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China City - The Busy Little 
Village North of the Plaza

by Glenna Dunning

New York has a Chinatown … San 
Francisco has a Chinatown … even small 
California mining camps had Chinatowns.  
Would it surprise you to learn that Los 
Angeles had three Chinatowns, two at the 
same time?  

The first “Celestial” recorded to have 
been in Los Angeles was an unnamed servant 
who accompanied Joseph Newmark to the 

pueblo around 1847.   That number increased 
threefold by 1850 when California became 
a state of the Union.  Within a decade, after 
the gold rush faded and the Central Pacific 
Railroad was completed, these three were 
joined by hundreds of their countrymen, all 
of whom were looking for opportunities to 
build new lives in California.  Los Angeles’ 

Shops on Lotus Pool Road in China City, 1939. (Los Angeles Public Library Photo Collection)
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Editor’s Corner . . .

Welcome to Branding Iron #274.  In this 
issue there are several items of interest that I 
think you’ll enjoy.  First, Glenna Dunning re-
lates the fascinating tale of China City, the 
Asian-themed “Olvera Street” of Los Ange-
les.  Christine Sterling, the woman behind 
the development of China City, comes to life 
as her dealings with Los Angeles develop-
ment interests of the time lead her to create-
this once-popular destination.  Next, our es-
teemed poet Tim Heflin tells us about 
“Granddad’s Saddle.”  After a page of Tim’s 
poetry, Jim Shuttleworth gives us an in-depth 
look at the 94-year history of the Pacific Mail 
Steamship Company.  His article is a good, 
concise history of this very important part of 
California’s early history.  Finally, your edi-
tor relates the story of when “Judge Lynch” 
visited the small town of San Jacinto, Califor-
nia.

As always, Abe Hoffman and his helpers 
have contributed several book reviews too - 
books that probably should be on your book 
shelves.  Finally, we end this issue with a 
wrap-up of the March, April, and May speak-
ers.  

As always, please feel free to contact me 
regarding ideas for articles.  I’m always look-
ing for material to put in the Branding Iron.  
Luckily, several of you have come forward 
already and I appreciate it - but there’s al-
ways room for more!  Please consider putting 
something together that you think may inter-
est the greater Corral as a whole.

Happy Trails!

Steve Lech
rivcokid@gmail.com  
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thriving Chinatown was located east of 
the old Plaza in time-worn neighborhoods 
dating back to Spanish times.  The antiquated 
structures housed shops, laundries, and 
families, but due to the added presence of 
opium-dens, gamblers and lawless drifters, 
the area often was referred to as “Los 
Angeles’ Barbary Coast.”   

This area, largely between Alameda 
and the Los Angeles River, might have 
continued to grow into Los Angeles’ modern 
Chinatown except for the fact that in 1917, 
the California Railroad Commission decided 
that the neighborhood sat on the best site for 
a new railroad station which would serve the 
Southern Pacific, Santa Fe, and Union Pacific 
railroads.  In April 1921, decisions were 
finalized and plans drawn up to demolish 
Chinatown and start construction on Union 
Station.  The Chinese resisted, and although 
they were tenants and not property owners, 
they initiated a long, complicated legal battle 
to stay the demolition.  They lacked political 
clout, however, and ultimately lost the battle.  
In 1933 the California Railroad Commission 
and the City of Los Angeles proceeded with 
their plans and served Chinatown’s residents 
and merchants with eviction notices.  

Three years later, a group of the 
displaced residents, led by businessman 
Peter Soo Hoo, organized to “create a second 
Chinese enclave, known as New Chinatown” 
and, with the assistance of Santa Fe Railroad 
agent Herbert Lapham, purchased land in 
the abandoned Santa Fe rail yards north of 
the Plaza. Intended to be wholly a Chinese-
American development, New Chinatown 
was “a planned city, built from the ground up, 
traditional in oriental spirit and architectural 
design . . . [but] modern in every detail and 
construction and facilities.”  It celebrated its 
inauguration on June 28, 1938. 

This was not going to be the only 
representative of Chinese culture in Los 
Angeles, however.  Developing almost 
simultaneously was the uniquely Anglo 
enterprise “China City,” referred to as the 
“spiritual godchild of ethnic romanticist 
Christine Sterling, [and] intended strictly 
as a tourist attraction,” just like her earlier 
creation, Olvera Street.

Sterling, a third-generation Californian, 
was born in Oakland in 1881.  She grew up 
listening to stories of California’s historic 
past from her grandfather Alfred Rix, a San 
Francisco judge and prominent member 
of the local vigilante committee, and was 
dazzled by the romance of early California.  
In 1920, she and her family (husband Jerome 
Hough and two children) moved to Los 
Angeles but Hough soon abandoned the 
family, leaving Christine without financial 
support.  However, she was an ambitious 
woman and, determined to start a new life, 
she changed her name to “Sterling” and 
stormed her way into Los Angeles’ social 
circles.

An enthusiastic amateur historian, 
Sterling loved to roam the older areas of the 
city.  In 1926, while exploring the Plaza, she 
discovered a grimy alley called Olvera Street.  
Though dismayed by its appearance and 
condition, Sterling recognized its historic 

Christine Sterling (abt 1882 - 1963).  An 
enthusiastic amateur historian, Sterling was 
often referred to as “The Mother of Olvera 

Street” due to her restoration efforts on that 
Mexican-style marketplace. (Los Angeles Public 

Library Photo Collection)
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importance and its potential as a tourist 
attraction.   Though she had never visited 
Mexico, she was confident that she could 
replicate the spirit and appeal of a Mexican 
marketplace.  By utilizing her planning 
and fund-raising skills, together with her 
social contacts, she spearheaded efforts to 
transform Olvera Street into a popular tourist 
destination.

Olvera Street opened to popular acclaim 
on April 20, 1930.  Flush with success, Sterling 
was eager for new challenges and considered 
other historic projects such as a “Little Italy” 
or a “Little Chinatown.”   The plight of Los 
Angeles’ Chinatown, and the probable loss 
of its traditions, tipped the scale.  After all, 
she reasoned, she already paid successful 
tribute to Los Angeles’ Mexican heritage 
with Olvera Street, so why not acknowledge 
the city’s Chinese with a marketplace that 
she would call “China City?” Thrilled with 
her idea, Sterling quickly assembled an 
advisory group of civic officials, society 
leaders, and influential Anglo businessmen, 
one of whom was Harry Chandler, publisher 
of the Los Angeles Times and supporter of the 
Olvera Street project.  The group endorsed 
the concept of China City as “essential in 
a program advocated by civic and private 
organizations for the further development 
of Civic Center” and viewed it as “the first 
seed from which will grow and blossom a 
larger and finer Chinatown of the future,” 
notwithstanding the ongoing development 
of New Chinatown on north Broadway.  
Sterling acknowledged that “Harry Chandler 
and a group of prominent businessmen 
subscribed the necessary funds [and] the city 
fathers smoothed out the difficulties.”  Backed 
with this support, Sterling leapt into action 
and initiated a public relations onslaught 
to advertise the idea of China City.  In a 
Los Angeles Times article, she reminded the 
public that “the Chinese came into California 
in the gold rush of ’49, and became a part of 
our Pacific Coast tradition.  They helped to 
build the Central Pacific . . . merchants and 
mandarins brought from China rare works of 
Chinese art and literature and so—because, 
all of this must not be lost or forgotten in 
the progress of modern times—China City 

[will be] created to give the Chinese a new 
opportunity to preserve their racial and 
cultural integrity.”

The site selected for the marketplace was 
a roughly rectangular block north of Olvera 
Street, bounded by Main, Spring, Macy and 
Ord Streets.  There were already several 
structures on the location, including old 
machine shops, engine works, a barn, and a 
blacksmith shop, but evolving plans would 
transform the locale into a wonderland of 
Chinese architecture.  There was a temporary 
hitch, however, because Sterling, who had 
studied art at Mills College in Oakland, 
possessed only a rudimentary knowledge of 
Chinese art and architecture and could not 
clearly describe the “look” that she wanted 
for China City.  But Harry Chandler’s 
Hollywood connections proved invaluable.  
Through his influence, motion picture set 
designers were approached and asked to 
submit sketches for China City’s appearance.  
Not surprisingly, the results resembled a 
large movie set consisting of narrow, winding 
streets, open courts, temples, gardens, and 
fountains, as well as numerous small shops 
and restaurants, all of which would mimic 
Chinese architectural styles.  

