buried in less-examined 
parts of the colonial archive and that significant indigenous agency could be 
inferred from seemingly innocuous statements of various missionaries or other 
colonial officials. They showed that late-nineteenth and early-twentieth century 
interviews of indigenous Californians by anthropologists from the Smithsonian 
and elsewhere could throw important light upon Indian peoples’ experiences 
decades earlier. And, most importantly, they demonstrated that the sacramental 
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registers contained powerful evidence relating to the lives of indigenous people 
in their native rancherías and to the catastrophic population decline that was an 
integral part of the mission experience.7

On the other hand, all the emphasis upon the missions’ effects on Indian 
people could at times give the impression of a greater indigenous passivity than 
the authors intended. And the emphasis upon the big picture, such as population 
decline over Alta California as a whole, could obscure regional variations and 
give insufficient attention to inter-group rivalries and tensions.  For instance, 
some writings on indigenous rebellions tended to underplay the significance of 
the Indian soldiers who accompanied the Spanish military in their expeditions 
against the rebels.8

Scholarship, of course, does not occur in a vacuum, and contemporary events 
can affect the context of public understanding of pre-gold rush California. The 
1980s was a period of considerable ferment. This decade witnessed both the 
beatification of Junípero Serra and the determination of many native groups 
in the Americas that the 1992 Columbus quincentenary not be observed as a 
celebration of European expansion, as the 1892 event had been. The result was 
the greater appearance, in both scholarly and popular literature, of revisionist-
oriented publications. The same phenomenon occurred after the announcement 
that Serra was going to be canonized in 2015.9

In general, however, most scholarly work done over the past few decades has 
attempted to utilize the strengths of both sets of interpretations. The primary 
source documents that were staples of the traditional interpretation have been 
scoured for traces of indigenous voices. Scholars such as Douglas Monroy, Lisbeth 
Haas, Randall Milliken, and Steven Hackel have painstakingly demonstrated 
that the indigenous presence and voice is literally all over the traditional colonial 
archive, if one is only willing to confront that archive as those who composed 
it confronted their own environments. Spaniards in California knew that they 
were a very small minority of the population, and virtually every document they 
composed was written from that perspective.10

Other types of documents have surfaced that enable us to attain a deeper 
understanding of missionary/indigenous interactions. For instance, the immense 
number of documents Father Maynard Geiger collected in Mexico and Europe 
have thrown considerable light upon the way the earliest California missionaries, 
such as Junípero Serra and Francisco Palóu, conceptualized their evangelization 
efforts. We used such documents in our recent biography of Junípero Serra. James 
Sandos’s synthesis on the evangelization of California relies heavily on these 
and other records.11

The sacramental records have proven to be a continuing source of additional 
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information about California’s indigenous peoples. The information the priests 
collected about parents, kinships, birthplaces, and rancherías provides great 
insight about indigenous social structures, strategies of accommodation and 
resistance, and methods of cultural persistence. James and Patricia Sandos have 
used these records to great effect to deepen our understanding of the sources of 
the Estanislao rebellion.12 

Oral traditions and collective memory have enabled scholars to understand 
the indigenous experience more profoundly. The recollections recorded by 
Smithsonian anthropologist John Peabody Harrington have greatly assisted 
scholars in understanding the context of the Chumash revolt and the interview 
work of Isabel Kelly has helped investigators understand the Coast Miwok people. 
In addition, archaeology focusing on indigenous people has made enormous 
strides in providing a more complete picture of a number of California’s indigenous 
groups before and during the contact era.13

The result of these scholarly efforts is that California history has become more 
complex, nuanced, and ambiguous—in other words, it has become more human. 
And that is all to the good. History is, at its core, the interpretation of a specific 
past that is done in a specific present. The questions that we ask of the past are 
often influenced by the concerns that we experience in the present.

But past and present must be held in balance. This is not always easy to 
accomplish. In both the Spanish Revival and revisionist writings, the concerns of 
the present could dominate and distort the realities of the past. A valid approach 
would acknowledge that most eighteenth-century Europeans, including Spanish 
missionaries and officials in California, believed that they were culturally superior 
to indigenous people. A consideration of the roots and development of that set 
of beliefs is required in a genuine and full historical analysis. Also, the fact that 
twenty-first-century scholars believe that the view of those eighteenth-century 
Europeans was racist and wrong also needs to be an integral part of the historical 
treatment. And the manner in which those other beliefs functioned in a colonial 
context needs to be studied alongside a full and nuanced study of indigenous 
beliefs, traditions, culture, and agency.

The study of San Diego’s past has been greatly enriched by these complex 
interpretive currents of the past half-century. The bicentennial medallion of 1969, 
which contained simply one missionary and one soldier, symbolized how the older 
Spanish Revival picture still dominated public understanding. The intervening 
fifty years have witnessed a torrent of books and articles that have foregrounded 
the Kumeyaay people. These works have made us all understand that San Diego’s 
history is radically incomplete if the original San Diegans are not accorded the 
preeminent place in historical writing that Spanish and Mexican colonists knew 
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they occupied in historical reality. The multicultural composition of San Diego’s 
population and the complexities of their interactions have taught us that the 
past experiences of the American Southwest never featured masses of “pure” 
Europeans bringing civilization and enlightenment to an uncivilized frontier.14

The history of San Diego, in sum, turns out to be exactly the kind of history 
that all of us, Californians, Westerners, and Americans, carry within us. That  
history must acknowledge and study tensions between and within groups of 
people in the past. And it must also acknowledge and study the contradictions 
between past and present views. For only in examining those past tensions and 
contradictions can history help us confront the complex and tragic tensions and 
contradictions that plague our human present.

Ginger Crocker, Miss Bikini of 1968, purchases an Anniversary Medal at US National Bank on Second and 
Broadway (SDHC #UT85:H824, Union-Tribune Collection).



95

Complex and Tragic Tensions

NOTES
1. “A View of the World from Ninth Avenue.” The New Yorker (March 29, 1976) cover. The cover 

illustration depicted the entire continental United States beyond the Hudson River compressed 
into a diminutive, haphazardly and incompletely labeled rectangle.

2. Alan K. Brown, ed., A Description of Distant Roads: Original Journals of the First Expedition into 
California, 1769-1770 by Juan Crespí (San Diego: San Diego State University Press, 2001); Robert 
A. Kittle, Franciscan Frontiersmen: How Three Adventurers Charted the West (Norman: University 
of Oklahoma Press, 2017).

3. Antonio María Osio, The History of Alta California: A Memoir of Mexican California, trans. and ed. 
Rose Marie Beebe and Robert M Senkewicz (Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 1996).

4. Hubert Howe Bancroft, California Pastoral, 1769-1848 (San Francisco: History Co., 1888);  
Zephyrin Engelhardt, The Missions and Missionaries of California, 4 vols. (San Francisco: The 
James H. Barry Company, 1908-1916); Michelle M. Lorimer, Resurrecting the Past: The California 
Mission Myth (Pechanga, Calif: Great Oak Press, 2016).

5. Sherburne Cook, “Population Trends Among the California Mission Indians.” lbero-Americana 
17 (1940); Sherburne Cook “The Conflict Between the California Indian and White Civilization: 
I—IV” Ibero-Americana 21-24 (1943); Jack D. Forbes, “Historical Survey of the Indians of 
Sonora, 1821-1910,” Ethnohistory 4.4 (1957): 335-68; Jack D. Forbes, “Unknown Athapaskans: 
The Identification of the Jano, Jocome, Jumano, Manso, Suma, and Other Indian Tribes of 
the Southwest,” Ethnohistory 6.2 (1959): 97-159; Jack D. Forbes, “The Historian and the Indian: 
Racial Bias in American History,” The Americas 18.4 (1962): 349-62; Florence Connolly Shipek, 

“A Strategy for Change: The Luiseño of Southern California,” PhD diss., University of Hawaii, 
1977; Florence C. Shipek, “A Native American Adaptation to Drought: The Kumeyaay as Seen 
in the San Diego Missions Records 1770-1798,” Ethnohistory 28.4 (1981): 295-312; Florence C. 
Shipek, “Kumeyaay Socio-political Structure,” Journal of California and Great Basin Anthropology, 
4.2 (1982): 296-303; Edward D. Castillo, “The Assassination of Padre Andres Quintana by the 
Indians of Mission Santa Cruz in 1812: The Narrative of Lorenzo Asisara,” California History 
68.3 (1989): 116-25; Carey McWilliams, Southern California: An Island on the Land (Santa Barbara: 
Peregrine Smith, 1973 [originally published in 1946]), 29. 

6. Osio, The History of Alta California, 32, 124-125, 66.

7. Thomas Blackburn, “The Chumash Revolt of 1824: A Native Account,” The Journal of California 
Anthropology 2. 2 (1975): 223–27; Edward D. Castillo, “An Indian Account of the Decline and 
Collapse of Mexico’s Hegemony Over the Missionized Indians of California,” American Indian 
Quarterly 53.4 (1989): 391-408; Robert H. Jackson, Indian Population Decline: The Missions of 
Northwestern New Spain, 1687-1840 (Albuquerque: University of New Mexico Press, 1994); Robert 
H. Jackson and Edward D. Castillo, Indians, Franciscans, and Spanish Colonization: The Impact of 
the Mission System on California Indians (Albuquerque: University of New Mexico Press, 1995).

8. Jack Holterman, “The Revolt of Estanislao,” Indian Historian 3.1 (Winter 1970): 43-54.

9. Rupert Costo and Jeannette Henry Costo, eds., The Missions of California: A Legacy of Genocide 
(San Francisco: Published by The Indian Historian Press for the American Indian Historical 
Society, 1987); Elias Castillo, A Cross of Thorns: The Enslavement of California’s Indians by the 
Spanish Missions (Fresno, Calif: Craven Street Books, 2015).  

10. Douglas Monroy, Thrown Among Strangers the Making of Mexican Culture in Frontier California 
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 1990); Lisbeth Haas, Saints and Citizens: Indigenous 
Histories of Colonial Missions and Mexican California (Berkeley: University of California Press, 
2014); Randall Milliken, A Time of Little Choice: The Disintegration of Tribal Culture in the San 
Francisco Bay Area, 1769-1810 (Menlo Park Calif:  Ballena Press, 1995); Steven Hackel, Children 
of Coyote, Missionaries of Saint Francis: Indian-Spanish Relations in Colonial California, 1769-1850 
(Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2005). 



96

The Journal of San Diego History

11. Rose Marie Beebe and Robert M Senkewicz, Junípero Serra: California, Indians, and the 
Transformation of a Missionary (Norman; Oceanside, California: University of Oklahoma Press; 
The Academy of American Franciscan History, 2015); James Sandos, Converting California: 
Indians and Franciscans in the Missions (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2004).

12. James A. Sandos and Patricia B. Sandos, “Early California Reconsidered: Mexicans, Anglos, 
and Indians at Mission San José,” Pacific Historical Review 83.4 (2014): 592–625.

13. James A. Sandos, “LEVANTAMIENTO!: The 1824 Chumash Uprising Reconsidered,” Southern 
California Quarterly 67. 2 (1985): 109–33; Isabel T. Kelly et al., Interviews with Tom Smith and Maria 
Copa: Isabel Kelly’s Ethnographic Notes on the Coast Miwok Indians of Marin and Southern Sonoma 
Counties, California; ed. Mary E. T. Collier and Sylvia Barker Thalman, MAPOM Occasional 
Papers, no. 6 (San Rafael (CA): Miwok Archaeological Preserve of Marin, 1991); Lee M. Panich 
and Tsim D. Schneider, eds., Indigenous Landscapes and Spanish Missions: New Perspectives from 
Archaeology and Ethnohistory (Tucson: University of Arizona Press, 2014).

14. Michael Connolly Miskwish, “The Changing Economy of the Kumeyaay,” in Memorias de 
Balances y Perspectivas de la Antropología e Historia de Baja California, 2002-2004, ed. Centro 
INAH Baja California (Mexicali: Instituto Nacional de Antropologia e Historia, n.d.), 273–77;  
Michael Connolly Miskwish, Kumeyaay: A History Textbook : A Curriculum for Kumeyaay History 
Classes (El Cajon: Sycuan Press, 2007);  Richard L. Carrico, “Sociopolitical Aspects of the 1775 
Revolt at Mission San Diego De Alcalá: An Ethnohistorical Approach,” The Journal of San 
Diego History 43, no. 3 (1997): 142–57; Richard L. Carrico, Strangers in a Stolen Land: Indians 
in San Diego County from Prehistory to the New Deal, 2nd ed. (San Diego: Sunbelt Publications, 
2008); James A. Sandos and Patricia B. Sandos, “Chisli, Canuch, and Junípero Serra: Indian 
Responses to Missión San Diego, 1769-1788,” in To Toil in That Vineyard of the Lord: Contemporary 
Scholarship on Junípero Serra, ed. Rose Marie Beebe and Robert Senkewicz (Berkeley: Academy 
of American Francisan History, 2010), 53–74.