The layout consisted of four “courts” (the 
Court of the Four Seasons, the Court of the 
Lotus Pools, the Court of Confucius, and the 
Harbor of Whang Po) intersected by Dragon 
Road, Lotus Pool Road, Quan Yin Road, and 
Shanghai Street, and landscaped with peach, 
willow, and eucalyptus trees.  Director Cecil 
B. DeMille donated a replica of the Great Wall 
of China that would partially enclose the 
shopping area.  Eight-feet high, it would be 
constructed of red sandstone blocks salvaged 
from the old, razed Federal Building, and 
cobblestones from old public streets would 
be used as paving stones.  A highlight of the 
neighborhood was the House of Wang, a set 
used in the film “The Good Earth,” donated 
by the M.G.M. Studios.  Complete with live 
chickens, ducks, and an elderly gentleman 
in traditional clothing, the set was a perfect 
locale for tourist photographs. 

Construction progressed quickly and 
Sterling endeavored to keep her project in the 
public eye. “China City is to be to the Chinese 
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what Olvera Street is to the Mexicans,” she 
proclaimed to the Los Angeles Times.  But not 
everyone celebrated her project.  To many 
in the local Chinese community, China 
City was exaggerated and “self-consciously 
ethnic,” and they considered rickshaws, the 
narrow passageways, and tiny dark bazaars 
as “absurd and inauthentic.” They believed 
that nothing about Sterling’s vision could 
satisfy any nostalgia they might have had for 
their old neighborhood and that it was better 
to move forward into the future with New 
Chinatown.  Stung by their criticism, Sterling 
demanded “What do they want? An Oriental 
Westwood Village?  Let them build [their 
own Chinatown] if they think they can get 

away with it, but I think it will 
fail.”  In spite of her words, 
New Chinatown did not fail 
and opened for business in 
June 1938.  

And in spite of 
philosophical differences and 
personal squabbles between 
New Chinatown and China 
City, there were enough small 
businessmen who wanted 
a chance to operate their 
own businesses and were 
willing to sign on with China 
City.  Everything was set in 
place, and on June 4, 1938 
(almost the same time that 
New Chinatown opened for 
business) the Los Angeles Times 
announced that “China City—
the busy little village north of 
the Plaza which promises to 
rival Olvera Street as a tourist 
attraction—will be previewed 
by almost 200 of its sponsors 
and backers . . . at a luncheon 
in the Court of the Lotus Pools.  
It will open to the public at 8 
p.m.”   

Success was immediate 
but Sterling continued with 
her public relations efforts. 
According to Ruby Ling 
Louie, whose family operated 
an import business in China 

City, there seemed to be a “constant series of 
public invitations . . . to special festivities to 
attract the tourists.  No Chinatown ever had 
so many public events with such detailed 
coverage as did China City in one year—ten 
at least!”  And to make certain that visitors 
would have no problem finding China City, 
souvenir maps were handed out on Pacific 
Electric street cars.

The public thronged to the new attraction, 
a cross between an amusement park and 
shopping mall with almost one hundred 
stores, restaurants, and offices.   Small 
specialty shops with rattan, silk flowers, and 
porcelain, or portable kiosks covered with 
baskets and curios competed with larger 

An unidentified employee stands in front of the Wang Farmhouse 
set, 1938.  The sign behind him reads: “House of Wang from the 
Good Earth, a Metro Goldwyn Mayer Production.  Designed by 

Hugh Hunt.”  This set was lost in the 1939 fire.
(Los Angeles Public Library Photo Collection)
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concerns like Jin Hing and Company Jewelry, 
Chekiang Importers, and Gubbins’ China 
City Gift Shop, a warehouse full of Asian art 
and curios.  

Should visitors become exhausted 
from shopping, there was a large choice of 
restaurants and cafes to help restore their 
energies.  In the Court of Four Seasons was 
Chung Dat Loo’s restaurant which featured 
squab, and Wong-a-Loo’s Restaurant which 
offered “full lunches for twenty-five cents 
and dinner for slightly more!”  Other choices 
included the Fong-Fung Café, the Golden 
Phoenix Inn with its covered awnings, and a 
restaurant where Chef Wong Duck claimed 
to be able to prepare chicken 1000 different 
ways.  There was the unique Chinese Junk 
Café that was constructed from an old movie 
set from “Bluebeard’s Eighth Wife,” Fook 
Gay’s Chinaburger stand, and a candy shop 
featuring roasted beetles.

The Temple of Quan Yin (the Goddess 
of Mercy) contained an elaborate altar that 
so impressed actress Mae West that she 
sent an autographed photograph of herself 
inscribed “You must come and see my temple 
sometime!”  In the Court of the Four Seasons 

was the rickshaw station and for twenty-five 
cents “one takes a ‘roller-coaster’ ride up 
and down and all around the many ramps 
and curved, cobbled streets of the City.  For 
another quarter, one can take home a colored 
souvenir photo.”   There were rumors that 
rival gangs were struggling for control of 
the rickshaw concession, so in order to avoid 
future conflict, it was decided that Korean 
and Mexican-American students would be 
hired to pull the rickshaws.

On February 20, 1939, a fire broke out on 
Dragon Road.  Due in large part to the flimsy 
construction of the small shops, the fire 
spread quickly and destroyed a major portion 
of China City, including the Temple and the 
Wang farmhouse movie set.  Overall damage 
was estimated at nearly $200,000 but the loss 
was covered by insurance.  It was generally 
believed that a smoldering firecracker from 
Chinese New Year celebrations caused 
the blaze, but Christine Sterling suspected 
arson and demanded an investigation.  No 
evidence of arson was ever found.

Rebuilding China City commenced 
quickly.  The fire could have been a 
catastrophe but Sterling used the press 

One of China City’s most popular places to eat was the Chung Dat Loo Restaurant which featured 
squab on the menu. (Los Angeles Public Library Photo Collection)
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coverage to her 
benefit, emphasizing 
the “tragic” fire and 
highlighting the new 
and better China 
City that would 
rise from the ashes.  
Local newspapers 
ran updates on 
c o n s t r u c t i o n 
activity, and society 
columns reported 
on assistance 
provided by ladies’ 
organizations such 
as the Daughters 
of the American 
Revolution, the 
United Daughters of 
the Confederacy, and 
the Beautification 
Committee of the 
Women’s Auxiliary 
of the Los Angeles Chamber of Commerce 
which had contributed new peach trees to 
adorn the site.  When rebuilding finished, 41 
shops were ready for business and another 
50 stores and cafes had nearly completed 
rebuilding or remodeling.  It was time for an 
official Open House and Sterling invited the 
public to attend a series of “exotic purifying 
ceremonies” which would cleanse the 
renewed attraction.  The grand re-opening 
celebration commenced on August 2, 1939 
and welcomed over 10,000 visitors who 
received free lichee nuts from shops and 
chopsticks from restaurants. 

Shop owners celebrated the re-opening as 
the ideal time to form their own association, 
the China City Merchants, with actor Luke 
Chan serving as first president.  The purpose 
of the association was not only to develop 
local leadership but also to provide outreach 
opportunities to the larger Los Angeles 
community.  Like many Anglo social groups, 
the Merchants hosted various functions for 
outside organizations and celebrities like 
Eleanor Roosevelt and actress Gene Tierney.

In the years before World War II, China 
City succeeded in cornering a respectable 
share of the tourist trade.  In 1988, the Chinese 

Historical Society of Southern California 
interviewed local residents about memories 
of China City.  The passage of time may 
have erased, or softened, any ambivalence 
or past criticisms so many people were 
happy to share their recollections.  They 
remembered Saturday nights with rickshaw 
rides; an old lady selling gardenia corsages; 
the “spectacular Chinaburgers, so good and 
tasty;” “young children running and darting 
among tourists who were shopping in the 
dimly lit dungeons.”  Johnny Yee, who had 
been a young employee, recalled that “one 
could not forget the fragrant smell of temple 
incense, fortune tellers, and the soft Chinese 
music as you entered the gate.” Gilbert 
Leong, a former shopkeeper, commented that 
“overall, China City provided opportunities 
for a lot of enterprising Chinese to go into 
business.”  