97

Jack Williams is a San Diego native who has conducted archaeological and historical investigations 
of Spanish Colonial sites in California, the Southwest, Mexico, and Colombia. He has undertaken 
major research projects at Mission San Diego, San Diego Presidio, Mission San Luis Rey, Mission San 
Gabriel, Mission San Juan Capistrano, and Mission Santa Barbara.

The Changing Perspectives of Spanish 
Colonial San Diego

Jack S. Williams

I was 14 years old in 1969. It seemed everyone I knew was excited that the 
City of San Diego was launching an ambitious celebration of the beginning of 
European civilization in San Diego. There were barbeques, speeches, and major 
new publications. Old Town, the historic core of the city, became a State Park. 
The public schools held art contests to find an appropriate logo. There were 
stories about heroic missionaries and brave soldiers. Everyone was celebrating 
Fiesta 200.1

The 250th birthday of San Diego provides a useful occasion to consider how 
the perspectives of scholars and the public have changed since 1969. Today, we 
have a much fuller account of life during those distant times. However, the 
celebrations have been muted, and San Diego’s colonial heritage has become the 
source of controversy.

The last fifty years have seen an amazing amount of research on the colonies of 
northern New Spain that collectively sheds light on early San Diego. These larger 
studies, which have often focused on regional and provincial social and political 
development, have established a more comprehensive profile of the settlement’s 
institutions and leaders. A great deal of this work has been synthesized by David 
Weber and appears in the anthologies of David Hurst Thomas.2

By contrast, the most important works specifically covering early San Diego 
have remained the monumental scholarly contributions of Hubert Howe Bancroft 
and Zephyrin Engelhardt.3 The most comprehensive popular version of the story 
remains Richard F. Pourade’s volumes.4 These studies laid out the basic narrative of 
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events and biographical information about the San Diego story and have continued 
to provide a framework for more recent works.

Since 1969, scholarship on San Diego has expanded beyond the topics and 
approaches of traditional historians. This research has provided insights into the 
lives and character of the less well-documented people of the frontier, including 
ethnic minorities, women, and children. We have also found ways to include 
material evidence, along with texts, to create a more accurate picture of otherwise 
unrecorded—or poorly recorded—things, such as eating habits, trade goods, 
clothing, and architecture. Much of our understanding of the social history and 
archaeology of the colonial settlement has been created since 1969.5

As information has accumulated, an even more fundamental change has 
occurred in the general perspectives of researchers regarding the relations 
involving newcomers and indigenous people. This change in approach, more 
than the accumulation of new information, has redefined how many people have 
viewed the colonial experience.

Presenting the Fiesta 200 flag to Commander Bissell aboard Canadian ship HMCS Chaudière at 
Broadway Pier, 1969 (SDHC #UT85:H5783-1, Union-Tribune Collection).
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Utopia and the California Romance

In 1969, most scholars focusing on the Spanish frontier embraced the idea 
that the advance of European civilization was both beneficial and inevitable. 
Historians such as Herbert Eugene Bolton (1870-1953) argued that altruistic 
Catholic missionaries played a significant role in the development of the Spanish 
empire. Much of the “Bolton School” focused on biography and institutions. 
These narratives were often presented in terms of adventure stories. The Iberian 
newcomers were heroic figures, conquering the land and native people in the 
name of “civilization.”6

The Bolton School’s researchers often portrayed the Indian people as 
primitive or ignorant savages. They rarely explored indigenous peoples’ stories 
in sympathetic terms. When pressed, they claimed that their views were informed 
by the authors of the colonial narratives. Given that virtually no written Indian 
accounts of the events have survived, where could they find a reliable Indian 
interpretation of what happened?

The view that scholars presented reinforced the already popular romance 
of early California. In the wake of the gold rush, many of California’s residents 
had adopted the idea that the lives of the original Hispanic settlers had played 
out in a kind of utopia, where people enjoyed prosperity and there were few 
social conflicts. In San Diego, this tradition had become a feature of civic pride 
and tourism by the first decades of the twentieth century.7

Both the Bolton School and the proponents of a romantic pastoral period 
were attempting to counter commonly held negative views of Spaniards that 
drew on anti-Catholic beliefs, or ones based on other notions of Anglo-American 
superiority. Their objectives included embracing the Iberians as equals in the 
settling of the West and the formation of American civilization. 

As noted below, the researchers of the Bolton School were increasingly 

San Diego Presidio, ca. 1810, from the north (conjectural reconstruction based on archaeological data). 
Drawing by Jack Williams.
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challenged by a variety of scholars after 1969. However, for some the traditional 
view that there was something inherently positive and exceptional about San 
Diego’s colonial experience has endured. Perhaps not too surprisingly, the 
descendants of the newcomers and Spaniards have continued to appreciate 
the tradition of honoring the first colonists. Perhaps more extraordinarily, Fray 
Junípero Serra, a figure who looms large in the traditional narratives of the colony, 
has been elevated to sainthood.8

The history of changing attitudes about Serra is complex and fascinating but 
falls outside the scope of this essay. However, for San Diego, his canonization 
has changed the nature of the colonial heritage to an extent never imagined in 
1969. What were once simply historic places are now destinations for pilgrims. 
The heritage of sainthood is an honor few cities in the United States can claim. 
Of course, Serra’s new recognition as a saint is opposed by many who have a 
darker view of Spanish colonial times.

Dystopia and Forced Conversion

Since 1969, scholars, laypeople, and activists have challenged the traditional 
positive view of the founding and colonization of San Diego. Among those who 
have led this challenge are some leaders of the Indian civil rights movement, 
anthropologists, and historians. These individuals have argued that the colonial 
experience was far from a utopia.9

The critics point out that colonists introduced diseases that devastated 
the native peoples. Those who posit a dystopian view use a variety of lines of 
evidence to assert that native people were forced to live in the missions, where 
they were subjected to a cruel, impoverished lifeway. They existed as little 
more than chattel slaves living in concentration camps.10 The mission critics 
have pointed to a few notable pieces of written evidence to support their claims. 
They have ignored or repudiated sources that emphasized the Iberians’ humane 
treatment of Indians. Instead, they have based much of their arguments on 
oral histories whose validity has been questioned by scholars accustomed to 
working with written sources.

Many scholars have challenged the views of these mission critics. There can 
be little doubt that mortality rates were high among mission Indians, but some 
researchers have stressed that it is difficult to establish reliable figures about 
the rest of the native population. We cannot even accurately determine what 
percentage of local Indian people lived in the missions. In the case of San Diego, 
the Franciscan program did not involve the creation of a centralized population 
(it was a misión sin reducción). Furthermore, the role played by forced conversion 
(and other forms of coercion) on the Spanish frontier remains unclear.11
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Spanish Imperialism and Social Justice

A second group of critics have emphasized that 
independent of arguments over the role of coercion in 
the missions, or population decline, the development 
of colonial California was fundamentally an act of 
imperialism. They suggest that no justification is 
possible for the conquest and occupation of the land 
at the expense of the native people. Some of these 
researchers combine this sentiment with Marxist 
interpretations of the colony.12 Others maintain that 
the Iberians were peculiar in the evil nature of their 
empire and suggest that other European colonial 
regimes (such as the British) were more able to create 
a just society and progress.13

Evidence to support these views was drawn from 
the historic record. Neither the members of the Bolton 
School nor other critics of the Iberians have denied the 
basic role of imperialism in the development of the 
colony. Scholars have differed primarily in how they 
have seen the ethics and importance of imperialism. 
Most researchers who promote a more positive view of 
the newcomers accept that imperialism is unjustified 

but emphasize that the good created by the settlers outweighed whatever bad 
resulted from the Spanish occupation.

Commemoration, Condemnation, or Celebration?

The ferocity of the debate over the colonial period has often led to extreme 
positions. Some historians associated with older interpretive modes emphasize 
the Indians’ primitive technology and lack of political unification to downplay 
the value of native culture. Some apparently still accept the view that Indians 
were savages. Others argue that prehistoric peoples of the region lived in a state 
of continual peace and perfect harmony with nature. Some suggest that the 
newcomers interrupted an Indian utopia. (This view is a curious inversion of the 
position popular in 1969 that held that early colonists lived an ideal existence).14 
Unfortunately, relatively few scholars have been willing to weigh the evidence 
offered by their opponents. The idea that the colonial era—and its newcomers 
and natives—had both positive and negative attributes, has not been popular.

Since 1969, I have been fortunate to devote much of my career to studying the 
Spanish frontier. I have no doubt that my interest in the subject grew from my 

Presidio officer, San Diego Presidio, 
ca. 1775. Based on descriptions and 
contemporary artwork. Drawing 
by Jack Williams.
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exposure to Fiesta 200. I have had a chance to examine places and people from 
many regions of what was once Northwestern New Spain. 

It seems to me that no matter how objective we are, it is hard not to acknowledge 
the aggressive character of the Spanish empire. Whatever the values we assign 
to native peoples, no one invited the newcomers to live in San Diego. No matter 
how gentle, there is a certain level of intolerance in supposing someone should 
replace their sacred beliefs with yours. The fact that nearly all European colonists 
held such beliefs does not justify them or make them more palatable.

 However, it is impossible to claim that the Spanish colonial experience 
was worse than other episodes in the story of European expansion. There is an 
abundance of evidence that some missionaries worked hard to improve the future 
of Indians. The missions, though imperfect, were more than slave plantations 
or workhouses. It is also unfair to suggest that before 1769, prehistoric peoples 
lived in a utopia, or that they were inherently morally superior to the newcomers. 

I think that the arguments over the merits of colonization have to some extent 
clouded our appreciation of the other challenges faced by the inhabitants of colonial 
San Diego. The early population struggled against an unforgiving environment. 
They endured fierce droughts and floods. Some people starved. Dangerous animals 
were abundant. There were few medical resources available to the sick. At times, 
the social tension between newcomer and native led to violence. Given these 
circumstances, it is even more surprising that some peace was achieved. Individuals 
managed to survive and even thrive. These determined people, and both the 
negative and positive aspects of their remarkable lives, deserve to be remembered. 
It was the struggle and sacrifices of the people living here, and not the triumph of 
empire, that ultimately laid the foundation of urban San Diego.

Virtually all scholars and members of the interested public agree on the 
importance of the events of 1769. The Spanish colonial period is clearly a pivotal 
moment in the history of San Diego. Beyond this, there are extremely different 
ideas about the meaning of what happened. The strong opinions that attend to 
Spanish Colonial San Diego have made it difficult for some people to talk about 
the 250th birthday of the city. Given that it has become so controversial, it is not 
too surprising that some organizations find it problematic to publicly recognize 
the events of 1769. The uncritical celebration, or condemnation, of colonial times 
will inevitably offend someone.

After fifty years the changes in scholarship and public attitudes have 
fundamentally modified the way we look at Spanish colonial times. Hopefully 
the 300th anniversary will see these issues resolved, and civic organizations will 
provide larger opportunities for residents to commemorate, if not celebrate or 
condemn, the people and events of the colonial era.
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A Century of Lawsuits
Barbara Zaragoza

In 1943 the Supreme Court in Mexico City decreed that Susana Lucero 
de Regnier of the Argüello family could take possession of 26,000 acres that 
constituted parts of the City of Tijuana, including Agua Caliente. By then 
Agua Caliente was a lucrative racetrack where famed horses such as Trigger 
and Seabiscuit had competed. Immediately after the court decision, de Regnier 
traveled from Mexico City to Tijuana. She was ready to supervise the takeover 
of the property, which had been granted to the family prior to the US-Mexican 
War. Victory in hand, de Regnier checked into a Tijuana hotel. Then, during that 
very night, she died of a heart attack.1

The lawsuit was one of many court cases that began after 1852 when the 
United States Land Commission decided that Santiago Emigdio Argüello did not 
rightfully own Rancho Melijo, an area which covered parts of Tijuana as well as 
South San Diego, Imperial Beach, and Chula Vista. The many decades-long court 
cases that followed demonstrated how a founding family of San Diego and their 
ties to Mexico remained intertwined long after the US takeover of the territory. 
The lawsuits also showed how little care the newcomers had for the region’s past 
and its old families, a legacy that continues into the present day.

The 250th commemoration is an appropriate time to contemplate the long-
lasting, trans-border implications of Spanish colonial rule in the region. The 
founding of the mission and presidio marked the beginning of Spanish civil 
society and the creation of the class of Californios who would remain in San 
Diego well after the decline of the missions. It is therefore important in our 
commemorations to think in terms of this population and its continuing legacy—a 
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legacy that is more glaring today due to its omission within San Diego history. 
For example, despite the family’s early renown, not one book exists dedicated to 
the Argüello family. There are only mentions of the Argüello legacy scattered 
throughout California and Tijuana, located in various archives.