China City also provided opportunities 
for some well-connected ladies in Sterling’s 
social set.  Carla Laemmle (of the theatrical 
Laemmle family) organized the China City 
Cultural Group that would host weekly 
dinner programs, round-table discussions, 
and lectures at the Chinese Junk Café or the 
Chinese Village Café.  At a February 1939 

Rickshaw rides were a popular to see the attractions at China City.  Waiting 
for their ride to start are sisters Doris and Francis Chan who wore traditional 

dress as requested by Christine Sterling.
(Los Angeles Public Library Photo Collection)
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meeting, for example, the Group met at the 
Chinese Junk Café for a lecture on “The 
Influence of Chinese Music on Occidental 
Music.”  Other organizations like the 
Daughters of the American Revolution and 
the Order of the Eastern Star displayed new-
found interest in Chinese culture.   The Los 
Angeles Times society pages reported that 
“Eastern Star’s worthy matrons . . . and their 
guests met at a dinner party at the China City 
Café.  After dinner the group sought their 
fortunes and curios in the quaint oriental 
shops along cobblestone avenues.”  The 
public was also invited to evening festivities, 
and an advertisement ran in the Los Angeles 
Times during the month of December 1938 
that invited one and all to China City’s 
restaurants to “Dine & dance in real Oriental 
atmosphere.” 

The China City Cultural Group was 
very active and its scheduled meetings were 
popular.  Christine Sterling proclaimed it as 
“one of the finest things that has happened 
to China City,” and Dr. Edwin Starbuck, 
a scholar of Chinese culture, spoke at the 
January 1939 dinner meeting and declared that 

“this cultural movement in 
China City has set me on 
fire,” predicting that from 
it “a great spiritual surge . 
. . [would bring] great good 
will to the people of Los 
Angeles.”

One interesting 
character in the China City 
story was not a member 
of any social group or 
gathering.  He was Tom 
Gubbins, a long-time 
businessman and resident 
of Old Chinatown who 
described himself as a 
“curious mixture of the 
Orient and the Occident.”   
Born in Shanghai to a 
German father and an 
Irish mother, he learned to 
speak Chinese as a child 
and always admired the 
people and their culture.  
He was, in turn, respected 

by his colleagues and neighbors, some 
of whom referred to him as “the Mayor 
of Chinatown” or as “Little Devil Tom.”  
Gubbins once reflected that, for years, he 
had been “the only white man in business in 
[Old] Chinatown and the Chinese looked at 
me to do interpreting.  In that way I got to 
know their business and they confide in me 
. . . occasionally.”  He successfully operated 
three businesses in China City: Gubbins’ 
Asiatic Costumes, Gubbins’s Art Warehouse, 
and Gubbin’s China City Gift Shop, all 
located on “Shanghai Street,” a reference to 
his birthplace.    

Gubbins’ most profitable operation was 
as theatrical agent, providing Asian extras 
for war films such as “War Correspondent,” 
“Roar of the Dragon,” and “Shanghai 
Express.”  He knew and worked with local 
Chinese actors and actresses (and claimed 
to have introduced Anna May Wong to 
the movie industry), as well as with local 
residents who worked in low-paying 
jobs and supplemented their wages by 
occasional work as extras.  He also worked 
as technical expert to directors and set and 

An overview of China City’s North Gate, facing Main Street.  The 
attraction had been rebuilt after the 1938 fire and was ready for re-

opening celebrations.  The banner hanging from the gate reads: “Grand 
Opening -- China City, Aug. 2d-3d.”

(Los Angeles Public Library Photo Collection)



9

art designers, advising them on how to 
achieve an “authentic” Chinese atmosphere 
for their productions.  Conveniently for 
him, he could achieve this authenticity 
by leasing to the movie studios imported 
antiques and art works from his China City 
warehouse.  Lucrative as his operations were, 
the one dream that eluded Gubbins was the 
establishment of a theater in China City “in 
which authentic Chinese plays will be given 
in English by an all-Chinese company.”  
Intending to employ his troupe of actors, he 
set about choosing plays “with particular 
reference to the American taste” but failed 
to raise sufficient capital and the theater 
remained only a concept.  

In the early years of World War II, China 
City continued to attract tourists, many of 
whom were soldiers on leave.  A Los Angeles 
Times article, dated May 22, 1944, confidently 
reported that, although “the supply of 
goods from the Mother Country has been 
discontinued, the shops of [New] Chinatown 
and China City are still well stocked. . . 
When their merchandise is exhausted, they 
will sell domestic and Mexican and South 
American wares.”  There was optimism 
regarding the availability of merchandise but 
the question soon became: who would sell it?  
As the war progressed, many shop owners 
and employees enlisted in the military or 
signed on to work in the defense industry.  
Businesses and restaurants began to close, 
and as China City gradually emptied of its 
attractions, the tourist trade shifted to New 
Chinatown.  By the end of the war, public 
tastes were beginning to change and the 
appeal for the manufactured quaintness of 
China City had faded.

On September 3, 1948, the demise of 
China City was hastened when another 
fire, probably arson, destroyed many of the 
remaining shops.  The Los Angeles Examiner 
reported that “fingers of flame leapt into the 
night sky as firemen battled a blaze . . . in 
China City, on North Main street. . . Damage 
was estimated at $35,000.  No one was hurt.”  
This fire probably was due to arson but, 
unlike the 1939 blaze, Christine Sterling did 
not demand an investigation.  In fact, she 
seemed to take little interest in her creation.  

By the close of the decade, she had become 
totally occupied with the newly established El 
Pueblo de Los Angeles Historic Monument, 
a development near the Plaza which would 
celebrate Los Angeles’ early days.  She had 
no time to worry about China City’s fate and 
her “Celestial Empire” faded away.

Structures destroyed in the 1948 fire were 
bulldozed but some of the more substantial 
structures were remodeled or converted into 
storage facilities.  Author Lisa See recalled 
that her family operated their antique store, 
the F. Suie One Company, out of China City’s 
last remaining large building on Spring 
Street (by its description, this author believes 
the building may have been the former 
Gubbins’ Warehouse).  The 1971 Sylmar 
earthquake seriously damaged several of the 
old structures along Spring Street and they 
were condemned, actions which, according 
to See, “officially wiped China City off the 
map.”   

In 1972, graduate student Tom 
McDannold interviewed several long-time 
residents of Chinatown, and with their 
input, reconstructed a map of China City as 
it appeared between 1938 and 1948.  Based 
on that map and collective memories, 
McDannold searched for remnants of the 
attraction, but other than the old Lotus Inn 
building and the dilapidated Golden Lantern 
shop, he was unable to locate very much.  This 
author believes, however, that if McDannold 
had parked his car in Philippe’s parking lot 
on Ord Street and examined the back walls 
of buildings adjoining the lot (an area which 
had been the northern section of China City), 
he might have discovered a small neon sign 
that reads “Shanghai Street,” a unique and 
colorful reminder of Tom Gubbins and of 
China City.  
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First memories of horseback
 are from my granddad’s saddle.
That is where I first saw
 my father working cattle.

Granddad got his saddle 
 when he was just a teen.
No one then could guess
 what it would come to mean.

The saddle was a Hamley,
 handcrafted in its day.
It fit him like a glove,
 I always heard him say.

I’d sit up on the swells
 and hold the saddle horn.
I’d look at his big hands,
 so strong and weatherworn.

My back would feel his coat,
 as the sun would warm my face.
I felt secure and safe.
 It was my special place.

That was long ago,
 some sixty years have passed.
Granddad’s Hamley saddle
 was really built to last.

My father gave it to me
 after Granddad died.
It is my favorite saddle,
 the only one I ride.

It’s had a few repairs
 along with new sheepskin.
Seat fits me like a glove,
 I know who broke it in.

Now, I am the granddad.
 My grandkids number three.
Their first times up on horseback
 were on that old Hamley.

The saddle’s pushing ninety
 and shows signs of its wear.
It looks good on the back
 of my big buckskin mare.

Dad left my son his saddle.
 He rides it every day.
He remembers my dad
 as he’s out checking strays.

It is our tradition,
 when we’re out working cattle,
to have our seats planted
 in our granddads’ saddles. 

Granddad’s Saddle
By Tim Heflin
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Ninety-Four Years of 
The Pacific Mail Steamship 
Company - An Overview

By James Shuttleworth

The venerable Pacific Mail Steamship 
Company (PMSSCO) started life in 1848 
with, as the name implies, a mail contract.  
But passengers soon became the big money 
maker for the Line as many rushed to the 
gold fields of California.  It was at one time 
the largest U. S. steamship company in 
existence.  PMSSCO lasted from 1848 to 1925 
as a shipping company, but continued as a 
corporation until 1942.  From its beginnings, 
PMSSCO was important in connecting the 
Eastern U. S. with the Western U. S.  Later, 
it would help the Union win the Civil War 
transporting California gold.  Then its 
China Line, and later its “Sunshine Belt to 
the Orient,” would open up that part of the 
world.  PMSSCO also built the first industrial 
complex on the Pacific Coast, at Benicia, 
California, in 1850.  This repair and coaling 
facility was in operation until 1868.  

As far back as 1846, William Aspinwall, 
principal founder of PMSSCO, wanted to 
establish a steamship line subsidized by a mail 
contract.  Originally, he wanted the contract 
for mail service that had been obtained by the 
United States Mail Steamship Company to 
transport the mail from New York to Panama.  
A second contract was for transporting mail 
from Panama to Oregon.  Oregon, with its 
rich farmland, had been coveted by the U.S., 
and the fact that the British had a claim to 
it made it even more desirable.  Since the 
agreement with Britain establishing the 49th 
Parallel as the dividing line in 1846, the U.S. 
was anxious to reinforce its claim to the area 
and to establish communications between 
the new territory and the East. The war with 
Mexico had also left California controlled 
by the U.S.  It was a strange contract in 
that the U.S. Navy was actually paying the 

subsidy.  However, PMSSCO had to satisfy 
both the Navy and the Postal Service in 
its performance of the contract.  Although 
PMSSCO was the ultimate assignee of the 
contract, the Government first awarded it to 
Arnold Harris.  For a consideration, Harris 
assigned it to Aspinwall, who in turn assigned 
it to PMSSCO, which was incorporated April 
12, 1848, in New York.

The contract allowed the steamers to be 
converted to military transports should the 
need arise.  The Congressional Act of March 
3, 1847, called for the northern terminus to be 
somewhere in Oregon.  Astoria was selected 
by the Post Master.  In June, 1848, the Post 
Master allowed the terminus to be changed 
to San Francisco for steamers, with the mail 
then being carried by sailing vessel to Astoria.  
Likely, this was because the steamers could 
not make Astoria and maintain a monthly 
schedule.,

Even though the Pacific Coast service 
was fraught with many challenges, 
Aspinwall convinced his partners (Gardiner 
G. Howland, Henry Chauncey, and Edwin 
Bartlett) that they should obtain the mail 
contract for the Pacific leg.  He figured that 
the Pacific Coast would develop rapidly 
and they would enjoy a profitable business.  
Aspinwall also consulted with long-time 
California resident Alfred Robinson, who 
later became the PMSSCO agent in California.  
He was a very successful merchant and ship 
owner in the largest New York merchant 
house Howland and Aspinwall.  They owned 
many sailing vessels that traded to England, 
the Mediterranean, and Hispanic America.  

Steamers operating on the Pacific Coast 
route were faced with thousands of miles 
of uninhabited, isolated coastline, no repair 
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facilities, and no coaling stations.  Even 
with the $199,000 per year mail contract, the 
partners estimated they would just break 
even with the small cargo and passenger 
business they’d get.  

Three steamers were built for the service, 
the California, Panama, and Oregon.  California 
and Panama were built by William H. Webb, 
the famous New York shipbuilder.  Oregon 
was built by Smith and Dimon, also famous 
shipbuilders of New York.  The three were 
similar in size and design, approximately 
200 feet in length and about 1,100 tons each.  
All three were wooden side-wheelers, with 
side-lever engines, and two flu boilers each.  
They were the first ocean steamers to have 
iron cross-beam strapping.  Because none 
of the steamers were large enough to carry 
enough fresh water for the long voyage to the 
Pacific, the boilers used sea water.  They were 
not really suited for naval use, as reported 
in 1850 by Commodore Matthew Perry and 
Commander Cunningham.  Early steamers 
used large amounts of coal.  California had a 
capacity for only 500 tons of coal and had to 
be reprovisioned en route several times. 

California was the first to leave New York 
on October 6, 1848.  Despite having to nurse 
engine and boiler troubles, her crew carried 
on.  She steamed to Rio de Janeiro, was 

refueled and reprovisioned, then steamed 
down the coast and through the Straits of 
Magellan (not around Cape Horn as is often 
reported), then up the West Coast of South 
America with stops to refuel and reprovision.  
California had no through passengers to San 
Francisco from New York.   Panama left a 
few weeks later, but had to return due to a 
broken engine crosshead.  Oregon was the 
last ship scheduled to depart, but arrived in 
San Francisco second.

In December, 1848, the President of the 
United States announced to the nation and 
the world that gold had been discovered 
in California.  However, by the time the 
California reached Valparaiso, Chile, news of 
the discovery was known and many people 
were waiting for passage.  They were not 
taken aboard.  But at Callao, Peru, Forbes 
relented and 97 miners were taken aboard.  
Hundreds of Americans were waiting at 
Panama and demanded that the Peruvians 
be removed, but Captain Forbes allowed the 
Peruvians to stay aboard while also taking 
on hundreds of Americans.  The California, 
Oregon, and Panama all took on double 
their capacities in passengers on these first 
voyages.  California arrived at San Francisco 
on February 28, 1849, low on coal, having 
burned wood from the fixtures in the ship, 

Steamer California, postcard from a lithograph, circa 1848.
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PMSSCO advertisement, circa 1865.
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and having gathered some wood on shore 
along the way.  Thus started the famous 
“Panama Route.”  The success of the Pacific 
Mail Steamship Company was assured by 
the fortuitous discovery of gold in California.

From 1848 to 1869, the Panama Route 
was the easiest and safest way to the West.  
Sailing around Cape Horn was a long and 
arduous six-month trip.  Travel across the 
continent had the risk of Indian attack, 
extreme weather, physical hardship, and 
the long time it took.  Until 1855, travelers 
going via Panama had to walk, ride mules, 
and canoe approximately 50 miles across 
the isthmus.  To alleviate this trek, the 
Panama Railroad was completed in 1855 
by Aspinwall and partners, shortening the 
isthmus crossing from days to a few hours. 

PMSSCO established the Panama-to-
San Francisco service and took the lead over 
many competitors in that service.  They 
undercut, bought out, or compromised with 
all their competition, even from their biggest 
competitor, Cornelius Vanderbilt.  Vanderbilt 
pioneered and promoted the Nicaragua 
Route, which was very popular because it 
was supposedly shorter and had a better 
climate.  Finally, he was paid off by PMSSCO 

to remain out of the business, eventually 
receiving about $2 million.  He later turned 
to railroads.

PMSSCO vessels were always well 
maintained and fully manned by competent 
crews.  The company had a reputation for 
discipline and maintenance.  Vanderbilt 
ships, on the other hand, were known as 
“floating pig stys.”   Vanderbilt’s steamships, 
and those of other independent companies, 
were involved in some of the worst wrecks 
resulting in heavy losses of life. 

The United States Mail Steamship 
Company went bankrupt in 1859.  By 1865, 
PMSSCO owned and ran its own steamers 
in the Atlantic from New York to Aspinwall, 
Panama.  They operated a through service 
from New York to San Francisco.

Numerous corporate takeovers 
occurred in the 1860s, 1870s, and 1880s.  
Aspinwall, still a director in 1863, resigned.  
By September 1863, he was an opponent 
of PMSSCO.  In 1864, the Brown Brothers 
Banking House gained control through 
a group of shareholders including Allan 
McLane, elected President in 1861.

Early in the 1860s, PMSSCO knew 
that a transcontinental railroad would be 

Steamer John L. Stephens, built in 1852.  Typical PMSSCO wooden, side-wheeler.  From an engraving.
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completed after the Civil War and that 
passenger traffic would fall off greatly.  
Looking ahead, PMSSCO entered the trans-
Pacific Service and obtained another mail 
contract.  This time, the ten-year contract was 
for $500,000/year for monthly trips to Asia.  

From 1848 to 1867, PMSSCO had no 
house flag.  According to Captain            Richard 
Swain, a long time PMSSCO master, the 
famous PMSSCO house 
flag was designed by 
PMSSCO Captains while 
in Hong Kong, and made 
from two shirts and an 
apron.   