Starting with the Spanish colonial period, the Argüello family could boast 
illustrious political titles, military service, and the ownership of vast tracts of land. 
The family proudly traced its lineage back to fifteenth-century Spain. However, 
it is unknown which Argüello ancestor traveled from Spain to Mexico. Extant 
records only begin with Captain José Darío Argüello, who was born in Queretaro, 
Mexico in 1753. We know nothing more about him until 1781 when he embarked 
on a journey to Alta California with Fernando Rivera y Moncada.2 

In 1769 Rivera had traveled by land on the so-called Sacred Expedition with 
Father Juan Crespí and a party of frontiersmen. Following behind in a second 
party were Captain Gaspar de Portolá and Father Junípero Serra. The two land 
parties founded the presidio and Mission San Diego de Alcalá, solidifying Spain’s 
claim to the area as part of its colonial empire. Thereafter, Portolá, Serra, and many 
other frontiersmen traveled extensively up and down Alta and Baja California, 
settling areas all the way up to Yerba Buena (today’s San Francisco) and sailing 
back down as far south as San Fernando, Baja California in order to obtain supplies 
for the missions. From Hubert Howe Bancroft’s History of California we learn 
that Rivera also traveled to many places in modern-day Mexico in order to find 
recruits willing to come north.

When Rivera recruited settlers in Sinaloa, he met José Darío Argüello, who 
appears to have lived there for a long time. Colorful descriptions exist of how 
and why someone would be chosen to make the journey to Alta California. 
According to Spanish colonial rules, the twenty-four settlers on the Sinaloa 
expedition had to be married men, accompanied by their families, healthy, and 
set a good example to the local Indian people. The party also had to include a 
mason, a carpenter, and a blacksmith. All settlers had to commit to ten years 
of service.3

José Darío Argüello first reached the pueblo of Nuestra Señora de la Reina 
de Los Ángeles del Río Porciúncula and became one of the founding officers of 
what today is the City of Los Angeles. Once settlers arrived in Alta California, 
they were regularly on the move, stationed at various posts where they obtained 
military rank, held political positions, or ran cattle ranches. José Darío and his 
fourteen children were no exception. José Darío spent time as a lieutenant in Santa 
Barbara (1787), became a comandante (commander) in San Francisco (1789), and 
then settled in Monterey (1792), where he held the title of comandante once again. 
From 1814 to 1815 he became acting Governor of Alta California.4 As Bancroft 
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noted, “For many years Don Jose [sic] was the most prominent, influential, and 
respected man in California.”5

José Darío’s seventh child was Santiago Moraga Argüello. Born at Monterey 
in 1791, he was later described as “… tall, stout, and of fine presence, with fair 
complexion and black hair, reserved in manner, yet of kindly disposition. His 
record, public and private, was an honorable one. He was a man of peculiar 
reserve or haughtiness of manner, attributed to family pride.”6 In 1810 Santiago 
married Maria del Pilar Ortega and together they reputedly had twenty-two 
children. Other records maintain that they actually only supported twenty-two 
family members, of whom fifteen were children and nine reached adulthood. The 
Old Town San Diego State Historic Park records offer a glimpse into the rugged 
lives of these settlers:

Like the proverbial old woman of the shoe, it was with the same 
consequences. The problem was complicated by the constant moves 
necessitated by the father’s duties. Because of assignments covering 
civil responsibilities administrated by the military, Santiago made 
frequent moves throughout the province. Considering the traveling 
this early family did with infants and small children, by horseback 
and cart over rutted trails through primitive wilderness, it is little 
wonder only nine reached adulthood.7

By the time Mexico won its independence from Spain in 1821, the Argüello 
family had been in Alta California for forty years. Their renown only increased 
after independence when the mission system came to an end. In particular, Mexico 
wanted to give as many land grants as possible to secular men in order to secure 
their hold on Alta California and undermine the power of the Franciscan priests. 
The prominent Argüello family benefitted handsomely from this administrative 
change. In Northern California, for example, José Darío received land grants that 
covered much of today’s San Mateo County and Stanford University. Santiago 
Moraga Argüello continued in his father’s footsteps in San Diego. At some point 
he became aduanero (customs officer), and then alcalde (mayor and judge) of San 
Diego. Between 1838 and 1840 he also served as administrator of Mission San 
Juan Capistrano. In 1841 he was granted Rancho Trabuco, encompassing 22,184 
acres in present-day Orange County, a property he sold two years later.8 He also 
received what remained of the old Mission San Diego lands, which came to be 
58,000 acres, including today’s East San Diego, Normal Heights, Kensington 
Heights, Kensington Park, Talmadge Park, State College, La Mesa, Encanto, and 
Lemon Grove.9
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Santiago Moraga Argüello (SDHC #80:4571).
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The land that would turn into a century-long lawsuit centered around two 
ranchos located at the future US-Mexico border. In 1829 Santiago received Rancho 
Tijuan, which covered most of today’s Tijuana. Then in 1833 his son, Santiago 
Emigdio Argüello, received the adjacent Rancho Melijo.10 Santiago Emigdio built a 
fourteen-room adobe on a bluff with a magnificent view of the Otay River Valley 
to the west and the Tijuana River Valley to the south—where Captain Portolá, 
Junípero Serra, and Rivera once trekked on their Sacred Expedition. The Argüello 
family grazed cattle on the property, and their hide and hallow trade became 
especially lucrative.11

Throughout this period, the Argüello family maintained a complex 
relationship with local Indian peoples, a topic that has not been fully explored 
by scholars. We only know that Santiago Emigdio and his family were forced 
to leave their La Punta home in 1837 because of what articles refer to as “Indian 
raids.”12 Furthermore, the Argüello family likely used an Indian labor force, which 
included vaqueros (cowboys) on their ranches and servants in the home.13

Although Santiago Emigdio fought on the side of the United States during the 
war with Mexico (1846-1848), notably serving as a captain in Stockton’s battalion, 
his prominence as well as that of the entire Argüello family took a definitive 
turn after 1848. The United States and Mexico signed the Treaty of Guadalupe 
Hidalgo, whose terms included the transfer of 525,000 square miles of territory 
for which the United States paid Mexico $15 million. During treaty negotiations 
both countries vied for the strategic San Diego port. The Americans won and 
determined that the international boundary would be one marine league south 
of the southernmost point of San Diego Bay. When surveyors arrived along the 
shores of the Pacific Ocean in 1851 to erect Boundary #1, they determined that the 
boundary line would cut right through the Argüello property of Rancho Melijo. 

Article VIII of the treaty promised that Mexican-American families like the 
Argüellos on the US side would rightfully retain their properties or could sell them 
without restrictions. However, the treaty coincided with another development in 
Alta California: the gold rush. By the end of 1849, some 50,000 to 60,000 people 
had spilled into Northern California searching for riches. As the gold rush 
craze subsided, some went south to Baja California in hopes of finding more 
gold deposits. This began to attract a few easterners to the border who hoped to 
establish hotels and restaurants for those passing through. More importantly for 
the Argüello family was how these newcomers treated the founders of San Diego. 
First and foremost, these newcomers deemed the Argüello landownership unfair. 

Indeed, in 1849 an estimated 200 families owned 14 million acres of land 
in all of Alta California.14 In response, the newcomers often became squatters 
on the unfenced ranches. Then, in 1851 Congress passed the California Land 



110

The Journal of San Diego History

Act, which required all holders of land from the Mexican period to validate 
their grants before a Land Commission. As Leonard Pitt notes in The Decline of 
the Californios, the 1851 act had a disastrous effect on the ranch owners. Many 
could not procure the deeds they had received many generations ago. Moreover, 
the boundary lines of the properties had been poorly demarcated for several 
reasons: the diseños (deeds) had been created when very few people inhabited 
Alta California and the economic activities of Mexican-era California did not 
make precise boundaries necessary, since cattle roamed freely and ranching 
was extensive rather than intensive. Also, there was a basic difference of legal 
cultures between the United States and Mexico. Since most of the prominent 
families spoke Spanish, not English, they had trouble with the English technical 
language of the courts. They also hired attorneys whom they paid in land rather 
than cash. Pitt explains further, “… of the fifty or so attorneys who specialized 
in claim law in the 1850s, most were shysters who lacked not only honesty but 
also knowledge and experience.”15 Over the course of about two decades most 
of the Mexican estates in Alta California were either taken over by squatters or 
were sold by the families in order to pay legal fees. 

It was the Land Commission that precipitated the Argüello lawsuits at the 
border. Santiago Emigdio submitted his grant of Rancho Melijo, but in 1852 the 
Land Commission rejected it. By the late 1860s white, Anglo settlers began to 
establish farmsteads on the grant, especially in the Otay and Tijuana River Valleys 
so that in 1870 about fifty squatters were making preemptive claims to the land. 
Santiago Emigdio’s widow, Guadalupe Argüello, attempted to reclaim the grant 
under an 1865 act of Congress that allowed claimants of Mexican grants rejected 
by the Land Commission to purchase portions of the grant that they had occupied. 
However, in 1873 the US court rejected the claim once again. The court allowed 
her to keep only a small homestead around the La Punta home.16

By the early 1900s the founding family’s fortunes had whittled down into 
obscurity. The Argüellos also had lost their military and political titles. A 
newspaper article in 1908 read like a “Where Are They Now?” feature when 
reporting that Santiago Emigdio Argüello’s son, Francisco, had died. The article 
explained that Francisco had been a stagecoach driver from the terminus of the 
National City and Otay railroad to the Mexican line. Thousands of tourists had 
ridden his vehicles. He had also continued to own 3,000 acres of land just over 
the border in Mexico.17 Perhaps the biggest symbol of the erasure of the history 
and legacy of the secular founders of San Diego during the Spanish and Mexican 
periods happened in 1951. In that year, the abandoned and dilapidated La Punta 
home built by Santiago Emigdio was razed to make way for Interstate 5.

The Argüello land on the Mexican side took a bit longer to disintegrate. In 
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Santiago Emigdio Argüello (SDHC #2788).



112

The Journal of San Diego History

1852 Santiago Moraga died without leaving a will. His many heirs began to fight 
with one another and lawsuits ensued. It took until 1889 for Rancho Tijuan to 
be divided into two parts, with the southern part going to the heirs of Ignacio 
Argüello, Santiago’s son who had already passed away. The northern part went 
to José Antonio Argüello, the only living son of Santiago.18

Nevertheless, at least some Argüello heirs continued the fight to recapture 
their prominence—namely on the Mexican side. Although in 1889 the Argüello 
family sold a small portion of their land for the sake of town development, which 
initially was named “Zaragoza de Tijuana,” the heirs kept much of their property 
well into the early 1900s. However, over time, squatters started to occupy the 
Argüello ranches. In 1929, the Mexican Department of the Interior decided to 
remedy the situation by expropriating the lands. Susana Lucero de Regnier would 
not accept the insult. Instead, she sued the government for her rightful ownership 
of Rancho Tijuan even as wealthy American businesses had just opened a $10 
million luxury hotel, golf club, spa, casino, and racetrack on the property and 
named it Agua Caliente.19 While the racetrack experienced its heyday, the lawsuit 
inched its way up through the courts. Twenty years later, the Supreme Court in 
Mexico finally ruled in her favor.

According to the 1943 newspaper article that reported on her sudden death, 
Susana Lucero de Regnier was born in Ysleta, Texas in 1870 and spent much of 

Grave site of Santiago Emigdio Argüello, Old Town State Historic Park. Photo courtesy of author.
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her life in Arizona. She had a son and a daughter who settled in San Diego and 
Los Angeles, respectively. The newspaper noted that at one time she had taken 
a shotgun, sat down in the middle of railroad tracks, and held up a freight train 
for twenty-four hours, claiming that she considered the railroad a trespasser 
on her property. In Mexico she was called the “madrina” because she organized 
the Boy Scouts there. She had planned to turn Agua Caliente into a hospital 
in which the poor would be treated for free. She also planned schools in arts, 
crafts, and technology.20

De Regnier’s visions, however, did not come to fruition, and the lawsuits did 
not end. Within two weeks of de Regnier’s death, the Mexican government seized 
the property on behalf of seven Argüello heirs. However, sportsman James A. 
(Foghorn) Murphy filed a lawsuit claiming back rent. The complaint maintained 
that he and the other lessees had made many improvements on the property and 
the heirs owed them money. The court cases raged on for another ten years until, 
in March 1953, the Mexican Supreme Court ruled again. This time, the court 
decided that the Argüello heirs would need to pay $2 million to the owners of 
the racetrack for their lease improvements. The lawsuit demanded that the heirs 
pay the amount within the week or lose title to the land.21

The 1953 decision marked the culmination of nearly a century of lawsuits. 
Today, the Argüello heirs still remain scattered throughout San Diego County, 
Baja California, and beyond, but their numbers are unknown. Their visible legacy 
has whittled down to one gravesite in Old Town San Diego located at El Campo 
Santo Cemetery. There, Santiago Emigdio Argüello—grandson of José Darío and 
son of Santiago Moraga—rests in peace, fittingly surrounded by a small plot of 
land that is bounded by a white picket fence.
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A Kumeyaay’s Reflection
Deacon Andrew (Andy) Orosco

I approach this reflection as an Ipai-Kumeyaay whose ancestors have been one 
with these lands for over 10,000 years, as a deacon of the Catholic Church—the 
church that was a part of the Spanish colonization of California lands—as one 
who also has Spanish blood running through my veins, and as a proud citizen of 
the United States who nevertheless understands that his nation inflicted cultural 
genocide on Indigenous peoples. Based upon all these facts, it might seem I would 
be confused and at odds with my very self because of my ancestral lineages, but 
I am not. Because of my strong ties to each one of these cultures I believe they in 
their own way have made me who I am today. I will share with you my personal 
reflections about the 250th anniversary we are commemorating throughout 2019 
and how it has helped me to listen, understand, and acknowledge to the citizens 
of San Diego, the citizens of California, the citizens of the United States and the 
world, the importance of knowing where we come from so that we can know 
where we are heading. 