Since the four 
wooden side-wheel 
steamers PMSSCO was 
building for the China 
Line were not ready when 
the new mail contract was 
to start, the SS Colorado 
(formerly in the Panama 
Service) was rebuilt 
and left San Francisco 

for Japan and Hong Kong on January 1, 
1867.  This was the start of a profitable 
venture for PMSSCO and the first scheduled 
service between the United States and Asia.  
PMSSCO operated the trans-Pacific Service 
with wooden paddle wheel steamers until 
1873, when its first steel screw steamer, the 
Acapulco, was built.  By 1879 the last voyages 
of the wooden side-wheelers were made.  An 
additional contract, for bi-monthly sailings, 
was awarded in 1872, but was repealed in 
1875 owing to complaints of illegal lobbying. 

Except for periods of ruinous 
competition from Vanderbilt and others, 
PMSSCO was profitable until the panic and 
depression of 1873.  Substantial dividends 
had even been paid for much of the 1850s 
and 1860s.  Despite competition from the 
transcontinental railroads, PMSSCO had 
enjoyed profitability due to bulk freight 
cargos to the east, an expanding coastal 
trade, and the trans-Pacific Service.11

The beginning of a decline occurred in 
1871 with the retirement of President Allan 
McLane, who was the son of Louis McLane 
(President Andrew Jackson’s Secretary of 
Treasury and State), and brother of Louis 
McLane Jr. (President of Wells Fargo from 
1866 to 1869).  In 1865, when Louis Jr. was 
Wells Fargo General Agent, Allan made Wells 
Fargo the sole express company of PMSSCO.  
Allan McLane was a former Naval Officer 
who was well connected in Washington 
D.C.  He began the Presidency of PMSSCO 

PMSSCO House flag and Steamer Manchuria. 
Postcard circa 1906.

Painting of PMSSCO steamer Colorado at Hong Kong, circa 1867.  
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just as the Civil War started.  After 
McLane’s retirement, the next 
20 years was one of incompetent 
and corrupt leadership of the 
Company.  Jay Gould and Collis 
P. Huntington were trying to 
gain control of PMSSCO, both in 
concert and separately.  At various 
times they were able to install 
their henchmen onto the PMSSCO 
Board.  Others too, were trying to 
procure PMSSCO.  The Panama 
Railroad gained control for a 
period of time.

PMSSCO also provided 
coastal service along the 
Washington, Oregon, and 
California coasts.  It also served 
some Mexican and Central 
American ports.  Goodall, Nelson, 
and Perkins (G.N. & P.) were 
rivals of PMSSCO from 1867 until 
1875, when they acquired control 
of PMSSCO.  Instead of taking 
over, they came to an agreement, 
purchasing six steamers and some 
wharf facilities from PMSSCO.  
They also took over the service 
between San Diego and San 
Francisco, leaving PMSSCO with 
the Panama, Central America, 
Trans-Pacific, and Northern 
Coastal (San Francisco north) 
Services.  In October 1876, the G.N. 
& P. Steamship Company became 
the Pacific Coast Steamship 
Company.  Serving some 20 ports and towns 
in California, business was so good, they 
decided to give PMSSCO more competition 
in the northern coastal routes.  As a result, 
PMSSCO abandoned the service north of San 
Francisco in 1880.   Pacific Coast SS Company 
was the dominant coastal steamship line on 
the U. S. West Coast until it was bought out 
by the Pacific Steamship Company in 1916.  

In 1875,  PMSSCO was awarded a ten-
year contract for service by the Australian 
and New Zealand Governments between 
San Francisco to the Antipodes. Another 
contract for service to and from Vancouver 
was awarded by the Canadian Government 
the same year.

At about the same time,  the railroads 
wanted more of the money collected on the 
freight that came across the Pacific.  PMSSCO 
had a strangle hold on the trans-Pacific 
freight.  So the Central Pacific and the Union 
Pacific Railroads formed the Occidental 
and Oriental (O & O) Steamship Company 
using modern, chartered British steamers 
of the White Star Line (the same line as 
later operated the SS Titanic).  This service 
became quite popular cutting into PMSSCO’s 
monopoly.  By the 1880s, PMSSCO and O & 
O were operating in concert, sharing agents 
and wharves, and alternating sailings.  
Eventually, the railroads gained control of 
PMSSCO and it began to operate O & O SS 

PMSSCO ad for Sunshine Belt.  Circa 1906.
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Co.  When the O & O finally went out of 
business (about 1906), PMSSCO took over 
some of its vessels. The remaining vessels 
went back to the White Star Line.

In 1893, Collis P. Huntington and 
the Southern Pacific Company took over 
PMSSCO, operating it until December 1915.   
Shipping companies owned or controlled 
by continental railroads were not allowed to 
use the Panama Canal, completed in 1914.  
PMSSCO decided that it could not compete 
with the larger, faster steamers that would be 
able to use the canal.  The La Follette Seamen’s 
Act (1915) requiring English-speaking crews 
was also a factor in their decision.  So in 1915, 
the ships that had been built up to compete 
successfully with the Japanese were sold.  
Unfortunately, Southern Pacific’s timing was 
bad considering that the First World War was 
raging in Europe and would likely increase 
shipping rates around the world.

W. R. Grace and Company had been 
watching the situation and decided they 
could still make PMSSCO operations 
profitable.  In late 1915, they along with the 
American International Company, bought 
what was left of PMSSCO, including seven 
old steamers, for $1.25 million.  Grace knew 
that war was coming, rates would increase, 
and that the Pacific and Intercoastal trade 
routes would be potential money makers.  

From 1915 to 1925, PMSSCO was a well-run 
and separate operation from Grace Line.  
PMSSCO even managed many of the Grace 
Line vessels.  The Central American Trade 
was reestablished and the First World War 
shipping increases resulted in profits for 
PMSSCO.  The war in Europe made ships 
hard to find;  but in 1916, PMSSCO was able 
to buy three large Dutch steamers (Colombia, 
Venezuela, and Ecuador) for the trans-Pacific 
Service.  By war’s end, PMSSCO was 
operating 46 vessels, including 34 for the U. 
S. Shipping Board (U.S.S.B.).  

A world-wide shipping slump occurred 
in 1920, but PMSSCO was able to obtain 
new vessels from the U.S.S.B.  The first of 
these were the 502s, obtained in 1921 for the 
Manila and India Service.  Then, later in 1921, 
five 535s were delivered for trans-Pacific 
Service.  These ships became the “President 
Liners.”  The number designations, 502 
and 535, represent the length of standard, 
U.S.S.B.-designed and built vessels. PMSSCO 
operated these steamers for the U.S.S.B. as 
the California Orient Line.  Service was also 
established in an  Around-the-World service 
for a time.  But PMSSCO failed to maintain 
a presence in Washington and a close 
relationship with the U.S.S.B.

In 1925, the U.S.S.B. decided to get out 
of the shipping business.  The five 535 liners 

PMSSCO steamer Colombia. Postcard advertizing “Sun Shine Belt” to the Orient, dated 1920.
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PMSSCO was operating for the U.S.S.B., were 
put up for sale.  Although PMSSCO made a 
larger bid for the vessels, with a cash and 
stock offer, Dollar Steamship Line offered all 
cash and was awarded the vessels.  The real 
end of the venerable Pacific Mail Steamship 
Company had arrived.  

W. R. Grace and Co. decided to sell 
out.  For their financial interest they kept all 
seven steamers (San Juan, Corinto, Venezuela, 
Colombia, Ecuador, City of Panama, and City of 
San Francisco), then owned by PMSSCO, and 
$450,000 in cash.  They formed the Panama 
Mail Line and operated the Panama Service 
much as PMSSCO had.  Grace had started 
in the South American trade so this was a 
natural for them, not to mention that they 
had operated PMSSCO for ten years.  The 
Panama Mail Line lasted until 1932.  Not 
unexpectedly, Panama Mail Line utilized 
much of the PMSSCO symbolism, including 
its house flag colors and similar logos. 
Although a merger with Grace Line might 
have been better, many long-time PMSSCO 
employees were kept on in the new line.

Although the company was 
incorporated in New York, the Vice President 
and General Manager of PMSSCO operated 

the shipping line from San Francisco.  The 
Benicia facility could repair and build any 
piece of equipment the steamers needed, 
but from 1868, PMSSCO started using Mare 
Island Naval Shipyard and Hunter’s Point 
Dry Dock for vessel repair and maintenance.  
The Benicia facility was sold in 1869, but a 
small repair facility was maintained in San 
Francisco.  Some of the original Benicia 
buildings still exist today.  

There are several misconceptions about 
PMSSCO.  The first is that the American 
President Lines (APL) is the modern day 
successor to PMSSCO.  This is incorrect.  
The second is that the PMSSCO was gone 
in 1925 when the shipping operations 
ceased.  PMSSCO Corporation continued on 
until 1942 when the court finally approved 
liquidation.

In June 1925, the PMSSCO Corporation 
was sold to some San Francisco bankers, 
headed up by Herbert Fleishhacker.  He 
owned the Anglo and London Paris National 
Bank (later the Anglo California National 
Bank, and now Crocker Bank).  He had long 
been interested in the shipping business 
and had an association with Robert Dollar.  
Fleishhacker and another man still owned 90 

PMSSCO steamer President Pierce, operated for US Shipping Board.
Postcard circa 1922. Original painting by Worden Wood.
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percent of PMSSCO stock in 1938.  In 1940, 
he was indicted by a Federal Grand Jury for 
illegally taking $55,100 from PMSSCO in 
1937, but was later acquitted.

Robert Dollar bought the PMSSCO house 
flag for $150,000 through an intermediary, to 
ensure it would not be used by others.  The 
story, promoted by APL, is that they are the 
successors to PMSSCO because they took 
over the Dollar Line in 1938.  But neither the 
Dollar Line nor Robert Dollar ever owned 
PMSSCO.  Dollar had simply bought the 
house flag, not the PMSSCO Corporation.  

PMSSCO owed a lot of money, 
especially to the U. S. Government.  But it was 
also owed a lot of money.  This is probably 
why the bankers bought PMSSCO - to collect 
what was owed the company.  The corporate 
records show that the new owners went after 
the money owed to the Company after the 
1925 sale. 

Even if you consider that Pacific 
Lighterage Company, a subsidiary of the 
Robert Dollar Company, changed its name 
to Pacific Mail Steamship Company in 1943, 
this is long after APL took over the Dollar 
Steamship Line in 1938.  The name may have 
been renewed after the final liquidation, but 
it was not the same company.

PMSSCO was both loved and hated 
by the people who had to use its services.  
Although there were many vessel losses over 
the long period of operation, with high losses 
of life, PMSSCO was run more competently 
than most other shipping companies of the 
time.   In hindsight, this may be one of the 
reasons why the company lasted so long - 
77 years operating ships and 94 years as a 
corporation.
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Down the Western Book Trail . . .
LOS ANGELES IN THE 1930s: the WPA 
Guide to the City of Angels, Federal Writers 
Project, Works Progress Administrator, 
new introduction by David Kipen, 2011, 
University of California Press, $24.95.  
Reviewed by Mark Hall-Patton.

SAN FRANCISCO IN THE 1930s:  the WPA 
Guide to the City by the Bay, Federal Writers 
Project, Works Progress Administration, 
new introduction by David Kipen, 2011, 
University of California Press, $24.95.  
Reviewed by Mark Hall-Patton.

The Works Progress Administration left 
many aspects of its existence which continue 
to influence America today.  Though made 
up of a wide variety of programs, the Federal 
Writer’s Project portion made a wide variety 
of publications, many of which are still the 
best in their areas.  Published in short runs, 
many are hard to find today, but for any 
researcher, they are worth a place on the 
shelf.

Not the least of their efforts was the 
production of the remarkable American 
Guide Series between 1937 and 1942.  
Guides to each state, as well as a number of 
communities and other areas, were published 
through this federal make-work effort.  All 48 
states at the time were eventually represented, 
with cities ranging from MacGregor, Iowa, to 
Erie, Pennsylvania, and geographical regions 
from the Berkshire Hills of Massachusetts 
and Connecticut to the Arrowhead Country 
of Minnesota.  The books strove for a 
completeness which would probably never 
be seen today, as authors were assigned 
everything from historic sites to the history 
of the arts in the various locations.  All of 
this information was then built around a 
guidebook format, which allowed users to 
build tours or trips around the books.  The 
final products continue to prove valuable to 
researchers and writers of today.

In 2011, the University of California 
Press reprinted the Los Angeles and San 
Francisco guides.  With new introductions 

by David Kipen, who headed up the effort to 
get the guides reprinted, these volumes are 
now available in paperback.  They provide 
a fascinating view of the two cities at the 
end of the 1930s, a period when there was 
hope locally, although worry on the horizon 
because of a fellow with an odd moustache 
who was starting a war in Europe.

The Los Angeles and San Francisco 
volumes were not the only California guides 
produced.  San Diego and Santa Barbara 
also merited guides, as did the Monterey 
Peninsula and Death Valley.  Other cities 
and areas throughout the country also rated 
volumes during the original writing, but 
most are long out of print and only available 
on the used book market.  By bringing the 
Los Angeles and San Francisco volumes 
back into print, the UC Press has brought the 
amazing wealth of information packed into 
the volumes back into easy access.  These 
books provide an invaluable snapshot of the 
cities at the time of their writing.  Because 
the authors tried for completeness, they 
produced books with historical value for any 
researcher into the 20th- century history of 
these towns.

I personally have used the American 
Guide Series volumes when writing 
monographs and articles on local and 
regional history.  Their information, while 
dated, is amazingly accurate for the time, and 
often provides a look at details lost today.  In 
the Los Angeles volume, for example, Kipen 
notes in his introduction that a reference to 
directions to a Hooverville is included in the 
book.  Lost today, these 1930s encampments 
are a part of the efforts of Americans to 
survive the Great Depression, and the idea of 
being directed to such a site today would be 
nearly unthinkable.

These books also predate the efforts to 
cleanse historical information for fear that 
non-professionals might take advantage of it.  
Towns, resorts, sites, and points of interest 
are all identified and directions given so 
that the traveler of the period can find them.  
With changes in roads and highways in the 
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ensuing 70+ years, you might have some 
difficulty finding the sites, but at least you 
have a start.

However, these are much more than 
just guide books.  They were conceived as 
introductions to the overall history, culture, 
communities, celebrations, architecture, 
and life of the areas they covered.  The Los 
Angeles volume includes, for example, a 
short history of radio stations in the Los 
Angeles area.  What other guide book could 
you open to find KNX, KHJ, KFI, and many 
others; their origins; which national networks 
eventually absorbed them; and other details 
of Los Angeles radio history.

Included with the arts are interesting 
short reviews of the authors and artists of 
note in both San Francisco and Los Angeles.  
While there is a section on movie-making in 

the Los Angeles volume, the artists section 
of the San Francisco volume is significantly 
longer, reflecting the difference in the 
editorial supervisors for each volume.  While 
in retrospect, we may see many others who 
should have been included, for those who 
are, the reviews are mainly accurate and a 
good short introduction.

Kipen’s introductions tend toward the 
breathless tradition, but place the volumes 
in their literary historical period.  The photo 
reproductions are problematic in some 
instances, as these are direct reproductions 
of the original volumes, but all in all these 
are a significant addition to any historian’s 
or interested reader’s bookshelf.  If you don’t 
have the originals, or don’t want to throw an 
original copy into your vehicle when you are 
out traveling, these are fine copies to use.
   

Pueblo Indians And Spanish Colonial 
Authority In Eighteenth-Century New 
Mexico, by Tracy L. Brown.  Tucson, 
University of Arizona Press, 2013.  236 pp.  
Illustrations, Notes, Bibliography, Index.  
Cloth $55.  Reviewed by Jerry Selmer

The author is an anthropologist who has 
studied, and written a number of publications 
about, the American Southwest.  Her work in 
this book deals with the interactions between 
the Spanish Conquistadors of the far northern 
provinces of Mexico (now New Mexico) and 
the Pueblo Indians who lived along the Rio 
Grande and further west.  Professor Brown 
deals only with the Spanish period itself and 
stops short of the time following Mexican 
independence, thus providing us with a 
valuable glimpse of two early cultures, their 
clashes and their accommodations with one 
another.  

One must realize the vastness of the 
New World territory claimed by Spain.  
Throughout Latin America it covered an 
almost incalculable amount of land.  Spain 
itself was a relatively small country thus 
making it difficult, if not impossible, to 
provide any effective administration of the 
areas it claimed.  Those intrepid Spaniards 
who occupied what is now the American 
Southwest must have felt they were living on 
another planet since they were so far away 

from any established colonial authority.  
Nevertheless, they asserted their “rights of 
conquest” upon the natives living in these 
vast areas.