I am a proud lineal descendant of the San Pasqual Band of Mission Indians 
of the Ipai clan of Kumeyaay. My Ipai-Kumeyaay ancestors are the people who 
have been a part of this landscape for over 10,000 years; among them were those 
who met Fr. Junípero Serra on his journey north from Mexico to present day San 
Diego, California. These ancestors were also the Ipai who did not participate in 
the martyrdom of Father Jaime on that fateful night in November 1775. 

Not being raised on the reservation because of my father’s choice, we were 
always there for tribal meetings and family gatherings. I have fond memories of 
the Orosco clan gathering before the tribal meetings at Tino Orosco’s home on 
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the present-day San Pasqual Indian Reservation in the late 1960s to talk and to tell 
family stories. I remember hiking and climbing the rocks of San Pasqual. It was a 
great time to be an adventuresome young person. At that time I did not understand 
about the reservation system; all I knew was that it was where some of my family 
lived and where I enjoyed visiting. My father Donald Orosco, from whom I receive 
my Native heritage, was a very quiet, very strict, very caring, and strong-willed 
man. He and my Spanish-heritage mother Christina (Ybarra) Orosco raised me 
and my two brothers from the late fifties to the early seventies in San Bernardino. 
This was a time of turmoil, unrest, and changing times for us as Americans.

I myself clung to my native heritage at a very early age not because of my 
father, but because of my elder aunts and uncles, the brothers and sisters of my 
Grandfather Frank Orosco, who served in the Army’s Twenty-sixth Regiment of 
the First Infantry Division (Big Red One), survived the D-day landing, and was 
killed in the area of Langerwehe, Germany, near the end of World War II, seven 
months after volunteering for service. It was these proud elders who spoke about 
our native heritage and the importance of letting others know we were still here 
on these lands, the lands of our Ancestors. My father did not openly share about 
his childhood, his father Frank, or his native heritage. I believe this was because 
he grew up in a time when being native was frowned upon because of the abject 
poverty on the reservations and negative stereotypes that were common in the 
media. My mother tells a story about how one of her sisters questioned her decision 
to marry an Indian. My mother denied my father being Indian until she asked 
my father if it was true, to which he answered, “yes.” After some thought she 
said to him that it was OK. “Now you are my Indian,” she told him. 

I remember going to the reservation of the San Manuel Band of Mission 
Indians in San Bernardino in the 1970s where some of the families were living 
in adobe homes with dirt floors and outhouses, so it wasn’t just the San Pasqual 
reservation that tried to get by with limited means. What the greater American 
population does not know are the reasons for the poverty on Indian reservations. 
To begin with, when reservations were created, government officials often selected 
lands that were remote and not coveted by white settlers. This is certainly the case 
with the rocky, mountainous terrain of the San Pasqual Reservation. Furthermore, 
Native lands are not owned by the native residents themselves or by the tribe; 
instead, the land is held in trust as sovereign lands for the native people by the 
federal government. Land is an important asset; however, these reservation lands 
cannot be used for equity because they are held in trust by the federal government. 
Until just recently there were no programs to fund the building of homes on 
reservations. That is why when you visit reservations you will see homes built 
in sections, room by room as funds are acquired by the residents. 
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Because of the self-sufficiency brought by gaming, there are now programs 
available to members to build dwellings similar to tract homes. My San Pasqual 
tribe has worked very hard to be self-sufficient in all ways. There have been 
struggles and failure, but the successes and accomplishments are what make us 
who we are today. This is the same for all federally-recognized tribes in California: 
they all have their unique struggles and successes that demonstrate the strength, 
courage, and resilience of native peoples. 

It is for this reason I visited the 248th commemoration of the founding of 
Mission San Diego de Alcalá in the summer of 2017. I wanted to witness for myself 
how my Kumeyaay people were acknowledged for their historical contributions. 
What I experienced at the Mission was disheartening: the celebration was vibrant 
and joyful with many cultures joining in on the celebration, except for the 
Kumeyaay, the first people of these lands who were the first neophytes and the 
builders of the mission. During a tour of the mission I voiced my disheartenment 
to a docent. I also questioned the lack of Kumeyaay at the 248th anniversary. 
By the end of day, I was asked by the head docent to discuss my Kumeyaay 
concerns. At that impromptu meeting, we were able to briefly discuss my concerns 

Illustration by contemporary artist Gene Locklear of daily life in the plaza at the Presidio de San Diego, c. 1790.
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about the lack of Kumeyaay representation at the celebration, and this led to a 
later meeting in preparation for the upcoming 250th celebration. It also led to 
an invitation to join the planning committee for the 250th. I know being both 
Kumeyaay and a Deacon for the Diocese of San Bernardino, serving the Native 
American community, helped me to be listened to regarding my concerns for the 
Kumeyaay at the mission. 

At subsequent meetings, the docent and I met with the pastor of Mission San 
Diego de Alcalá, Father Peter Escalante, who is concerned about the historical 
relationship between the Kumeyaay people and the mission. One of the first issues 
we discussed was terminology. Given the complexity of the history of the mission, 
we determined that the term “commemoration” was more appropriate than 

“celebration.” We also spoke about the importance of inviting the Kumeyaay in 
advance of this event rather than including them as an afterthought. We discussed 
the importance of all events being started with a welcoming by the Kumeyaay. 
Such a welcoming recognizes and respects them as the first peoples of these 
lands and the first neophytes of this mission church. 

Especially difficult was the discussion of the bitterness Kumeyaay continue 
to hold in their hearts because of the mission system and how this would affect 
their willingness to take part in the commemorations. I believe this bitterness, 
along with continuing effects of discrimination at various levels of government, 
causes many of the ills suffered by my people, including alcoholism, drug abuse, 
and suicide. I believe addressing this bitterness will allow for eventual forgiveness 
and healing. This lasting legacy on the bodies and well-being of Indian people 
is my main reason for being so insistent on addressing the effects of the mission 
system, the secularization of the missions, and the forced assimilation of natives 
into the American way of life. I hope to use my ability to represent both the 
Kumeyaay and the Catholic Church to bring these groups together. Opening 
this dialogue will be a vital first step towards understanding so that we will not 
allow such tragedies to happen again and so that we may educate others about 
the atrocities our ancestors endured and survived.

Reflecting on the last two years, the meetings and events I have been blessed 
to be a part of have been both challenging and historic. The challenge has come 
from the recognition that before we are able to forgive and heal, we must give 
voice to the pain, a pain that in the past was discounted, ignored, or denied. 
This time, we are determined to face these pains nose to nose. In doing so I have 
been able to meet with concerned individuals, tribal leaders and organizations, 
officials of the Catholic Church, and representatives of the City of San Diego. 
All listened, some to understand and others to respond. I too listened to their 
hurts, pain, frustration, and anger. At one such meeting I listened for three-and-
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a-half hours to all the Kumeyaay representatives. I chose to stay and listen to my 
Kumeyaay people and not be like the others who came to listen but could not 
stand the pent-up heat from so many years of being voiceless. I encouraged them 
to speak their minds, and after all was said and done one lone voice said, “OK, 
where do we go from here?” That was all I wanted to hear: it was their invitation 
for continued dialogue, an opportunity to be able to meet and speak again with 
my Kumeyaay people.

The first event in January 2019 was the opening ceremony where dignitaries 
from all cultures were present at Mission San Diego de Alcalá, except for the 
Kumeyaay. I was disappointed, but as my oldest son reminded me, there were five 
other Kumeyaay there, my sons, and my grandchildren. I spoke as one Kumeyaay 
voice from many others who should have been there. I offered a sage blessing to 
all those attending and for the coming year of commemoration. 

From this opening event came many invitations to speak to groups and 
organizations interested in knowing more about the history of the Kumeyaay 
people. In February was Heritage Weekend where representatives of many peoples 
were invited to the mission to celebrate and share their cultures. The Spanish were 
present, the Franciscans were present, and the Kumeyaay were present in peaceful 
protest. I educated many on the Kumeyaay people that day, as did the protesters 
whom we welcomed and encouraged again to voice their grievances and tell our 
story about our people and the mission. Many Kumeyaay spoke, and it was good. 
This event led to my invitation to take part in a protest against the opioid crisis that 
has a stranglehold on our native community. I showed up and walked in protest 
with my people down the streets of Alpine for this important cause. 

Next was the Scholar’s Symposium in March. I was invited to speak on 
the Kumeyaay people and their history with the mission. I learned from other 
speakers’ vast knowledge and years of experience collecting and deciphering fact 
and artifact from our ancestors and those they encountered. With this experience 
I was able to confer and confirm my personal understandings with the likes 
of Richard Carrico, author of Strangers in a Stolen Land, a phrase I often use to 
describe the plight of my people. On April 11th, 250 years after the arrival of the 
San Antonio, the replica tall ship San Salvador sailed into the harbor. This event, 
like the first, had the Kumeyaay present; only this time they discussed how we 
were treated after the San Antonio landed 250 years ago. This was a memorable 
event in many ways, especially as Chairwoman Erica Pinto and Chairwoman 
Angela Elliott Santos of the Kumeyaay Nation courageously spoke out for a future 
of healing and reconciliation. 

I too pray for the same, so that the Kumeyaay people can continue on their red 
road in a healthy and good way. This is what I pray for all people: that they may 
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be healed from all their past iniquities so that they may continue on their road of 
life in a healthy and good way. These events we have experienced have opened 
doors of opportunities in the deeper sense, opportunities to heal as a people, a 
culture, a community, a city, a state, a nation. My reflections bring a question for 
us all: do you and I have the courage to let go of the past, thus allowing us to 
step forward into the future as was always intended for us? For me I choose to 
learn from the past, to let go, and to heal and reconcile because life is short. The 
past is gone and the future is now! Aho!
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The Location of California’s 
First Baptisms—A Reappraisal

Phil Brigandi and Eric Plunkett

The Spanish colonization of Alta California was both a religious and a military 
enterprise, and events in San Diego County 250 years ago shed light on these 
two elements. While Junípero Serra and others remained at San Diego to found 
California’s first mission on July 16, 1769, the expedition’s military commander, 
Captain Gaspar de Portolá, continued the march north on July 14, 1769 toward the 
Spaniards’ second objective—Monterey Bay. Over the next six months, Portolá 
and his men slowly made their way up the California coast to within sight of 
San Francisco Bay before returning to San Diego. In 1770, the expedition moved 
northward again by land and sea to found the mission and presidio at Monterey.1

None of this would have been possible without the dogged determination of 
Portolá to carry out his orders. At several times the success of the whole California 
enterprise hung in the balance, but Portolá soldiered on. His orders also required 
him to establish and maintain peaceful relations with the Indian inhabitants of 
California, and again, he dutifully pursued his goal during the march north, 
displaying tact and diplomacy all along the way, with the Indians generally 
replying in kind.2 As a result, the expedition’s encounters with the Indians were 
generally peaceful and the knowledge of the terrain the Spaniards secured and 
the food they obtained both through gift and trade contributed to the success 
of the march north.3

Spanish policy towards the Indian inhabitants of California stands in stark 
contrast to later American attitudes. “To most Spaniards,” historian Theodore 
Treutlein noted, “a ‘good Indian’ was a pacified, Christianized Indian, not a 
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‘dead Indian,’ as many in Anglo-American frontier regions preferred him [sic] to 
be.”4 Unfortunately, those policies were not always successfully or consistently 
followed. On the march, with a man like Portolá in direct command, most of 
the later abuses of the Spanish soldiers could be contained, but as the Spanish 
began to settle permanently along the coast, conflicts arose almost inevitably. 
Even without abuses, the simple fact that the Spaniards settled on Indian lands 
and appropriated natural resources unsurprisingly created tensions. This was 
certainly true in San Diego while Portolá was away in the north. There, in August, 
the Indians harassed, robbed, and attacked the suffering Spanish settlement, with 
deaths suffered on both sides.

Meanwhile, Portolá and his men were moving slowly northward. Serving 
under Portolá were Captain Fernando Rivera y Moncada and a detachment of 
soldados de cuero from the presidio at Loreto, Lieutenant Pedro Fages and half a 
dozen Catalonian volunteers, and Lieutenant Miguel Costansó, a talented military 
engineer. Two Franciscan padres, Juan Crespí and Francisco Gómez, saw to the 
spiritual needs of the men, with Fr. Crespí also charged with keeping the official 
journal of the trek. The soldiers were supported by a few muleteers to handle the 
pack animals and a group of Indian neophytes from the missions of Baja California 
who performed most of the  manual labor, including clearing trail.  Sergeant José 
Francisco de Ortega served as chief scout, traveling beyond each day’s campsite 
with a few other soldiers to trace out the next day’s journey. Repeated references 
in the diaries of Portolá and Costansó to following a camino (road) or a bien camino 
(good road) suggest that the party followed Indian trails. Campsites were made 
near watering spots, which often placed them near Indian villages. Portolá was 
always careful to order camp a discrete distance away, especially when water 
supplies were scarce. Almost always, the villagers would approach the expedition, 
unarmed or with bows unstrung. Speeches were generally made on both sides—
each quite unintelligible to the other—and gifts exchanged, typically beads from 
the Spaniards and food from the natives, though sometimes more valuable items 
were presented, including native shell beads, which served as a form of money 
among the Indians.5

On the morning of July 22, 1769, eight days out from San Diego, the expedition 
reached a little pool of water surrounded by sycamore and oak trees. Once again, 
an Indian village was nearby. “On reaching this spot,” Fr. Crespí reported,

the scouting soldiers told us that they had seen yesterday a little 
baby girl who was dying. We requested the Governor [Portolá] 
for two or three soldiers to go with us, and then we two Fathers 
went to the village to try to see the little girl and baptize her if she 
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was in danger. We did find her in her mother’s arms, scarcely able 
to nurse, but the mother would not let us see her. We gave her to 
understand, as well as we could, that we did not wish to harm the 
child, only to wash its head with water, so that if it died it would 
go to Heaven. As well as he could, Fray Francisco Gómez baptized 
her; she was named María Magdalena, and I have no doubt that 
she will die and that in passing by we have won this soul’s passage 
to Heaven…. As I was finishing writing up this day’s march, we 
were reminded of another little girl, about two and a half years 
old, who had also seemed ill to us though we had never been able 
to assure ourselves whether this were the case. In the end we went 
back with some soldiers and learned that she had been burned and 
was feeling very sick, so that I took the measure of baptizing her. 
Since Father Gómez had baptized the other, I christened this one 
myself, naming her Margarita. God take both of them into Heaven.6

These were the first Christian baptisms in what is now the State of California, 

The approximate route of the Portolá Expedition as it left San Diego County. The state historical landmark 
plaque near the mouth of Cristianitos Canyon is about two and a half miles west of the campsite area in San 
Mateo Canyon. The village of Zoucche probably lay somewhere in between. Adapted from the USGS San 
Clemente quadrangle map, 1949.
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and they were celebrated by the padres and the Spanish soldiers alike. Their 
Catholic beliefs taught them that there was no salvation without baptism. As was 
his custom, Father Crespí named the spot after a saint on the Catholic calendar, San 
Apolinario. But the soldiers gave it a more descriptive name—Cañada del Bautismo, 
the Canyon of the Baptism.

But where did those first baptisms actually take place? The question has 
been debated by historians since at least the 1920s. The principal argument has 
been whether the event took place in San Diego County or Orange County, with 
historians on both sides of the line confidently laying claim to the distinction.

In 1929, the Orange County Historical Society appointed a committee of three 
prominent local historians—Terry Stephenson (1880-1943), Will McPherson (1885-
1964), and Don Meadows (1897-1994)—to research the question. All three men 
had done fieldwork along the Portolá route. They concluded the site was located 
in Cristianitos Canyon, east of San Clemente, and well within Orange County.7 
Stephenson later wrote: “At the forks of the San Mateo, some three miles inland 
from the coast highway of today, the cavalcade turned almost directly north. 
Between grassy hills, along a canyon wooded with sycamores and oaks, [Sergeant 
José Francisco] Ortega led the company across what is today the southernmost 
line of Orange County, to a place where, according to Costansó’s diary, there was 
level ground and much pasture, near a pool.” Nearby was an Indian village, “a 
spot quite easily identified today as located near the Cristianitos corrals in the 
O’Neill pastures.”8 

The Cristianitos name (Little Christians) had  been applied to the canyon 
shortly before 1900.9 It appears on the 1902 US Geological Survey’s Capistrano 
Quad (surveyed in 1899) and historians agree the upper end of the canyon was 
part of Portolá’s route. But the canyon runs through both counties, and the late 
application of the name makes it of little use as evidence for the actual baptism site.

In 1932, as the effort to develop a state historical landmarks program began, 
Stephenson recommended his suggested Cristianitos site for a plaque, but it 
was not until 1956 that the San Clemente Chamber of Commerce made a formal 
application to the state. The chamber of commerce located what they called 
“La Cristianita” at the tiny Aguage de la Piedra (Rock Spring) on the east side 
of Cristianitos Canyon, on Camp Pendleton, in San Diego County. “Principal 
authentication of the baptism site at this spot is through affirmation of Mr. Marco 
F. Forster, a former justice of the peace and still a resident of San Juan Capistrano…
Other old time residents of the area have also confirmed that this location was 
the site of the baptism during the Spanish days, during the Portolá trek from San 
Diego Bay to San Francisco.”10

Unfortunately, at best all Marco Forster could provide was hearsay. Born in 1896, 
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he was the great-grandson of Juan Forster, the former owner of the Rancho Santa 
Margarita y Las Flores (which became Camp Pendleton). And even “Don Juan” 
did not arrive in the area until 1844, seventy-five years after Portolá’s passage.11

Nevertheless, on December 31, 1956, the Chamber’s application was approved 
as California State Historical Landmark #562, and on July 22, 1957 a plaque was 
dedicated which reads simply: “Near this spring, the first Christian baptism in 
Alta California was performed by Padre Francisco Gómez, a member of the Portolá 
Expedition in 1769.” A second plaque was placed along old Highway 101 near the 
county line which read: “Two miles inland from this point, in Los Cristianitos 
Valley, the first Christian baptism in Alta California was performed by Padre 
Francisco Gómez, a member of the Portolá Expedition in 1769.”12

Having received official state recognition, the plaque site in southern 
Cristianitos Canyon, near its junction with San Mateo Canyon, has been generally 
accepted as the baptism site by many historians from both counties. But with 
the approach of the 250th anniversary of the Portolá expedition, the authors 
decided to take a fresh look at the question. All relevant documents from 1769 
were studied (including the complete versions of Father Crespí’s field journal 
and first revision, only generally available to researchers since 2001), maps and 
aerial photographs were examined, and through the courtesy of Faye Jonason, 
base historian for Camp Pendleton, the 1957 plaque site (normally closed to the 
public) was visited.13

The first baptism in California, as imagined by artist Arthur B. Dodge. First published in Fr. Zephryn 
Engelhardt’s Missions and Missionaries of California (1912) and reprinted many times since.
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On the basis of our research, we would suggest an alternative location for the 
baptism site east of the plaque, in San Mateo Canyon. We would place the Portolá 
campsite near the southwest portion of Section 33, T8S R6W, with the village site 
located a short distance downstream, and both within San Diego County. 

A key consideration is the distance of the baptism site south of the next day’s 
camp in San Juan Canyon, east of San Juan Capistrano. Father Crespí recorded a 
march of four hours, “in which we must have made four leagues.”14 Sources vary 
on the length of an 18th century Spanish league, placing it from as little as 2.3 
miles to as much as 2.75, but most agree on a figure around 2.6 miles, making a 
four-league march about ten miles, más o menos. This alone shows that the baptism 
site could not have been in Orange County, as their camp on San Juan Creek is 
only about five miles north of the county line. 

The expedition at this point was traveling well inland, staying east of San 
Onofre Mountain.15 This would bring them down into San Mateo Canyon above 
where Cristianitos Canyon drains into it. The next day they set off north-northwest 
across the hills, crossing Talega and Blind canyons. If they had begun at the 
plaque site, Cristianitos Canyon would have provided an easy route north, but 
the turn southwest from their San Mateo campsite to reach it runs counter to their 
usual tendency in this area to travel northwest as much as possible. In any case, 

The state historical landmark plaque for “La Cristianita,” c. 1965. The site is within Camp Pendleton and is 
only accessible by special permission from the U.S. Marine Corps. (Courtesy Phil Brigandi).
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the journals make it clear they traveled “uphill and down”16 all the next day, not 
entering Cristianitos until about Gabino Canyon, or perhaps a little further north.

In popular thought, the route followed by the Portolá expedition is often 
confused with El Camino Real, which evolved throughout the Spanish era based 
on the experiences of travelers heading up and down the province. By contrast, 
the members of the Portolá expedition could only rely on the limited information 
gathered from explorers in ships along the coast, the bulk of which was derived 
from the Sebastián Vizcaíno expedition over 160 years earlier.17 In general, the 
route taken by the expedition was determined by a small advance party of scouts 
who, after completing each day’s march, would spend the second half of their 
day scouting ahead. Since only limited information could be gathered over the 
course of half a day, the expedition did not always take the most convenient 
route between camps.

The most important goal of the scouts’ quest was to locate campsites with 
sufficient water. Though the winter of 1768-1769 was apparently rather wet in 
Southern California, most of the smaller canyons were dry by the time the 
expedition passed through this area during the long summer days towards the end 
of July. The canyons that did have water were almost always the largest drainages 
and were typically utilized as camp sites. For this reason, the expedition’s route 
can be approximated by associating the camps along larger water courses with 
the estimated length of each day’s march and the descriptions of the terrain as 
recorded by the expedition’s three journalists.18

For this approach to work there needs to be a definitive starting point. One of 
the challenges in identifying one is that the names the expedition applied have 
often changed, and in some cases the former names were later applied to different 
locations. Fortunately, some names can be associated with the Portolá expedition 
with certainty. In northern San Diego County, one of the important water courses 
was the San Luis Rey River, where the expedition camped on the night of July 18, 
1769.19 The next morning the expedition climbed out of the San Luis Rey Valley 
following their usual course to the northwest along a small tributary canyon. 
But after travelling only a short way, Lieutenant Costansó noted that the canyon 
“turned to the northeast, and, for this reason, we left it so as not to go out of our 
course [to the northwest].”20 This tributary may be today’s Windmill Canyon, or 
one of the other small tributaries in its vicinity which branch northward from 
the San Luis Rey River. 

After about a league and a half more through what Father Crespí described 
as “tablelands very clad in dry grass,” they “came down to another very green 
handsome valley” where they set up camp. “I called this handsome valley Santa 
Margarita Virgen y Martir,” Crespí wrote.21 The diarists estimated that the distance 
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of the march between the San Luis Rey River and the Santa Margarita River was 
two leagues, or a little over five miles. They made camp near the site of the later 
Santa Margarita Adobe near Basilone Road and Vandegrift Boulevard on Camp 
Pendleton.22

From their camp along the Santa Margarita River, the scouts had some 
difficulty in determining the route forward. The problem was that San Onofre 
Mountain appeared to terminate at the sea, “with no telling whether there will be a 
way past it,” Father Crespí noted. So instead the expedition followed “a northward 
course [which] seems to be putting us well inland” across the relatively low hills 
through the heart of Camp Pendleton.23 It was only later the Spanish learned they 
could simply follow the shoreline, as the I-5 freeway does today. The journalists 
estimated the march was about two leagues to the next watering spot. Lieutenant 
Pedro Fages later wrote that this water source was located “at the end of a canyon 
which contained plenty of water in numerous pools.”24 Combining a two league 
march with Fages’ comment, the expedition must have made camp in the upper 
reaches of Las Pulgas Canyon about where Basilone Road now crosses, which they 
named La Cañada de Santa Práxedis. Crispi’s description of the canyon also conforms 
rather convincingly with the geography of Las Pulgas Canyon. He accurately 
describes it as running from “north-northeast to south-southwestward” and that 
to the “north-northeastward it reaches to a high mountain range” (the Santa Ana 
Mountains) while to the “south-southwestward it runs out to the shore, which 
does not lie very far off, though not visible from the spot.” He also describes the 
canyon’s width as “a quarter-league [a little over a half mile], narrower in spots, 
and beyond it lie very rolling tablelands [to the west-northwest].”25

From their camp in Las Pulgas Canyon, Crespí wrote that they took “a 
westward course” and “went up a small grassy knoll” before coming into a 
canyon with a “course turning north-northwestward” which “connects with 
the Santa Práxedis” (Las Pulgas Canyon). Today this canyon is called Piedra 
de Lumbre Canyon, which is the westernmost tributary of Las Pulgas Canyon. 
Proceeding to the northwestward, Crespí wrote that the expedition continued 
through “very rolling hills and tablelands … going up and down through hollows 
and dry creeks where there were a great many sycamore trees and very large live 
oaks.” His use of the plural “hollows” (canyons) while also describing sycamores 
and live oaks indicates that the expedition crossed at least a couple of relatively 
large drainages. Given their course to the west and northwest, Crespí must have 
been referring to the three branches of San Onofre Canyon that are separated by 
relatively flat hills which he described as “two or three tablelands.”26

 Crespí and Costansó estimated the march from Las Pulgas Canyon to 
their next camp, where there was a canyon large enough to contain a pool of 
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fresh water, at somewhere between three and four leagues, or roughly eight to 
ten and a half miles. The march from Las Pulgas Canyon to North San Onofre 
Canyon, the last fork of San Onofre Canyon they would have reached along a 
northwestward course, is just 6.75 miles. They therefore continued their march to 
the next drainage, San Mateo Canyon, probably following an obvious tributary 
branching northwest out of North San Onofre Canyon. Using this or a similar 
route, they would have reached San Mateo Canyon somewhere above its turn to 
the northeast, in the southwest portion of section 33, after a march of about nine 
and a half miles. If the expedition proceeded any further, they would not have 
reached another significant watershed until traveling well beyond the eight to 
ten-and-a-half miles estimated for this day’s march. San Mateo Canyon is the 
only watershed that both conforms to the estimated distance of march from Las 
Pulgas Canyon and is large enough to contain water.