Dr. Brown goes into a wealth of detail 
regarding these relationships.  However, 
because of the paucity of documentary 
material, there is of necessity a certain 
degree of reasoned supposition.  She makes 
a good case for each such situation and 
her arguments have a logical basis.  She 
examines foreign and domestic affairs 
(Pueblo politics); Pueblo economies after 
Spanish conquest; commoner men and 
women, intimate relations, cohabitation 
and marriage in Pueblo communities; and 
“master narratives” of the U. S.- Mexico 
borderlands and the American West.

As I read through her various findings 
I had the feeling that much of the time the 
Pueblo Indians had constructed a great 
drama to be played with the Spaniards, one 
which made the Spaniards really think they 
were in charge.  Of course they were and 
sometimes demonstrated their power in cruel 
and Eurocentric ways.  Most of the time, the 
daily routines were played out exceeding 
well by the Indians, displaying just enough 
cooperation to make the Spaniards really 
believe that they were the superior people in 
the area.
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Probably the most significant clash 
came in how each society was formed.  The 
Spanish maintained a strict patriarchal 
society with the eldest male in the extended 
family or the husband in the smaller family 
unit being the one in charge of all matters of 
importance.  Not so with the Pueblo Indians.  
Some Pueblo people maintained a strict 
matriarchy with the eldest woman or wife 
owning all property.  Other Pueblos had 
a bilateral society where either the man or 
woman might be “in charge.”  The Spaniards 
could not understand such “uncivilized” 
practices and did their best to change 
them through the imposition of the Roman 
Catholic religion and the patriarchal concepts 
it teaches.  Some Indians adopted the ways of 
the Church; however, for many others it was 

with a wink.  They went through the motions 
but never really accepted it.

In 1680, the great Pueblo Revolt occurred 
driving the Spaniard south back from whence 
they came.  With the re-conquest in 1692, the 
Spaniards were more accommodating to the 
Indians and tended to be less controlling 
and rather more interested in establishing 
a Spanish mark upon the territory which 
would exist forever.  Despite the upheavals 
throughout this period, the Pueblo Indians 
displayed remarkable survival skills and 
continue to flourish today.

For one interested in this aspect of 
Southwest history, Professor Brown has 
provided us with an excellent study of the 
human relations of the colonial period.

Herbert Eugene Bolton:  Historian of the 
American Borderlands by Albert L. Hurtado.  
Berkeley, University of California Press, 2012. 
370pp.  Illustrations, Notes, Bibliography, 
Index.   Hard cover, $39.95.  Reviewed by 
Brian Dervin Dillon

Albert Hurtado’s new biography of 
H.E. Bolton succeeds on many different 
levels. Readable, yet scholarly, it will become 
the standard work on the University of 
California’s most famous historian.  Bolton 
(1870-1953) was a pivotal figure of American 
history.  He moved the narrow national focus 
away from the Atlantic seaboard, not just to 
Fredrick Jackson Turner’s quasi-mythical 
frontier, but out to our Southwestern 
Borderlands. Bolton’s basic research 
language was Spanish, not English.  Through 
his efforts more than any other writer and 
teacher, Western American history also 
became Latin American history. 

Hurtado portrays Bolton as the 
undisputed ruler of an academic empire, the 
likes of which will never be seen again.  If so, 
then he was the most unusual of Emperors, 
devoted to his subjects no less than his subject.  
Few professors mentored as many students 
on to their Ph.D.’s, nor worked so diligently 
to get them academic positions.  Bolton’s 
new historical message was spread far and 
wide by his dozens of faithful acolytes. He 

was also very effective at popularizing his 
own brand of history amongst the lay public, 
and making it a point of pride in the English-
speaking West.  Hurtado’s chief criticism of 
Bolton is an entirely modern one. He argues 
that at least some of his motivation was hero-
worship of the early Spanish and Mexican 
explorers and missionaries, an approach 
which no longer withstands “politically 
correct” scrutiny. Humanists of all stripes 
now of course agree that glorifying the 
conquistador is unfair to the conquered.  

My own view is that Bolton is best 
seen not simply as the superstar of a single, 
isolated, academic department at the finest 
University in the country, but instead as one-
third of an innovative, early 20th Century, 
Berkeley humanist troika.  The other, younger, 
members of this intellectual powerhouse 
were Alfred Louis Kroeber (1876-1960) of 
Anthropology and Carl Sauer (1889-1975) of 
Geography.  Each invented his own discipline 
and department at Berkeley, and together 
they put the University of California on the 
world map of superior institutions.  Bolton, 
Kroeber and Sauer shared a free exchange 
of ideas and had a convergence of research 
goals unmatched at any other contemporary 
American university. They attracted brilliant 
students from all over the United States 
and Latin America, encouraging them to 
take classes in all three departments.  They 
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forged an educational program at Berkeley 
very much greater than just the sum of its 
parts.  Bolton and his two colleagues made 
interdisciplinary studies a matter of course 
instead of something exotic, long before 
most other universities had even heard of the 
concept.  Later, after Bolton’s retirement, the 
finest accomplishment of this holy academic 
trinity, the publication series Ibero-Americana, 
would continue to address issues Bolton did 
not or could not within his own lifetime.

Hurtado’s most entertaining chapter is 
entitled, tongue-in-cheek, “Bury My Heart at 
Corte Madera.”  Here Bolton is presented at 
his least flattering, gulled by a well organized 
group of pranksters with a complicated, 
three-dimensional, hoax:  Drake’s Plate of 
Brass.  The fake was made by members of 
E Clampus Vitus and planted so that Bolton 
would interpret it as a memento of Sir Francis 
Drake’s 1579 visit to California.  But, through 
a series of mishaps, the “discovery” and 
subsequent “reveal” elements of the practical 
joke went horribly wrong, giving Bolton the 
biggest academic black eye of his long and 
distinguished career. 

As a child, then as a young Berkeley 
student, I used to go by the Bancroft library 
and look at “Drake’s Plate of Brass” on 
display as “California’s oldest historical 
relic,” authenticated by Bolton as absolutely 
legitimate.  Within our family, however, 
with no knowledge of its ECV origin, we 
nevertheless always assumed it to have 
been a fake.   And, a generation after its 
“discovery” this hoax even bred another 
fraud, when its putative “missing sixpence” 
was a little too conveniently “found” by an 
ethically challenged archaeologist excavating 
in northern Marin County.  This “discovery” 
took place only a short time after his vacation 
in London, which presumably included a 
visit to the Portobello Road flea market, 
where 16th-century sixpences could still be 

had at reasonable rates, even for California 
archaeologists.   

Hurtado’s recitation of Bolton’s 
shortcomings are neither mean-spirited nor 
vindictive.  Sympathetic overall, he shows 
the historian as a man like any other, with 
both strong and weak points.  Hurtado’s 
biography is very much an insider’s view 
of Bolton’s world, for his insights into the 
campus politics of a century ago prove him 
no stranger to modern academic trench 
warfare, nor to the often-fractious relations 
between academia and the vast, unwashed 
public. 

Finally, Hurtado’s book is satisfying on 
a personal level, for he fleshes out a ghostly 
figure that has haunted my own family’s 
consciousness for three generations.  Bolton 
was retired but still active at Berkeley when 
my father was a 1941 history major there. 
Dad remembers going to see him in his 
office, where unintentional book-barricades 
were everywhere but for a narrow path from 
door to desk.  Bolton himself was a friendly, 
Great-and-Powerful-Oz-like-being behind an 
ever-present screen of tobacco smoke.  Long-
gone a generation later when I was a 1970’s 
Berkeley boy, Bolton’s spirit and influence 
remained, especially in the research focus 
of the still-allied history, anthropology and 
geography departments.  Wisps of Bolton 
still lingered, albeit now in muted form, 
mostly just on library shelves and in the 
memories of retirement-age instructors, 
when my own son graduated as a Berkeley 
history major in 2012.  Indeed, the present 
departmental aim sometimes seems to be 
Boltonian deconstruction, not veneration.   

No responsible American historian can 
ignore H.E. Bolton’s immense contribution. 
Albert L. Hurtado’s outstanding biography 
brings the man and his work back to life, and 
reminds us of our continuing debt to him.    
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In the summer of 1878, the town of San 
Jacinto, California was about ten years old.  
Several people had come to the area to pur-
chase lands of the San Jacinto Rancho and es-
tablish their own farm or business.  One such 
person was sixty-year-old William Palmer-
ton, who, with his wife, owned a small farm 
near town.  On the night of July 4, 1878, 
events began to occur that would change that 
forever.