As was their custom, the expedition set up camp a short distance from the 
Indian village in the canyon. Father Crespí noted that there was a “middling-sized 
pool of very good fresh water at a dry creek running through a small hollow” 
and that they “set up camp upon a very grass-covered tableland on one side 
of the hollow and stream here.”27 Costansó added that their camp was on the 
eastern side of the canyon “on level ground covered with pasture,” placing the 
camp above San Mateo Canyon’s bend to the northeast.28 None of the journalists 
mentions the direction to the Indian village, but downstream from their camp 

 Looking north from plaque site across the Cristianitos Canyon country, with the Santa Ana Mountains in 
the distance. The expedition’s route led across rolling country like this, slightly to the west. (Photo by Phil 
Brigandi).



130

The Journal of San Diego History

seems a more likely place for another dependable water source. In any case, there 
is no indication in the journals that the village was near the tiny trickle at the 
Aguage de la Piedra, more than two miles west across the hills near the mouth of 
Cristianitos Canyon. Father Crespí’s statement that the baptisms were made “at 
this spot” also indicates the baptisms took place in San Mateo Canyon.29

This aligns with the work of several local anthropologists who have estimated 
the location of a village called Zoucche or Souche near the junction of San Mateo 
Creek and Cristianitos Canyon.30 Father Gerónimo Boscana, who served at Mission 
San Juan Capistrano from 1814 to 1826, lists “Souche” as one of the villages existing 
before the arrival of the Spanish expedition. Its name “signifies little cañada or 
gulch,” and it was located near the village of Pange, a major village near the mouth 
of San Mateo Creek.31 Some of the villagers from Zoucche were later baptized 
at the Mission San Juan Capistrano, including at least eight people whose ages 
suggest they could have been present at the baptisms in 1769.

After leaving San Mateo Canyon, the expedition once again headed northwest. 
They climbed to the top of a low point on the ridge between San Mateo and 
Talega Canyons, which Crespí referred to as “a pass, though not a very steep 
one.” Continuing north-northwest from the pass, Crespí wrote that they traveled 
“through tablelands, knolls, hollows, and dry creeks, going uphill and down…
we [also] crossed two hollows with two creeks [Talega and Gabino canyons], 
dry ones, but both hollows well lined with sycamore trees and large live oaks.”32 
Neither Crespí’s mention of climbing a pass nor the crossing of two creeks large 
enough to support sycamores and oaks makes sense had the expedition simply 
marched northward up Cristianitos Canyon from a camp near the historical 
marker. Such geographical features are, however, consistent with the expedition 
taking a course northwest out of San Mateo Canyon.

After the expedition passed Gabino Canyon, Crespí recorded that they 
encountered “two mines of what seemed good red-earth, ochre, and a very white 
earth” that were located at “some knolls upon a tableland about a league before 
arriving here [at their next camp].”33 There are numerous clay deposits (which 
were later worked commercially) located along the north-south oriented ridge 
between Cristianitos Canyon to the west and a tributary of Gabino Canyon to 
the east. It was in the vicinity of these mines that the expedition finally reached 
Cristianitos Canyon, about three to four miles north of the historical marker. From 
there they continued north to near the top of the canyon, then veered slightly 
northwest to cross the hills via Trampas Canyon before reaching their next camp 
in San Juan Canyon. 

Crespí and Costansó estimated that they marched for a total of between three 
and four leagues that day, or about eight to ten-and-a-half miles. A tracing of the 
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route from San Mateo Canyon to San Juan Canyon runs about eight-and-a-half 
miles. Even a straight line, “as the crow flies,” from the approximate location of 
the expedition’s camp in San Mateo Canyon to the approximate location of their 
camp in San Juan Canyon is almost three leagues. The relatively small difference 
between the distance approximated by the journalists and length of that line 
suggests that the expedition must have taken a fairly direct north-northwest 
course, over the hills and across the canyons. The expedition seems not to have 
been looking for the most convenient route, but simply a passable route along 
their northwestward course.

While the Portolá expedition continued north to the verge of San Francisco 
Bay and returned to San Diego the following January, no other baptisms took 
place during the journey (nor had any yet taken place at the nascent mission at 
San Diego). Thus the two baptisms in San Mateo Canyon remain unique events in 
the history of California in 1769. Along with the expedition’s generally peaceful 
relations with the Indian peoples they encountered along the way, they also 
serve as a notice that early interactions between the natives and the Spaniards 
in California seldom ended in violence.34 As San Diego County ethno-historian 
Richard Carrico reminds us, 

Rather than examining specific examples of situations thoroughly, 
the tendency of many California historians … has been to paint a 
rather generalized depiction of the Spanish colonial system using 
a broad brush approach or to focus solely on those examples that 
support the claimants’ view…. An understanding of the overall 
world view is important, but an analysis of the actual interaction 
between the California Indians and Spanish colonials is perhaps 
best viewed from both a local and a regional perspective.35 

One of the purposes of local history is to challenge the convenience of using 
historical generalizations. Though the story of the first baptisms in California is 
often broadly categorized under the term “Spanish colonialism,” this term does 
not adequately capture all the nuances present in the events that occurred within 
its context. The participants in this story were, after all, individuals, each of them 
operating within the framework of their own worldview. The first baptisms in 
California were, of course, primarily a noteworthy event for the Spaniards; but it 
would not have been possible without the Indians’ willingness to allow the brief 
ceremony. The Indians’ role as active agents in our history is sometimes ignored. 
Through resistance, adaptation, and avoidance, they also influenced the success or 
failure of Spanish colonial policies. When Portolá approached them diplomatically, 
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NOTES
1. Curiously (considering the number of books available on many other Western exploring 

journeys) no one has yet attempted a thorough account of the Portolá expedition’s march all 
the way up the California coast. Fortunately, we do have a detailed account of their trek north 
to San Diego: Harry W. Crosby, Gateway to Alta California, The Expedition to San Diego, 1769 
(San Diego: Sunbelt Publications, 2003), which is based on the best available contemporary 
sources from the participants and (among many other details) includes the best list of the 
men of the march.

2. “Among the considerations which will engage the Governor’s full care and attention as leader 
of a journey with the highest aims and requiring the most careful leadership in order not to 
negate or ruin its success, I charge him with zeal and watchfulness to cause the Soldiers in 
his party and the Muleteers in its train to maintain the strictest discipline, especially when 
beyond the Frontier of the present Missions; recommending to all, as an unbreakable article 
of regulations, good treatment of the Indians, and announcing that it will be punished as an 
unforgivable crime if any of them should offer insult or violence to the women for beside the 
offenses to God which they would be committing in such outrages, they might endanger the 
whole of this Expedition.” Quoted in Fernando Boneu Companys, Gaspar de Portolá, Explorer 
and Founder of California trans. Alan K. Brow (Lérida: Instituto de Estudios Ilerdenses, 1983), 148.

3. Expedition officer Pedro Fages later explained that “[E]verywhere they [the Indians] paid 
us honors, and made gifts, which helped greatly to reduce the cost of maintenance for the 
men, [and permitted] part of the supply of foodstuffs which we had to be reserved for other 
contingencies.” Herbert I. Priestly (trans.), “An Historical, Political and Natural Description 
of California by Don Pedro Fages,” The Catholic Historical Review 4, no. 4 (Jan. 1919): 496.

4. Theodore E. Treutlein, “The Portolá Expedition of 1769-1770,” California Historical Quarterly 
47, no. 4 (Dec. 1968): 292. This is not to suggest that in the caste-based society of the Spanish 
colonies of the 18th century the Indians were viewed as equal to the elite classes, but they 
did enjoy a legal status well beyond what American law offered even into the 20th century. 
Examples of American attitudes are available through a number of more recent publications. 
See, for example, Clifford E. Trafzer and Joel R. Hyer, eds., Exterminate Them! Written Accounts 
of the Murder, Rape, and Enslavement of Native Americans during the California Gold Rush (East 
Lansing: Michigan State University Press, 1999).

they replied in kind. When two strangely dressed men wished to “wash a child’s 
head with water” they did not object. Later, they sometimes met violence with 
violence, or resisted the Spanish notion that their choice to enter the missions and 
be baptized was not to be undone. Their varied reactions and responses to the 
dramatic changes brought on by the Spanish missionaries and settlers demonstrate 
both their agency and their ability to adapt to changing conditions.

The baptisms of 1769 remind us that the actions of the Spanish must always 
be viewed through the perspective of their intent. It does not absolve them of 
their failings, but it helps us to understand their motivations and give us ideas 
and ideals to compare with our own. In seeing a need for baptism for two little 
Indian girls, the Spanish padres felt they shared something in common with 
them as human beings. Two hundred and fifty years later, we are still seeking 
to express our common humanity.
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5. The expedition’s encounters with villages in San Diego County are summarized in Richard 
L. Carrico, “Portola’s 1769 Expedition and Coastal Native Villages of San Diego County,” The 
Journal of California Anthropology 4, no. 1 (Summer 1977), which contrasts them with incidents 
from the coming years of Spanish colonization.

6. Alan K. Brown, trans., A Description of Distant Roads, Original Journals of the First Expedition 
into California, 1769-1770, by Juan Crespí (San Diego: San Diego State University Press, 2001), 
293-95 (translation slightly modified).

7. Santa Ana Register, August 1-2, 1929.

8. Terry E. Stephenson, Caminos Viejos. Tales Found in the History of California of Especial Interest 
to Those Who Love the Valleys and Hills and the Canyons of Orange County (Santa Ana: Press of 
the Santa Ana High School and Junior College, 1930), 6. These corrals, on the Rancho Mission 
Viejo (owned in part by the O’Neill family in the 1930s) are shown on some older maps near 
the mouth of Gabino Canyon in the southeast portion of Section 13 T8S R7W. Orange County 
historian Jim Sleeper (1927-2012) later suggested a site a little further southeast, but still north 
of the county line, in Blind Canyon, in the southwest portion of Section 18, T8S R6W (Sleeper 
to Keith Dixon, Feb. 4, 1989, Jim Sleeper Papers, UC Irvine Special Collections, Box 7, Folder 5).

9. The Cristianitos name does not appear in any of the contemporary accounts. Surveys from 
the mid-19th century seem to show today’s Cristianitos Canyon as Cañada de las Pulgas.

10. “Application for Registration of Historical Point of Interest,” Dec. 3, 1956. Copy courtesy the 
State Historical Resources Commission.

11. For a brief overview of the history of the ranch, see Don Meadows, “From Missionaries to 
Marines, Rancho Santa Margarita y Las Flores” in The Westerners Brand Book #13 ed. William 
F. Kimes (Los Angeles: Los Angeles Corral of The Westerners, 1969). Forster’s reminiscences, 
prepared for the Bancroft Library, have also been published: John D. Tanner, Jr. and Gloria R. 
Lothrop, eds., “Don Juan Forster, Southern California Ranchero,” Southern California Quarterly 
52, no. 3 (September 1970).

12. Around 1964, after the I-5 freeway was built, the second plaque was relocated to the San 
Clemente Civic Center. In 2013 it was moved again to the Casa Romantica Cultural Center, 415 
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“The Struggle Over Secularization of the Missions on the Alta California 
Frontier.” By W. B. Campbell and J. R. Moriarty. The Journal of San Diego History 
15, no. 4 (1969): 3-17.

Reviewed by Theodore Strathman, Lecturer, Department of History, California 
State University San Marcos.  

Editors’ Note

We are excited to introduce here what we hope will be a regular feature. For each 
issue we will invite a scholar to revisit a past article from the journal and to assess it 
from the perspective of recent developments in the relevant historiography. Our desire is 
to familiarize readers with some of the ways historians are reinterpreting the past and to 
remind us that history is a living discipline.

In the fall of 1969, as the San Diego region commemorated the 200th anniversary 
of the founding of the mission and presidio, The Journal of San Diego History 
featured Walton Campbell and James Moriarity’s article on the secularization of 
the California missions. Moriarty, who taught courses in history and anthropology 
at the University of San Diego, collaborated frequently with Walton Campbell, then 
a student at UCSD. In the article considered here, the authors’ central contention 
was that the missions must be viewed as institutions that were designed to play a 
critical role in “civilizing and colonizing” the frontier (p. 4). According to Campbell 
and Moriarty, scholars had tended to characterize the missions as solely religious 
institutions while failing to recognize their role in creating the civil society that 
would remain in place after the padres completed their work. The secularization 
of the missions was a tragic episode, the authors asserted, as it terminated a vital 
institution that had only begun its worldly work of creating the foundation of 
Hispanic society. Campbell and Moriarty blamed the Mexican government for much 
of this tragedy, contending that the “unprincipled greed” of those who oversaw 
secularization subverted the generally honorable goals of the missions (p. 15).