As the Palmertons were sitting down 
to dinner with some friends, Refugio Baca, 
described by the Riverside Press and Horticul-
turist as a “a Mexican of a dark bronzed com-
plexion and short, thick beard” approached 
and asked if he could stay for dinner.  Baca’s 
request was accommodated, and he joined 
the Palmertons at their dinner table.  After 
dinner, Baca continued his journey into the 
San Jacinto Mountains.  He told the Palmer-
tons that he was looking for work, but appar-
ently did not say what kind of work he was 
looking for.

The next evening, Baca returned to the 
Palmertons’ home and asked if he could 
spend the night.  Again, the gracious Palm-
ertons obliged, and William Palmerton set to 
creating a bed for Baca in the hay barn.  Af-
terwards, the two sat down and began talk-
ing.  At some point, when Palmerton turned 
his back on Baca, Baca grabbed a hatchet 
and smashed Palmerton’s skull, sending him 
reeling into the dirt.  Baca was not done – he 
approached the house just as Mrs. Palmer-

When “Judge Lynch” Came
to San Jacinto

By Steve Lech

ton was coming out.  Baca demanded money 
but was told she had none.  Baca struck at 
Mrs. Palmerton with the same hatchet, but 
the woman was able to deflect most of the 
blow, but still sustained massive injuries.  In 
a scuffle, she managed to disarm Baca, who 
immediately ran from the Palmertons’ house.

Mrs. Palmerton stumbled approximate-
ly ½ mile to find help.  When she and others 
returned, they found that William Palmerton 
had managed to drag himself into the house 
and sit in a chair, where he died from his 
massive wounds.  

On Saturday, July 6, Justice of the Peace 
John Kennedy, together with his deputy 
Aurelio Ortega, captured Baca on the ranch 
of John Burton south of San Jacinto.  A pre-
liminary hearing was held the next Mon-
day, wherein many witnesses testified to 
the fact that Baca had been at the Palmer-
ton ranch.  That night, when Kennedy was 
escorting Baca back to jail, he and Ortega 
were approached by a mob of 30 armed and 
mounted men, all with barley sacks on their 
heads.  After a quick but futile attempt to let 
justice prevail, Kennedy was compelled to re-
lease Baca to the crowd, which immediately 
hanged him from a nearby tree.  In summing 
up what had occurred, the Press and Horticul-
turist said, “While not an advocate of Judge 
Lynch, we must say that the general senti-
ment of the community will sustain this sum-
mary vengeance.”  Nothing more was said of 
the affair, so it is presumed that there was no 
summary investigation of the lynching.
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Monthly 
Roundup . . .

April 2014

Brian Dervin Dillon                        

At the April 2014 Roundup, Brain 
Dervin Dillon presented a program about the 
Camanche, California’s Forgotten Ironclad. 

Brian Dervin Dillon is a 5th generation 
Californian.   An archaeologist, he is the son 
and the father of historians. All three Dillon 
generations were educated at the University 
of California, Berkeley.  Dillon’s Ph.D. in 
Maya archaeology was at age 25, the young-
est in the history of the department.  A Phi 
Beta Kappa and Fulbright Fellow, for the past 
40+ years he has done archaeology all over 
California, in every part of Guatemala, and 
in three other Central American countries. 
Dr. Dillon is the 2012 recipient of the West-
erner’s International Coke Wood 2nd place 
award for his two-part study Sergeant Dillon 
with the Dynamite Squads: 1906, detailing how 
his grandfather fought fire with explosives in 
the days following the catastrophic San Fran-
cisco earthquake.  His Camanche study will 
be published in upcoming issues of the Cali-
fornia Territorial Quarterly.

Dillon pointed out that California gold 
and Nevada silver financed the Union during 
the Civil War.  The heavy bullion had to be 
shipped via Panama in vulnerable, Federal 
bottoms.  Just one Confederate raider, loose 
in coastal California, could have severed the 

March 2014

Jerry Selmer

At the March Roundup, former Sheriff 
Jerry Selmer gave a talk entitled “A Great 
American General – War Chief Joseph of the 
Nez Perce.”  This is a story of government ap-
proved expansion throughout the West and 
its consequences to native people.  White set-
tlers, with Army support, began taking over 
the lands of the western territories which 
were traditionally occupied by various In-
dian tribes.  Those lands claimed as home by 
the Nez Perce tribe were no exception.  

As more and more whites poured in, 
the Nez Perce made a fateful decision which 
forever split the tribe apart.  Some were will-
ing to accept the government treaty while 
others refused.  That split continues to this 
day.  The non-treaty part of the tribe was led 
by a remarkable leader, Chief Joseph.  Selmer 
told the story of the efforts made by these 
bands to make their way from their tradi-
tional home in Oregon to safety in Canada.  

Along the way, Chief Joseph showed 
brilliant generalship leading his Indian sol-
diers in battle against the U. S. Army led by 
Brigadier General O. O. Howard.  For much 
of the time, the Indians won their battles, but 
in the end, the Army had too many troops 
and better technology.  The weather also 

turned, bringing freezing cold and snow.  Ul-
timately, Chief Joseph had to give up a scant 
30 miles away from safety.  His military abili-
ties and his emotional, yet elegant surrender 
will always be remembered.  By Jerry Selmer.
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Union’s most important financial lifeline to 
her westernmost states and territories. So, 
when Californians begged for a U.S. Navy 
warship, President Lincoln sent the most 
modern vessel available. This was the USS 
Camanche, a second-generation, John Eric-
sson-designed, Passaic class monitor.  Built 
twice, sunk once, and launched on both the 
Atlantic and the Pacific coasts, the Caman-
che had perhaps the most unusual history 
of any of the 30 Union-built monitors of the 
Civil War.  In contrast to the prototype USS 
Monitor, the Camanche never fired her guns 
in anger.  She also outlived every other Erics-
son-designed vessel, yet remains California’s 
Forgotten Ironclad.

May 2014

Bill Neal                         

At the May 2014 roundup, “Elk Whistle” 
Bill Neal, a Master Native American flutist 
and storyteller of Cherokee ancestry, played 
and provided history of Native American 
flutes. He demonstrated cedar flutes of the 
people of the Great Plains, the Lakota of 
the northern plains and the Kiowa and Co-
manche of the southern plains, plus the cane 
flutes of the Choctaw and Cherokee who are 
originally southeastern woodland people. 

By the latter half of the 20th century, 
the Native flute—indigenous only to North 
America—was in danger of becoming noth-
ing more than a museum exhibit. However, 
because of the efforts of Elk Whistle and oth-
ers, this unique and beautifully-voiced in-
strument has come back alive. 

Elk Whistle’s career has been in envi-
ronmental engineering with the U. S. Forest 

Service; teaching forestry, natural resource 
and wildland fire management in college; 
and co-founding a biomass energy fuel sup-
ply company. 

He has performed in numerous ven-
ues, and has coordinated PowWows at San 
Dimas, Pomona College, and Ontario.  His 
beautiful music, plus his entertaining and 
educational stories have helped illuminate 
Native American cultural values, which are 
being discovered and appreciated by more 
and more of the two-leggeds on Turtle Island 
[North America].  By Paul McClure.



28

Ernie Hovard

CURRENTLY WORKING ON:  Ernie is still 
collecting Indian and western lore after 60 
years!

PROJECTS:  Ernie is extending an open invi-
tation to all Westerners to visit his home and 
see his collection (see photo).

RECENT PRESENTATIONS:  Several in-
dividuals and groups have come to see his 
house and collection.

FROM OUR FILES
50 Years Ago
#69 June 1964

 
Meetings that spring alternated between 

the Roger Young Auditorium and Taix Cafe. 
E. I. “Eddie” Edwards, Clifford Drury, and 
Koenig spoke in March, April, and May.  
Koenig was a new member, along with Rob-
ert G. Cowan.

 
The Western History Association had be-

gun publication of a quarterly magazine 
“The American West,” with corral member 
Ray Billington writing the introductory pref-
ace.

 
25 Years Ago

#176 Summer 1989
 
The 1989 Fandango was held at the Andres 

Pico Adobe, under the direction of Deputy 
Sheriff Siegfried Demke. Ninety-five mem-
bers and guests enjoyed dinner and Mariachi 
music.

 
Members Donald Duke, Bill Lorenz, Hugh 

Tolford, Rick Arnold, and Bob Kern all took 
part in the 50th anniversary celebration of 
Los Angeles’ Union Station on May 5th.

 
In August, 

former Sheriff 
John H. Kem-
ble spoke on 
“The Big Four 
at Sea.”

Corral Chips