Revisiting this article a half-century after its publication affords us a good 
opportunity to consider the evolution of historiography on the missions as well 
as the Spanish and Mexican eras in California. The point of this exercise is not 
to call to task authors who researched and wrote in a different time and place; 
rather, it is to use their work as a window into some of the unspoken assumptions 
built into historical interpretation fifty years ago. The authors’ call for historians 
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to recognize the missions as crucial frontier institutions was an important one 
in 1969, and certainly serious scholarship in the last half century has taken this 
approach. Campbell and Moriarty drew on some well-chosen secondary sources 
to provide a concise and well-presented sketch of the missions and their downfall. 
Yet the article seems to reveal a perspective common in the literature at the time 
that largely accepted the Spanish vision of the necessity and desirability of the 
missions and that is generally dismissive of Indian culture.

To begin with, the article makes important assumptions about progress and 
“civilization.” For instance, in discussing Spanish approaches to colonizing the 
Americas, Campbell and Moriarty stated that “experience had shown that the use 
of the missionary was unquestionably the most successful method for the training 
of primitive people in the mechanics of civilization” (p. 5). By using the term 
“primitive” without qualification, the authors seemed to accept the Spaniards’ 
assessment of Indian culture. This approach shows itself again when Campbell and 
Moriarty claimed that the Indian people of Alta California were less “advanced” 
than the indigenous populations of Central America, Mexico, and Peru. Likewise, 
an acceptance of Spanish (and later Anglo American) assumptions about land use 
and Indian economies is apparent in the authors’ claim that “Enormous areas of 
unused land surrounded the missions” (p. 9).

Furthermore, present-day students of mission history would recognize that 
Campbell and Moriarty’s article understates the vital role of Indian labor in 
the creation of the mission system. The language employed by the authors is 
telling: in discussing the origins of the missions of Alta California, Campbell and 
Moriarty described the “establishment” and “founding” of the missions rather 
than their construction. When the authors turned to the physical structures of 
the missions, they relied almost exclusively on the passive voice: “a cross was set 
up,” “an interior court was...formed,” “after the missions were built, pueblos in 
which the Indian families lived were then constructed” (p. 7). Of course, given 
the small size of the Spanish colonizing population, these tasks were performed 
by Indian workers. Campbell and Moriarty did acknowledge the padres’ control 
over an Indian labor force, but there is little discussion of what that labor force 
did. In the past several decades historians have explored how the labor regime at 
the missions was vital not only to the daily operations and productive capacity of 
the missions but also to the conversion process. Padres believed the imposition 
of regular labor routines would break neophytes of their pre-contact patterns of 
behavior and belief.

Finally, Campbell and Moriarty’s discussion of the mission system tends to 
treat Indian people as passive recipients of Spanish “civilization” rather than 
active agents who employed various strategies to cope with the arrival of the 
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newcomers.  The authors maintained that “There was very little active hostility 
on the part of the Indians of California towards the missions. Indeed, on the 
contrary, they were loyal” (p. 15). More recent scholarship on the missions has 
recognized various forms of Indian resistance, from outright revolt to running 
away to feigning illness. In addition, Indian people selectively consumed European 
material culture and often attempted to continue traditional economic practices 
even as they labored at missions, presidios, and pueblos.

In the end, Campbell and Moriarty concluded that the mission system failed 
because secular authorities grew impatient with the missions’ inability to deliver 
economic and political benefits. Government officials wished to transform the 
missions into pueblos populated by ex-neophytes, but according to the authors, 
the missions had relied on a system of tutelage that had stifled the individual 
motivation of its Indian charges. While the “love and devotion” of padres such as 
Serra did partially succeed in Christianizing the Indian people of California, the 
aftermath of secularization was a disaster. The dismantling of the missions meant 
an end of a “unifying focal point” that “nurtured” a “slowly advancing Indian 
culture” (p. 15). Here, then, seems to be the unspoken assumption behind the 
article’s arguments: Indian people practically required the guidance of padres who 
would lead them towards an objectively superior civilization based on Christianity 
and individual initiative. Given that Indian people in California had survived 
and thrived on the basis of communal effort prior to the arrival of the Spanish, 
and as we contemplate the varied meanings of San Diego’s 250th “birthday,” we 
should be wary of accepting such teleological approaches to history.
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Blood of the Band: An Ipai Family Story. By David L. Toler, Jr. San Diego: Sunbelt 
Publications, 2015. Illustrations, bibliography, and index. vii + 285 pp. $19.95 paper.

Reviewed by Emilee Ramirez, M.A., History, California State University San 
Marcos.

David L. Toler’s Blood of the Band: An Ipai Family Story is a well-documented 
account of the struggles of the indigenous people of San Diego County and 
how they have adapted to removal, displacement, and relocation under Spanish, 
Mexican, and US rule. Though it deals with the harsh realities of land and 
culture loss, the book is, in essence, a story of an indigenous nation’s resilience. 
Toler, a descendant of the Ipai (Kumeyaay) of the San Pasqual Valley, offers an 
authoritative retelling of San Diego history from the perspective of the region’s 
original inhabitants and provides a uniquely personal but nonetheless scholarly 
account of the Native people.

Toler highlights one Ipai family’s story to explore the overarching history of 
the Kumeyaay people. He uses the example of his own ancestors, the La Chappa, 
Guachena, and Nejo clans, to form “part of the little known yet profoundly 
significant long-term history of human habitation in the land” (p. xi). Though 
the book is primarily about the Northern Kumeyaay/Ipai people, it does not 
ignore the complex interaction of all Native peoples of the region, incorporating 
histories of the Southern Kumeyaay/Tipai, Luiseño, Cupeño, Cocopah, and 
other groups from Southern and Baja California. Combining archaeological, 
historical, ethnographic, and genealogical methods, Toler creates a well-rounded 
but readily accessible source for both scholars and general readers interested in 
this history. His extensive use of archeological records, government documents, 
and personal testimonials, including those of tribal leaders, speaks to the 
book’s authority. Readers will learn about pre-European-contact Kumeyaay 
culture through creation stories, religious beliefs, migratory patterns, social 
organization, recreation, and environmental practices. They will then develop an 
understanding of Native people’s experiences during the Spanish, Mexican, and 
US periods, the ways each of these governments dealt with the Kumeyaay, and 
how the indigenous people in turn responded. Toler offers an easily digestible 
but thorough exploration of the Mission era, secularization, US rule, and the 
founding of the reservation system. Yet, more than a mere historical account, 
Blood of the Band will help readers make sense of the state of the San Pasqual 
Reservation and the Kumeyaay today.
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Toler begins with a Kumeyaay creation narrative, accounting for the fact that 
thousands of years of oral tradition have resulted in multiple versions. Using these 
stories and the songs that accompany them, he shows how interconnected art, 
religion, and other cultural forms have been to the Kumeyaay. He also underlines 
the significance of land to the Native people, helping readers comprehend the 
poignance of their removal. In subsequent chapters, he compares the traditional 
Kumeyaay oral narrative with the Western archeological study of their culture 
and history. While it seems these two approaches to understanding indigenous 
peoples are at odds, Toler contends that oral tradition and archeology have actually 
provided complimentary ways of understanding this particular group.

The next part of the book surveys the history of San Diego County from 
eighteenth-century Spanish settlement to the US period. Toler goes to great lengths 
to connect this local history to larger developments in the American West. One 
significant turning point in this story is the creation of the San Pasqual pueblo after 
the secularization of the missions. While the pueblo was established in the San 
Pasqual Valley for Mission Indians, Toler shows that there is evidence of other Ipai 
in the valley much earlier, including the La Chappa, Guachena, and Nejos, from 
which the author claims descent. He examines how the reservation system, Indian 
Reorganization during the 1930s, and termination policy from the 1940s to the 
1960s affected tribal identity and enrollment. Throughout these periods, the Ipai 
were moved many times, ultimately being placed away from their traditional land. 
They had to adjust accordingly. As Toler writes, “throughout dramatic changes of 
the Spanish, Mexican, and American periods, the Ipai people and their leaders 
had to organize themselves and make important decisions in order to survive 
and resist the invasion of non-Indian peoples and cultures throughout their 
traditional territory” (p. 71). In some instances, this meant maintaining traditional 
leadership and kinship systems. In others, it meant rebellion and legal action.

In the final chapters of Blood of the Band, Toler takes a much more micro 
and personal approach to the history of the San Pasqual Valley. Using his own 
genealogy, he is able to recount one family’s experiences through the periods in 
question. Some of the personal and familial stories he explores fall right into the 
aforementioned historical events, lending the book its unique sense of authenticity 
and legitimacy. In the final chapter, Toler offers mini-biographies of notable family 
members, explaining their roles in their respective communities and showing 
how removal, reorganization, and termination affected them personally. Overall, 
his use of family documents adds a much more localized and personal account, 
while still staying true and relevant to the larger history.

One of the book’s great strengths comes from Toler’s attention to nomenclature 
and kinship. His focus on the social, familial, and clan-based organizations of the 
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Kumeyaay nation as a whole, his explanation of the Eurocentric categorization of 
the nation and individual family units, and his use of personal genealogy all allow 
readers to grasp the realities and consequences of Ipai struggles to maintain their 
land and traditional social relations. All of this speaks to this group’s resilience 
and adaptation. Toler’s effective use of one family’s experiences to tell a larger 
story of the region’s indigenous people is a rare achievement. Blood of the Band is an 
important addition to the growing, if still sparse, collection of Kumeyaay history.

Junípero Serra: California, Indians, and the Transformation of a Missionary. By Rose 
Marie Beebe and Robert M. Senkewicz. Norman, OK: University of Oklahoma Press, 
2015. Glossary, illustrations, notes, bibliography, and index. 514 pp. $34.95 cloth.

The Worlds of Junípero Serra: Historical Contexts and Cultural Representations. 
Edited by Steven W. Hackel. Oakland, CA: University of California Press, 2018. 
Illustrations, notes, and index. 292 pp. $70 cloth.

Reviewed by Robert A. Kittle, independent historian, author of Franciscan 
Frontiersmen: How Three Adventurers Charted the West (University of Oklahoma 
Press, 2017).

Among California’s historical figures, Junípero Serra is one of the most 
universally known but least understood. The essential facts of his life are not in 
question. Yet, the conflicting contemporary interpretations of this eighteenth-
century Franciscan friar stir acute passions two and a half centuries after his 
arrival in San Diego as the vanguard of Spain’s spiritual and temporal conquest 
of California. Even as Pope Francis elevated Serra to sainthood, his detractors 
decapitated a century-old granite statue of him in Monterey, defaced others with 
red paint, and scrawled hate slogans on headstones in mission cemeteries.

Who was the real Junípero Serra? Rose Marie Beebe and Robert M. Senkewicz’s 
authoritative volume provides the most complete and balanced account available. 
Their monumental biography is amplified by a collection of twelve essays edited by 
Steven W. Hackel, a professor of history at the University of California, Riverside. 
Together, these works illuminate Serra’s life in all its gritty, contradictory detail, 
offering much needed insights at a moment when the history of California’s 
mission period is being re-examined through the often one-dimensional optic 
of our twenty-first century values.
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In his own day, Serra was widely admired for his zealous propagation of the 
Catholic faith among American Indians. His religious fervor, powerful intellect, 
and domineering ways served to overcome many of the prodigious obstacles 
that hindered the Spanish crown’s claim to the West Coast of North America. 
After the United States wrested California from Mexico in 1848, Serra was largely 
overlooked by the Anglo-American gold-seekers and settlers. This changed in the 
last quarter of the nineteenth century, when the friar was plucked from obscurity 
by California boosters who advanced a romanticized narrative of the nascent 
mission era to promote tourism and other commercial interests.

In his contributing essay, Richard L. Kagan, a professor emeritus of history 
at Johns Hopkins University, disparages this as the “Spanish craze” and “the 
making of myths and the invention of heroes such as Serra” (p. 224). In another 
essay, Michael K. Komanecky, chief curator of the Farnsworth Art Museum in 
Rockland, Maine, laments the popular perceptions of Serra found in “California’s 
own carefully constructed history.” The favorable images of the friar, Komanecky 
writes, “whether for propagandistic purposes, to promote cultural tourism, or to 
produce works in drama and film with the hopes of attracting a mass audience and 
garnering the financial rewards that come with them, presented an uncritically 
laudatory view of a mythical Junípero Serra” (p. 279).

The nuanced, thoroughly documented Serra that emerges from Beebe and 
Senkewicz’s account is anything but mythical. Indeed, one of the great strengths 
of their work is their own fresh translations of Serra’s words, presented in 
voluminous measure at each stage of his adult life. This allows readers to judge 
for themselves the friar’s motivations, his complex interactions with indigenous 
people, and the uncompromising religious beliefs that shaped his actions. A 
professor of Spanish literature at Santa Clara University, Beebe translates Serra’s 
voice on an accessible human scale. Senkewicz, a professor of history emeritus at 
Santa Clara University, provides the social and religious contexts of Serra’s world, 
which are essential to gaining a true understanding of the man.

To modern sensibilities, the most contentious aspect of Serra’s conduct was the 
flogging of Indians for seemingly minor offenses, such as fornication or desertion 
of a mission, without permission, to return to life in the backcountry. Serra saw 
himself as the exemplar of a just father, the topic of a sermon he had preached 
as a young priest in Mallorca. Under Serra’s paternalistic approach, he meted 
out punishment solely for what he saw as the eventual betterment of the Indians.

Consider an incident documented by Beebe and Senkewicz, which took place 
in July 1775 at Mission San Carlos near Monterey, where Serra maintained his 
seat as the padre-presidente of the California missions. His handling of the case of 
nine Natives who had abandoned the mission illustrates his compassion for “my 
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lost sheep,” as he described them, but also his willingness to inflict beatings as 
a way to promote the broader Indian population’s assimilation into the Catholic 
faith and Spanish frontier society. Under the padres’ strict rules, a Native who 
voluntarily joined a mission could not return to his family in the wilderness, 
because this would retard his transformation from heathen to civilized Spaniard. 
Runaways who were captured were brought back in shackles and punished in 
public view as an example to others. In this case, Serra sent out a search party 
to find the deserters, four of whom had left behind their wives at the mission. 
When they were captured and returned, he sent them to the Monterey presidio 
for punishment, with a recommendation that each receive two or three rounds 
of whipping (twenty-five lashes per round) and a month’s imprisonment. “This 
should be a good lesson for them as well as the others,” Serra wrote to the 
presidio’s commandant, Fernando de Rivera y Moncada, “and it will be of spiritual 
benefit for everyone, which is the goal of our efforts” (p. 297). 

As abhorrent as flogging is to us today, Serra saw it as serving the Indians’ 
long-term interests. This was not an unusual view for the time. Contemporaneously, 
during the Revolutionary War, the American Congress raised the legal limit on 
lashes from thirty-nine to one hundred as a beneficial form of discipline in the 
Continental Army.

On a number of other occasions Serra intervened to prevent the exploitation of 
indigenous people by the Spanish military authorities, as when Rivera y Moncada 
wanted to require them to unload a supply ship at Monterrey Bay, due to a shortage 
of other labor. He also pushed back against the harsh retaliation sought by military 
authorities against rebellious Indians, such as the Kumeyaay who burned Mission 
San Diego to the ground and killed Franciscan Luís Jayme in 1775. And Serra 
declared repeatedly that if he were to be killed by Natives—certainly not an abstract 
possibility—the perpetrators should be forgiven rather than punished. He even asked 
that Viceroy Antonio María de Bucareli y Ursúa stipulate as much in a formal decree. 
Such a step, Serra wrote to the viceroy, “would be of great consolation to me” (p. 327).

The numerous public officials wrestling with the question of whether to 
remove Serra’s name or likeness from prominent places would be well served by 
reading these two volumes, which together reinforce a clearer picture of a complex 
but paramount figure in North American history. In their richly illustrated volume, 
Beebe and Senkewicz reach an apt judgment: “History is always a dialogue 
between past and present, and historical figures of the past are inevitably and 
properly interpreted through the prism of the present. But the present and past 
must be held in balance. In the case of Serra, the present has often overwhelmed 
the past and the actual lived experience of Junípero Serra has at times been 
obscured by the interpretive controversies that have surrounded him” (p. 33).
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Reservations, Removal, and Reform: The Mission Indian Agents of Southern 
California, 1878-1903. By Valerie Sherer Mathes and Phil Brigandi. Norman, OK: 
University of Oklahoma Press, 2018. Preface, illustrations, notes, and bibliography. 
xi + 287 pp. $36.95 cloth.

Reviewed by Kelly Silva, Doctoral Candidate, History, University of California, 
San Diego.

Reservations, Removal, and Reform is the latest collaborative effort by Valerie 
Sherer Mathes and Phil Brigandi, who have previously examined white Indian 
reformers and Native groups in Southern California during the late nineteenth 
and early twentieth centuries. Their prior publications include A Call to Reform: 
The Southern California Indian Writings of Helen Hunt Jackson and “Charles C. Painter, 
Helen Hunt Jackson and the Mission Indians of Southern California.” In this latest 
work, Mathes and Brigandi explore the history of Southern California’s Mission 
Indian Agency with a focus on the white men who served as its agents between 
1878 and 1903. These figures, whom the authors argue have been neglected in 
prior historical scholarship, held enormous power translating and deploying 
national policies and administrative priorities at the local level. Their decisions 
and actions as agents, in turn, greatly impacted the lives of the Luiseño, Cahuilla, 
Cupeño, Kumeyaay, and Serrano, whom government officials collectively referred 
to as the “Mission Indians.”

Beginning in the 1850s, special agents traveled to Southern California to 
inquire about what should be done with the region’s Native peoples, who were 
facing serious challenges from white encroachment and diminishing land 
bases. Nearly all special agents recommended the creation of a reservation or 
several small reservations for the Indians’ exclusive use. However, congressional 
commitment to creating reservations in Southern California wavered over time 
due to the exigencies of more pressing matters, including the Civil War and, later, 
Reconstruction. It was not until 1878 that Congress appropriated $150,000 to 
fund the creation of a permanent Mission Indian Agency for Southern California 
and the appointment of a regular Indian agent. Unlike the large, centralized 
reservations that were created elsewhere to serve a single tribe, the Mission Indian 
Agency was created to serve several groups who lived in scattered villages and 
ranches throughout Riverside and San Diego counties.

Mathes and Brigandi devote each chapter to the tenure of one of the seven 
men who served as Mission Indian Agent from its creation in 1878, through its 
expansion to the Mission-Tule River Consolidated Agency in 1887, and finally 
to its dissolution in 1903. This included: Samuel S. Lawson (1878-1883), John G. 
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McCallum (1883-1885), John Shirley Ward (1885-1887), Joseph S. Preston (1887-1889), 
Horatio Nelson Rust (1889-1893), Francisco Estudillo (1893-1897), and Dr. Lucius A. 
Wright (1897-1903). These were white, Protestant men who gained their position as 
Mission Indian Agent through political patronage. Native peoples’ interests and 
opinions held little sway in the process, a reflection of their diminished status in 
relation to the state in the decades after the Civil War. As a result, many of these 
men came to the Mission Indian Agency with little or no prior experience working 
with Native peoples. Even more, they often held racialized assumptions about the 
people they had been appointed to oversee. John Shirley Ward, for example, held 
little regard for a population of people he described as “lazy,” “lounging,” and 
entirely dependent upon annual appropriations by the federal government (pp. 
83-84). He believed the only means to “civilize” the Mission Indians was by force.

Mathes and Brigandi reveal that these seven Mission Indian Agents served 
Southern California’s Native groups with varying levels of success and wavering 
levels of commitment. Some used their appointments for personal gain. This 
included John G. McCallum, who used his newly gained knowledge of the region 
to illegally obtain large portions of land in the Coachella Valley, placing the future 
of the Cahuilla people in jeopardy. Horatio Nelson Rust exploited his position 
to acquire cultural artifacts, which he later sold for profit. Further, an agent’s 
priorities often conflicted with the needs and interests of Southern California’s 
Native peoples. For example, Samuel S. Lawson’s commitment to creating a single 
reservation conflicted with the Luiseño and Cahuilla’s desire to live separately. 
Mathes and Brigandi do balance these shortcomings with many instances in 
which agents worked to protect the interests of these Native groups. This included 
efforts to remove white squatters and negotiate deals with water development 
companies to preserve water access for villages and reservations.

Mathes and Brigandi often overlook interactions between Indian agents and 
Native peoples in favor of detailing agents’ interactions with white reformers, 
including Charles C. Painter and Helen Hunt Jackson, and organizations such 
as the Women’s National Indian Association (WNIA). As a result, Native peoples 
often emerge as passive recipients rather than active agents in their own history 
during this critical period. Nevertheless, the authors do highlight the many 
challenges these groups faced in securing and retaining access to their lands, 
often against competing claims from white squatters, homesteaders, and railroads. 
There were some victories, including the California Supreme Court’s ruling in 
favor of the village of Soboba. There were also many losses, including the removal 
of the Cupeño from Agua Caliente to the Pala reservation. Access to land was 
not isolated to its physical borders, but also extended to its resources. Many legal 
battles ensued with water developers, including the San Diego Flume Company, 
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who tried to illegally build across reservations lands and deprive Native groups 
of their own water supplies. In a region where water had become a highly valued 
commodity, retaining and securing continued access to a reliable water source, 
for both personal and agricultural purposes, was a central concern for Native 
groups and their Indian agents. Other pressing issues that significantly shaped 
reservation life included educational outreach, missionary efforts, law enforcement, 
and health care.

Altogether, Mathes and Brigandi provide a fascinating glimpse into how 
national policies and priorities set in Washington significantly shaped and 
impacted the lives of the Kumeyaay, Luiseño, Serrano, Cahuilla, and Cupeño, and 
the significant role government agents played in both advancing and impeding 
their efforts to survive. I highly recommend this book for scholars and general 
readers interested in learning more about the history of Southern California’s 
Native groups and the challenges they faced during these tumultuous decades.
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Baja California, Land of Missions. By David Kier. El Cajon, CA: M & E Books, 
2016. Illustrations, appendices, references, and index. xvi + 227 pp. $29.95 paper. 
David Kier’s book covers over 300 years of Baja California’s history, from the arrival 
of the first Spanish sailors in 1534 to the departure of the last Dominican friars 
in 1855. After an introductory section discussing the founding of the missions 
in the context of Spanish colonization, the volume covers each of Baja’s twenty-
seven missions in turn. In addition to numerous photographs and drawings, Baja 
California, Land of Missions includes a chronology, a list of Jesuit, Franciscan, and 
Dominican padres, and even GPS coordinates of the mission sites, making the 
book a valuable resource for those interested in visiting the peninsula.

The Dams of Western San Diego County. By John L. Martin. Charleston, S.C.: 
Arcadia Publishing, 2017. Illustrations and index. 128 pp. $21.99 paper. John Martin 
brings readers a comprehensive account of water development in the foothills 
of Western San Diego County, beginning with the region’s first dam in 1813, 
constructed by Indian laborers under the direction of Franciscan friars. The book 
shows that private and municipal interests built a series of dams and pipelines 
between 1888 and 1934. Home to some of the United States’ earliest multiple 
arch and hydraulic fill dams, San Diego County emerged as a world-class center 
of hydraulic engineering. Until the mid-1940s, the county’s reservoirs were its 
residents’ primary sources of water, undergirding the city’s growth.

Ocean Beach: Where Land and Water Meet. By Kathy Blavatt. Charleston, S.C.: 
Arcadia Publishing, 2018. Illustrations. 128 pp. $21.99 paper. In collaboration with 
the Ocean Beach Historical Society, Katherine Blavatt provides a splendid pictorial 
history of this charming San Diego beach community, beginning with its early 
settlement in the 1880s. This latest San Diego edition to Arcadia Publishing’s Images 
of America series shows how water has defined this coastal district, where the San 
Diego River meets the Pacific Ocean alongside Mission Bay. Storms, tidal waves, 
and droughts have all shaped its development. The book recounts the varied 
stories of Ocean Beach residents, highlighting their distinctive contributions to 
this unique waterfront community. 

San Diego Trolleys. By Douglas W. Menger. Charleston, S.C.: Arcadia Publishing, 
2017. Illustrations and bibliography. 130 pp. $21.99 paper. Drawing on archival 
records of the San Diego Electric Railway Association, the Pacific Southwest 
Railway Museum, the San Diego History Center, and the Coronado Historical 
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Society, Douglas Menger recounts the rise and decline of several San Diego trolley 
systems with the help of many never-before-published photographs. San Diego, 
he shows, was a site of early electric streetcar experimentation on the West Coast. 
Industrialist John D. Spreckels formed the San Diego Electric Railway in the 1890s, 
consolidating the city’s short-lived trolley systems. At the turn of the century, the 
new system permitted the development of several streetcar suburbs, from Balboa 
Park to Mission Beach. The expansion of autobuses after World War II led the 
city to dismantle the trolley system in 1949. 

San Diego’s Kensington. By Alexandra Wallace, Kiley Wallace, and Margaret 
McCann. Charleston, S.C.: Arcadia Publishing, 2017. Illustrations. 130 pp. $21.99 
paper. The authors recount the evolution of San Diego’s Kensington district from 
its early twentieth-century development as an electric streetcar suburb, developed 
by some of the creators of the 1915 Panama-California Exposition. A rich collection 
of photographs highlights the community’s Spanish Colonial Revival-style homes, 
tree-lined streets, and commercial center. Among those who made their homes 
here were Judge Joseph Rutherford, Sarah Fitzpatrick Harden, G. Aubrey Davidson, 
two former Mexican presidents, and a number of San Diego politicians. 
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